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Book One: Target

Part One: Caroline

​Chapter One
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Dealing with crime scenes had taught Caroline three important things.

First: breakfast was never a good idea. Queasiness was a lot easier to handle when there wasn’t anything in her stomach to bring back up.

Second: coffee - specifically the caramel latte - was the greatest invention mankind had ever produced, and she wasn’t sure how she had ever functioned without it.

Third: Humans could be easily unsettled by a deadpan, unamused glare.

Caroline jumped out of her black SUV, coffee in hand.

The door shut firmly behind her as she strode up to the warehouse she had parked outside, ignoring the police tape in her way.

The uniformed officers looked up, but quickly looked away as they recognised her. They were more than used to this routine.

Caroline walked into the warehouse, entering only to see a ritualistic display of severed limbs pinned to the metal storage racks.

She took a deep drink of her coffee as she examined the scene in front of her, trying to detach the reality of blood and flesh from the intent of the arrangement.

And there was definitely intent. This wasn’t just some random pattern, she could feel the magic these components were attempting to focus.

Attempting, but not quite managing.

The question being, was the problem incompetence, had the police already tampered with the scene, or was there another component to the spell that hadn’t been set up yet?

The second factor was the easiest to rule out, and her gaze swept the room as she tried to decide who to approach.

If she had been prone to such outward displays of emotion, she probably would have smiled as she recognised one of the CSIs.

“Good morning, Sas,” she greeted as she walked over to him.

Sas simply sighed, brushing his long black hair from his eyes. “I knew this would be one of yours,” he said as she approached. “The ritualistic and physically improbable placement of the bodies...”

“Have any of your people interfered?”

“No, not yet. I told them all to just look busy until you arrived, but the SIO is starting to catch on.”

“Can’t you just tell them this is one of mine?”

“Normally, I would. But she’s new. The Chief doesn’t exactly like admitting that there is a strange woman who wanders onto our crime scenes and takes them over, so I don’t think she’s been brought up to speed on everything. And to be honest, I can’t exactly blame the Chief because I thought about explaining this situation to her but I couldn’t come up with an explanation that made any kind of sense.”

“I don’t know... Not wanting to get in the middle of something you can’t handle seems like a perfectly valid explanation to me.”

Sas shook his head. “Really? Because I can’t think of any way to phrase that without making this entire department out to be abject cowards.”

Caroline shrugged. “Better coward than dead. Still, I suppose I should introduce myself.”

Caroline’s coffee caught in her throat as Sas nodded over to a woman who seemed horrendously out of place compared to everyone else there.

She was tall, with curves that were somehow a perfect combination of soft and strong. Her cropped black hair was styled out of the way of her calculating, onyx eyes, and it shone under the warehouse lights, which seemed not to have the same washing-out effect on her dark brown skin as it did on everyone else.

Caroline thought she would look more at home in Amazonian armour than her plain black pantsuit, but the latter was certainly flattering.

She couldn’t help but sigh at herself. Had it truly been so long since she had been with anyone that she was thinking of a Human in such terms?

A Human that was causing her trouble, at that...

“That’s her,” Sas said, seemingly oblivious as Caroline cleared her throat and refocused on the task at hand. “Detective Inspector Sharma.”

Caroline nodded before striding over to the woman in question. As she approached, every other officer stood back, desperate to look anywhere except for right at her.

Sharma frowned, clearly confused by the behaviour of her colleagues.

“Detective Inspector Sharma? I’m Caroline Raven of the RCE, and this is now officially my crime scene.”

The detective’s frown deepened. “The RCE? I’ve never heard of that organisation.”

“Then consider yourself lucky. Most places never see us, or at least not frequently. Unfortunately, this city is a hub for exactly the kind of crimes that are our speciality. Crimes such as these.”

“And what exactly do you mean by that? What kind of crimes?”

“The weird ones,” the officer next to her muttered, though he quickly did his best to look as if he hadn’t said anything.

Caroline simply found his behaviour amusing.

“You can’t just waltz in here and take over my crime scene,” the detective said. “I need some form of identification or something...”

“No, you really don’t,” Caroline said firmly.

“This isn’t actually uncommon here,” the man next to the detective said, once more under his breath. “The Chief’s standing orders are to hand over any crime scene to Raven when she arrives. Trust me, it’s for the best.”

The detective didn’t seem to be buying it, however, and continued to glare at Caroline. “I can’t believe that the procedure is to simply hand over an active crime scene to some random woman with no identification or recognisable organisation.”

“Whether you believe it or not, it’s true,” Caroline said, her voice more than a little tired. “For now, this crime scene is mine. If you have a problem with it, I suggest you speak to your boss about it.”

It looked for a moment as if the detective wouldn’t stand down, and Caroline had to curse her luck. Most of the Humans found her unsettling because part of their brain – the ancient, primal part – still recognised her for what she was.

A dangerous predator. The monster under the bed.

A Demon.

There were some Humans, however, who had just a drop of magic in them themselves. Those Humans were more than a little infuriating for their ability to see past what unsettled the others.

Caroline didn’t exactly mind when it was someone like Sas, who wouldn’t ever cause her trouble, but she suspected that the detective would be far more problematic.

She wondered for a moment if she would have to use her magic on the detective to get her to drop it. She hated using her magic like that, despite how skilled she was in it. There was always a small risk of hurting the Human. No, there were other, simpler methods to get what she needed. The only problem was, they didn’t seem to be working right at that moment.

Thankfully, however, the detective sighed, shaking her head. “Fine, I’ll go and talk to the Chief about this.”

Caroline would have preferred it if she had simply dropped it all together, but at least she could rely on the Chief to explain why the situation was the way it was, and to get the detective to drop it.

After a few moments, the police filed out, leaving Caroline alone to her work.

​
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When Caroline arrived back at her office later that day, she was thoroughly exhausted. Poking and prodding at artefacts of ritual, attempting to discern their purpose through various magical methods, had left her Energy reserves drained. Even for someone as powerful as she was, such an extensive period of repetitive magic sapped away her strength.

Thankfully, her staff were more than used to it at this point. As well as being more than used to the way she often forgot to look after herself.

Laila passed her a bottle of sugary pop as soon as she arrived.

Caroline drained the bottle quickly, feeling better in moments.

“Was it that complex today?” Laila asked.

Caroline nodded. “This wasn’t just the rogues getting out of hand, this was a complex ritual. And, I suspect, one with multiple facets. The scene I arrived at today was focusing magic, but that magic didn’t seem to be going anywhere. Not yet, anyway. The focus wasn’t off, as far as I could tell, everything seemed perfectly aligned. Or at least, none of them seemed to be misplaced in any of the most obviously blunderous ways. Of course, without knowing exactly what the ritual was designed to do, I can’t know for certain if they were doing it correctly.”

“But if you disabled this part of the ritual, will that stop it in its entirety?” Fiona asked as she wandered over.

Caroline shook her head. “I have no idea. For some rituals, yes, that would be it. But for something this complex... It would require multiple setups like this all across the city, assuming that my estimations of the magic they were trying to invoke is correct. That kind of intricacy... They would have to know that some part of the ritual would likely be caught and disrupted. For this part to not be guarded, I would assume that it’s a backup of some kind. Or something that would perhaps bolster the magic, but wouldn’t be vital to the purpose of the spell itself.”

She brought a camera out from her bag before turning back to Laila. “Here, I have the pictures from the scene before I tore it all down. Cross-reference it across all of the rituals you know and try to find exactly what they were attempting to do. That should give us a clearer idea of where the other parts of the ritual are located, and how to disrupt them properly.”

Laila nodded. “Of course.”

Caroline turned back to Fiona. “I take it you being back here means that you finished helping the Dark coven with their glamours.”

“Yeah,” Fiona said. “It’s all sorted now. At least, I hope it is. If it isn’t, they should be able to contact us, and I can go back and fix it.”

Caroline nodded, knowing that Fiona could often lack confidence in her abilities. Her glamours were far more complex than those of any being who didn’t have an innate ability with illusions. So basically, she was better at forming them than any other magical being except full-blooded Fae.

Fiona had Fae blood, but she didn’t have access to any of their abilities beyond illusions.

As far as Caroline was concerned, that was more than enough, but Fiona thought otherwise and Caroline suspected that it would take years for her to overcome that thinking, if she ever managed it at all.

“I’m sure it will be fine,” she said. “If you’re finished with that, then you should help Laila with her research. This ritual is definitely not something we can ignore. Obviously, we can’t neglect our regular duties, but I want as many people on this as possible.”

“Of course,” Fiona said.

Caroline nodded before moving back towards her office. “I still have about a thousand reports left to file for the Underworld, but if you two need an extra hand, I’m sure they will wait.”

“We will be able to handle it for now,” Fiona assured her. “If not, we can always come and get you.”

Caroline nodded again, happy enough with that assessment as she headed into her office to take care of her own work.

​
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Chapter Three
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Caroline found it more than easy to lose herself in her work. It was boring and monotonous, but it gave her some break from dead bodies and outright combat.

She missed the peace of her younger years, but she couldn’t exactly blame anyone but herself for how things had changed. In fact, she was more than aware of the fact that her position could be much worse.

She could have been executed.

Well, she would have argued that it would have been a little unfair to execute her for a crime that she didn’t remember committing.

But then, the crime in question had been treason.

Which was deeply unsettling when Caroline considered the Demon King to be one of her closest friends.

But again, she couldn’t remember why she had done it.

That had probably been why he had seen fit to simply put her in charge of the Royal Cleaners, the organisation which kept magic a secret from Humans, and one that wasn’t particularly well loved by many Demons. Not least because many felt that secrecy was a doomed endeavour in this day and age. Eventually, the Humans would figure it out, they argued, and it would be better if the Demons struck the first blow before they could.

Caroline probably would have agreed with that sentiment years ago. Back when she thought that there was no real hope of the Demon monarchy continuing past King Edric.

But now? Now there was hope, and she wasn’t so willing to believe that war with the Humans was inevitable.

Her thoughts were interrupted by a knock at her door.

“Come in,” Caroline said as she dragged her head from her work.

Fiona entered with a notepad in hand. “Laila and I think we’ve managed to narrow down the origin point of the spell, but you’re not going to like it.”

Caroline sighed, leaning back in her chair. “Well, no point in delaying the news. What is it?”

“We weren’t able to find anything definitive, but this looks promising. This kind of ritual is ancient in origin, obviously. The use of limbs in such a manner, along with the intricacies...”

Caroline nodded. She had been able to discern that much for herself. “Can you narrow it down even further?”

“Well, that’s where the problems come in. I mean, it’s not as if ancient rituals have all been excellently preserved. Luckily for us, but not so lucky for the small town the ritual was last cast in, there are records of this spell being cast before. Or, at least, we think it’s this spell. The description of the arrangement of limbs seems pretty damn close.”

“So, what happened last time?”

“Death and destruction of epic proportions. Think biblical plagues.”

Caroline raised an eyebrow. “I’m still not entirely familiar with Human mythology.”

Fiona shrugged. “I wouldn’t call the Bible mythology unless you’re specifically looking to piss people off, but basically, it looks as if this spell will curse all of the Humans in the city.”

“Curse?”

“As in ‘faced with their own sins before choking on their blood’.”

“Yeah, okay, that’s bad. Do the records show how to destroy the ritual?”

Fiona sighed. “That’s the problem. They didn’t want anyone to try and recreate the ritual, so they refused to write out too much information in the reports. It seems as if they couldn’t say how to disrupt it without giving enough information to recreate it. But the report did say that the spell originally came from the Lost Grimoire of Helena?”

Caroline groaned, pinching the bridge of her nose. “Princess Helena was the daughter of Maltess, the originator of the Demonic royal line. She was the youngest and the only daughter to never receive the teachings of her mother’s inner circle. She was deemed too cruel. In response, she wanted to prove herself smarter than her mother. Her Grimoire stored many horrors, but Helena never had a chance to use them. She was executed by her eldest sister, the Queen, and the Grimoire was locked away.”

“If it was locked away, how did someone get the ritual? Those last records are only from a couple of hundred years ago.”

“Which was exactly when the Grimoire was taken by the King at the time. He wanted to learn the effects, and so sent one of his trusted advisors to experiment with the book. Then he died, and the book was ‘lost’. In truth, his advisor simply never returned it. And that advisor’s eldest remaining heir? Lord Uther.”

Caroline had, in truth, simply been waiting for Uther to use the Grimoire. He had been sending men to Earth for years, testing the Crown’s ability to keep magic a secret. In Uther’s mind, if he could tip the scales, the King would be forced to make a move against the Humans, before they realised the truth about magic.

“So, he’s given this book to his men?” Fiona asked with a frown.

Caroline shook her head. “He would never trust them with such a vital artefact. No, he will have simply given them the instructions. And if he were smart - which he is - he would have left different people in charge of different aspects of the spell. I doubt any of his men will be able to give us a full view of the ritual.”

“So, we need to get the book from him?”

Caroline sighed. “Ideally. But it will be kept close, in his Underworld estate. There’s no way he will just hand it over, he will simply deny that he has it.”

“So, you need someone to sneak in and get it?”

Caroline nodded, before frowning as she realised what Fiona was getting at. “You’re thinking of bringing in outside help?”

Fiona shrugged, looking away. “I just think that if we need something stolen, the Almosts are the best team for the job.”

“They’re also criminals.”

“Again, we need something stolen.”

“Need I remind you that they tried to kill you when you left them to work for me? In fact, they think they have killed you. They shot one of your illusions through the head. You can’t possibly want them involved in our business.”

Fiona folded her arms. “I’m not saying that I want them involved. I’m saying that, having worked as a thief for a long time, I know that no one else on our team has the necessary skills, and I can’t do this alone.”

“I would never ask you to.”

“Then allow me to bring in help. If you can point me to another group that can do this, I would happily go to them, but if you can’t...”

Caroline sighed. “You don’t have to do this.”

Fiona looked away, her arms tightening over her chest. “I know. But if we need this book, they are the best way to get it.”

“Even if it means telling them that you’re still alive?”

Fiona nodded. “Even then. I don’t know... I’ve been running from what happened for so long, maybe it’s time for me to face it instead.”

“Again, that means facing the people who tried to kill you.”

“I know. I’m a big girl, Caroline, I can handle it.” Fiona gave a weak smile.

Caroline looked away. “I know that. I didn’t mean to imply otherwise. If you truly want to do this, then do it. But I will not continue to tolerate their criminal activity forever, and you will need to give them incentive to work for us. Perhaps we can kill two birds with one stone. If they do this, I will wipe clean their previous criminal records. I, however, won’t look away if they continue their criminal conduct. Hopefully, that will give them an incentive to help us and might encourage them to retire. Otherwise, they might end up exposing magic before Lord Uther ever gets the chance...”

Fiona gave her a look that said she wasn’t entirely convinced that Caroline’s plan would work, but she nodded regardless before heading back for the door.

“I’ll go and speak with them first thing in the morning,” Fiona promised before leaving the room.

Caroline sighed. As much as Fiona wasn’t convinced that they would take Caroline’s offer, Caroline wasn’t convinced that they would help at all. Or that they wouldn’t just make the situation worse...

But then, Fiona was right. They didn’t exactly have another option. Without expertise in such criminal conduct, she doubted that the rest of her team would be able to infiltrate Lord Uther’s estate. And Caroline couldn’t do it because there would be no deniability if she was caught.

Lord Uther would probably just kill her, and he would be completely within his right.

And the idea that he would simply hand over the book was more than laughable. Not to mention, if they asked him for it, he would know for certain that they knew he was behind the ritual, as well as that they even knew what ritual his men were trying to cast.

Before Caroline could think any further on the matter, however, her phone rang.

She recognised the number as the local Chief Constable.

Caroline sighed. She had hoped that the Chief would have simply let her inspector’s whining go. That she would have made it clear to the inspector that it was in their best interests not to interfere with Caroline’s work, and that would have been that.

Given that the Chief never liked to interact with Caroline – none of the Human police did – the fact that she was ringing her could only mean that she hadn’t simply dismissed the concerns of her detective as Caroline had hoped.

Caroline declined the call before standing up. She suspected that this was a conversation she would want to have in person, if for no other reason than so that her intimidating presence would remind the Chief exactly who she was dealing with.

Caroline shifted outside the police station, the world of her office dissolving around her, before reforming as the quiet street, her magic having moved her across town in the blink of an eye.

Everyone looked up as she entered the building, but they all quickly looked away, with no one stopping her or questioning why she was there.

Everyone who had ever been out in the field could recognise her on sight, and she suspected that everyone else had heard enough rumours to figure out her identity. And even if they hadn’t, her magical aura probably stopped them from wanting to be anywhere near her, even if she was a stranger wandering through their station.

She didn’t knock when she got to the Chief’s office, instead just opening the door and walking in.

“You wanted to speak with me?” Caroline asked.

To the Chief’s credit, she didn’t so much as blink at Caroline’s rapid appearance or the fact that she had just walked into her office. She was a tall woman, with onyx skin and hair cropped so close that it almost wasn’t there, and she held herself so that she seemed taller. She regarded Caroline with a calculated glare and if she hadn’t been Human, Caroline suspected that her calm and authoritative demeanour would have put her on edge.

But she was, and Caroline didn’t have time for this.

Caroline clasped her hands behind her back, standing impeccably straight as the Chief looked her up and down.

“Sit,” the Chief said simply.

“I would rather not.”

The Chief just continued to glare before sighing and standing herself.

“Okay,” she said as she folded her arms. “I assume you know why I called you?”

“I can only guess that it has something to do with your new detective.”

“She has been asking questions. Questions I find I cannot answer, and she is more than rightly alarmed by that fact.”

“No, alarm is what she would have felt if you had been able to answer her questions.”

“You see, shit like that doesn’t help, Raven.”

Caroline sighed. “No, you know what does help? The work my team and I do. Or would you rather go back to how things were under my predecessor?”

That had possibly been a little harsh of Caroline, and while the Chief kept it well hidden, she could feel her terror rolling from her in waves.

“I cannot deny that things have been... better since you have taken over here. The number of police deaths has been greatly reduced, as well as the number of deaths due to violent crime in general. Not to mention, you don’t interfere with my people the same way your predecessor did...”

Caroline felt guilty for holding that over the Chief’s head. Her predecessor had been a vile man, both incompetent and lazy. His idea of keeping magic a secret was simply to let the problems happen, and then clean it up with some half-arsed memory spells after the dust had settled.

The problem with memory spells was that when you screwed them up, it devastated the mind. Caroline, thankfully, had some healing magic that she had learnt in her youth. It hadn’t been easy, but she had slowly gone through and healed all of the damage her predecessor had done.

She would never let the situation in the city return to that kind of mishandled mess, and she wanted nothing more than to assure the Chief that she would never have to fear that again.

But if the Chief knew that she had nothing to fear from Caroline, then there was every chance that she would try to interfere in her work, which was the last thing Caroline needed.

The Chief sighed, shaking her head. “I am grateful,” she reiterated. “But I cannot allow my gratitude to override my sense. Detective Sharma is right, I know absolutely nothing about you or your operations. All I know is that you waltz in when we get one of the particularly weird cases – one of the ones that I used to expect to lose people to – and you take it off our hands. But we never hear about it again. How do you figure out who was behind the crime? Do you follow procedure, or do you use more questionable tactics? Do you capture the perpetrators, or do you kill them? If you capture them, how do you hold them? We had one man in holding who managed to break open the cell door with nothing but his fists. And once you have them, what do you do with them? Do you put them on trial? Do they face a jury of their peers? These are the kinds of questions I’ve just turned a blind eye to because I was tired of losing people. That was my mistake. And one that I intend to correct.”

Caroline shook her head as she moved to look out of the Chief’s window. “You assume that I will give you the answers. That I will tell you the truth.”

“If you want me to keep handing over crime scenes to you, you will.”

“You speak as if you have a choice in the matter. My work saves the lives of your people. You shouldn’t think any harder on it than that.”

“If I didn’t have a choice in the matter, I don’t think you would have ever given me one. You came to me and asked me to hand over a single case to you, and I was so understaffed and exhausted that that actually managed to seem like a good idea. Especially after you had fixed whatever your predecessor had done to my men. And then, when that particular rash of murders stopped with none of my men dead... I gave you more cases. But they were always ones that you asked for. If you could have just taken them from me, I think that you would have.”

Caroline sighed. “It’s easier this way,” she confessed. “There are other ways I could do it, but I would rather not make an enemy of you if I don’t have to. We have a good arrangement going here, I don’t know why you would want to interfere with it.”

“Because there is a certain way in which justice should be done, and I am handing over my cases to you without knowing that you’re doing things the right way.”

“Can’t you just take my word for it, without the details?”

“I wish I could. But no, I need something more substantial. I’m not removing this case from Detective Sharma. She will work with you, but she won’t just hand it over like before.”

Caroline suppressed a groan. She knew that if she didn’t acquiesce, this would just keep coming up. She hadn’t been lying about having other ways to circumvent the Human police, but with her limited resources, it wouldn’t be easy. Her current system was the most efficient, and she was loath to give it up because some Human detective started poking her nose where it didn’t belong.

But if she did take this cop along, and managed to convince her to drop her investigating, she might be able to go for another decade at least before the problem came up again.

“Fine. I’ll take your woman with me next time something comes up.”

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Four

[image: ]




“You can’t take a Human with you on missions,” Laila said plainly when Caroline had finished explaining the situation to her.

With Fiona gone, she was the only Cleaner left in the office until any of the others got back from their various assignments.

Her plain manner of speaking would have never gotten her service with any other noble Demon. They didn’t appreciate when someone didn’t know their place. Caroline, on the other hand, didn’t care. Laila was good at her job, and Caroline would rather have someone who would tell her the truth - and who would catch her mistakes - than someone who was too afraid to speak up.

“I have to,” Caroline said with a sigh. “If I don’t, the Chief will stop our access to crime scenes and any other method of access will take time and resources that we don’t have.”

“But our job is to stop magic from being exposed. If you take this detective with you, you might end up exposing it yourself.”

“Then I’ll erase her memory. At least if she’s with me, I know exactly how much she’s being exposed to and that she’s not snooping around elsewhere.”

“It still seems like a bad idea.”

Caroline gave a wry smile. “It seems as if everything we do these days is a bad idea.”

“I think we ran out of good ideas when the Angel fled the city and left us to clean up after her. Speaking of, have you and Gregor had any luck tracking her down?”

Caroline frowned. “And how exactly do you know about that?”

Laila had the good sense to at least pretend to look sheepish at being caught. “It’s pretty obvious. He’s been here an awful lot since she disappeared, yet he’s not been helping us, so his visits aren’t official. And you two always look so worried when you meet up... I’m assuming you’ve not had any luck?”

Caroline sighed, looking away. “I suspect that, if we had, that would be bad news. If the Council of Light is chasing her down, any method we would have of tracking her would be available to them as well. Our hope had been to find her quickly and get her to safety in the Underworld, where they couldn’t touch her, but it’s been so long now... We still keep an eye out for her, so that if whatever protection she is using fails, we can hopefully get to her before the Council of Light. Other than that, we’re just hoping she returns on her own.”

Before either of them could say anything else, Caroline’s phone beeped at her.

“They’ve found another body,” Caroline said as she read the new message. “Just one this time, but it looks like the last one.”

“You going to meet your Human cop?”

“Apparently, she’s going to meet me on the scene.”
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Caroline arrived at the scene to see Detective Sharma standing outside a taped-up alley, all on her own.

“Where are the rest of your colleagues?” Caroline asked as she approached.

“Sas told me about how you don’t let any of them touch your scenes, aside from taping them up, so I sent them away. The Chief only tasked me with shadowing you, so I assumed you wouldn’t allow anyone else to stay.” She looked around. “The question is, where are your colleagues? I assume you bring them in once all of the real officers are gone.”

Caroline shook her head. “No, it’s just me.”

The detective blinked. “Just you?”

“Yup.”

“Just one person to investigate a crime scene? I mean, what about CSI?”

“I can handle that.” She looked over to the alley. “This isn’t exactly a large crime scene. I’m sure the two of us can handle it.”

The detective frowned. “This is highly unusual.”

“If you’re not prepared for ‘highly unusual’, you should just go home.”

The detective’s frown turned into a glare. “The point of me shadowing you is to observe how well you meet the official standards for conducting investigations. So far, you are doing poorly.”

Caroline sighed as she ducked under the tape, approaching the body. “That is most likely because my organisation was never designed to conduct normal investigations.” She nodded towards the variety of severed limbs. “Does anything about this look normal to you? There are things that are beyond your comprehension, and that is my speciality.”

The detective raised an eyebrow as she folded her arms. “Cultist sickos are well within my comprehension, thank you very much.”

“If they were, you wouldn’t refer to them as ‘sickos’.”

The detective’s defiant look wavered with confusion for a moment.

“Acts like these are not born from mental illness, and perpetuating the idea that they are only perpetuates stigma against a particularly vulnerable group. Trying to separate evil from the average Human - to look for some explanation that allows you to say no, that man was born evil - blinds you to how they got there. And from seeing it in the everyday.”

The detective sighed, her expression softening as she seemed to relax a little. “Well, if nothing else, you’ve got the diversity and sensitivity training down.”

“I simply see the world the way it is, and have little patience for those who would blind themselves to the truth for their own convenience,” Caroline muttered as she bent down to look at the body, not looking back at the detective as she spoke.

She closed her eyes as she let her magic wash over the scene, hunting for any trace of another magical signature.

She sensed two, identical to those she had sensed at the other scene.

She didn’t know whether to be impressed or worried at that level of efficiency. Usually, it took at least a handful of Lord Uther’s men to cause her any real problems. After all, he needed deniability if they were ever caught, which meant that they were officially ousted from his service. He always promised them that if they succeeded in their mission, they would receive status and power beyond their imagining, but even that wouldn’t tempt a lot of Demons away from the security of being in a Demon Lord’s service. The men Caroline dealt with were usually on the very bottom rungs of the Demonic hierarchy, desperate for any way to advance. Or they weren’t even part of the hierarchy officially, having mixed blood which denied them automatic citizenship. They would only ever be a part of the Underworld if a Demon Noble took them into their service.

Neither of those two groups wielded particularly powerful magic. If they did, they would receive more respect in the Underworld.

The fact that they weren’t powerful meant that Caroline was often dealing with a larger number of them. If only two of them were responsible for the scenes so far, that must mean that they were higher up the hierarchy.

That meant that either Lord Uther was promising those who went rogue for him even more power, or he was introducing a punishment for those who refused.

Neither of those options was ideal as far as Caroline was concerned.

“What are you doing?” the detective asked impatiently.

“What does it look like I’m doing?” Caroline replied, before realising that the Human detective would have no way of knowing.

“It looks like you’re just crouching there with your eyes closed.”

“I’m concentrating,” Caroline reasoned as she stood up. “There were two men here.”

The detective folded her arms and glared at her. “No, there is no way you figured that out by just crouching by the body and closing your eyes. What kind of Sherlock bullshit is that?”

Caroline sighed, rolling her eyes. This was going to wear thin quickly. “I don’t have time to explain my methods. I’m sure that if you had your CSIs traipse through here, they would tell you the same thing.”

“But that’s my point. You haven’t had any CSIs through here, you just kind of glanced at the scene. Seriously, am I being pranked?”

Caroline frowned. “Why would you think that?”

“Because I appear to have walked into some kind of bullshit cop drama where there’s a rude, autistic-coded genius detective who can figure out a crime scene through bullshit mind powers and I guess that makes me the normie sidekick, right?”

Caroline shrugged as she turned back towards the exit of the alley. “Saying that you’re the sidekick assumes that I want you here,” Caroline said simply. “If you’ll remember, you were the one who insisted on following me. This isn’t performative, it’s just how I work. What that looks like to you is your own problem. And it’s not coding if it’s canon...”

Caroline muttered the last part, and she was pretty sure that the detective hadn’t heard her.

Not that it mattered. Hopefully, they wouldn’t be working together for much longer.

Though, it seemed obvious that the detective had no plans to drop the case just yet.

“I have everything I need from here,” Caroline said. “I’m going to head back to the office.”

“What do you mean you got everything you need?” the detective demanded. “You got nothing! You just stared into the distance and then declared that there were two men here. That doesn’t tell us anything.”

Caroline frowned. “They were the same men from the last scene. I don’t need to know anything more.”

“Of course, you need to know more. What if there are clues here that could help lead us to them? I mean, if you haven’t caught them already, surely you need to know more.”

Caroline suppressed a groan. She didn’t need to know more because she already had their magical signatures. That would be enough to track them down. But she couldn’t exactly explain that to a Human...

She supposed that she would probably have to revise her strategy for getting rid of the detective. She had hoped that her own procedures wouldn’t be so different to the Human ones, but she hadn’t considered her inability to explain magic.

“Look, just let me do things my way,” Caroline said to the detective. “If I don’t catch these men, then you can criticise my procedures.”

The detective glared at her. “You’re assuming that you will catch them and that you will have enough evidence to convict them. I’m not sure of either of those things right now.”

Caroline just shrugged. “Then I guess I’ll just have to prove you wrong.”
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Caroline was fuming when she got back to the office, finding it empty aside from Laila again.

She had swung by McDonald’s on her way and was angrily stabbing a spoon into a Mcflurry.

Of all of the Human inventions, Caroline had a particular fondness for fast food. Without the servants she was used to in the Underworld, it was about the only thing that stopped her from skipping meals when she got busy.

“I take it things didn’t go well with the detective,” Laila said with a raised eyebrow.

Caroline shook her head as she chewed on her plastic spoon. “No, you were right, this is unlikely to end well. I went through my normal procedures, but since I couldn’t explain what I was doing when I was sensing for magical signatures, the detective is pretty sure that I got no evidence.”

“Well, yeah,” Laila said with a shrug. “I assumed that you would make some effort to mimic human procedure.”

Caroline frowned. “No, I’m just going to do things the way I always do them. It works, doesn’t it? She can’t argue with results.”

“Well, I mean, she can...” Laila said with another shrug. “Human police are kind of finicky when it comes to following the rules. If they don’t follow them properly, then that can be used against them at the trial of the perpetrator.”

“But we don’t have trials like that in the Underworld,” Caroline muttered into the spoon she was slowly decimating between her teeth.

“Yeah, but she doesn’t know that. And she shouldn’t know that. But not knowing where our prisoners go is probably one of the issues they have with us.”

“It’s not like we send them to a torture dungeon or anything...”

“Yeah, but you can’t prove that. Anything you can’t prove without revealing magic simply can’t be proved at all. Face it, if you want this detective gone, you’re going to have to show her what she wants to see. You will have to at least mimic Human procedure for now.”

Caroline frowned as she scrunched up her empty ice cream cup. “But it’s an unnecessary waste of time. My procedure works, and deviating from it will only cause more problems with our investigation. I won’t let her jeopardise this because she wants me to follow her rules instead of my own.”

Laila sighed, turning back to her computer. “Okay, fine. Follow your procedure if you want.”

Caroline’s frown deepened. “You don’t sound like it’s fine.”

Laila sighed again. “You’re my boss, I’m not going to tell you what to do.”

“I hired you to tell me what to do. I may not like what you say all the time, but telling me anyway is your job.”

Laila turned back to face her. “Look, I just don’t think it’s that big of a deal to follow Human procedure for a while. It likely won’t completely ruin the investigation from our end, and it would get rid of the detective. And I think you know that. Maybe it’s not the risk to the investigation that has you wanting to stick to your own procedure, maybe it’s just, you know...”

Caroline frowned. “No, I don’t know.”

Laila sighed. “Maybe your Litcorde attitude is causing problems here.”

Caroline’s frown deepened for a few moments, and then she sighed. “You’re right. It’s likely that I am being cold and aloof with the detective without meaning to, and that can’t be helping things. Maybe if things weren’t so antagonistic between us, she would be more likely to let things go. I think I know what to do...”

“That’s not what I meant,” Laila said, but Caroline was already out the door.
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Caroline didn’t sleep much that night. She had been far too busy for sleep.

Once morning came, she sent a message to the detective, asking where and when they should meet up for the day.

Caroline had spent most of the night setting up sensing runes throughout the city so that they would alert Laila if either of the two magical signatures she had sensed at the crime scene flared up again. If Lord Uther had his men as busy as she suspected, they wouldn’t have long to wait for them to be activated.

Caroline pulled up her car outside the address the detective had given her before sending a message to say that she had arrived.

A few moments later, the detective arrived and got into the passenger seat.

“Good morning,” Caroline said, attempting to be as cheerful as possible.

“Good morning,” the detective replied, though she had a confused frown.

Caroline nodded to the cup holders between the seats, where there were two cups of coffee. “I got you a cup in case you hadn’t had time to have anything. There should be little pots of milk and sachets of sugar in the drawer there. I mean, I’m assuming you drink coffee, you might not...”

“No, I drink coffee,” the detective quickly told her, picking up the cup closest to her. She started to drink it without adding anything.

“If you want something to eat, there are also some cookies in the back if you want to reach over and grab them,” Caroline said as she started the car and began driving.

The detective turned to look in the back before turning back with a wide-eyed stare. “Wait, where are the cookies? There are just dozens of Tupperware boxes.”

“Yeah, they’re in there. There should be little labels on each box, saying what’s in them. I started out just making some chocolate chip ones, I like to keep my hands busy while I think over problems, and then I had too many to myself, so I thought I would bring them to share today. But then I realised that a lot of the ingredients might cause problems if you had dietary restrictions. So, I made another batch where I substituted all of the dairy, but then I mostly used stuff like nut butters, and I realised you might have a nut allergy... I’ll admit, it kind of snowballed from there...”

“You made a hundred boxes of cookies because you were afraid I might be allergic to the ones you made?”

Caroline shrugged. “Well, I didn’t want to get your hopes up by bringing cookies only to disappoint you when you realised you couldn’t eat them.”

“So, you made a hundred boxes of cookies on the off chance that I might be disappointed?” Her tone was incredulous.

Caroline just shrugged again. “Yeah, well, you know... It made sense at the time... Why?”

It was the detective’s turn to shrug as she took a deep drink from her coffee. “No reason, it’s just... It’s just not something most people would do,” she eventually explained. “Especially not when we’ve been as... Well, you know, I wouldn’t have exactly called our introduction yesterday starting off on the right foot...”

Caroline nodded. “Yeah, I’m sorry about that. There are some things that I genuinely cannot explain about my procedures. It’s a matter of security that I cannot compromise, but I could have done a better job of explaining that. I have a tendency to come off as cold and aloof, and I’m not always good at keeping track of how well people are following what I’m saying. I’m usually better at realising when I’m doing it, but I was more than a little anxious yesterday about having you shadow me. I’ll try to be better about it from now on.”

The detective frowned a little at her coffee before saying, “That’s okay, I’m sure I didn’t exactly help things. I know that I can be a little headstrong at times, and I just moved here, so it’s likely to be worse right now. If you work on not being cold, I’ll work on that.”

“Good,” Caroline said with a small smile. “I would rather things not be antagonistic between us.”

“I would prefer that, too, Raven.”

“Caroline, please. I know that in English Raven is considered my surname, but it’s not used that way where I’m from. If you keep using it to refer to me, I’ll likely not even realise who you’re talking to.”

“Really? Then what do people call you when they don’t know you very well? Do you just always use your first name?”

Caroline shrugged. “I would use my title, but since that has no meaning here, my first name will suffice.”

“Then I suppose you can call me Mina. It would be strange for you to keep calling me detective if I’m using your first name.”

Caroline nodded. “Mina it is, then.”

Mina smiled as she drank the rest of her coffee, though it dropped back into a frown after a little while. “This doesn’t mean that I’m going to go easy on you over this investigation, you know?” she said. “I mean, I don’t want things to be antagonistic between us, but I cannot just stand by while you evade the law you’re pretending to uphold.”

Caroline suppressed a sigh as she said, “I’m working by my own laws. These culprits are from my homeland, and I will deal with them according to our laws.”

“You can’t just do that, though. We’re not in your homeland – wherever that is – we’re in the UK. That means abiding by UK laws unless you have some kind of diplomatic immunity, but if you had that, I doubt we would be arguing about this. No, I wouldn’t be here if you had any official sanction to be doing what you’re doing. And while I do appreciate the Chief’s point about how police deaths and other violent crime have gone down since you have been operating in the city, I don’t think that we can compromise our belief in a fair justice system over that.”

Before Caroline had a chance to respond, her phone beeped at her. She glanced down to see a text from Laila.

The wards had detected their culprit.

“I think I know where the men we’ve been chasing are,” Caroline said, quickly diverting her car to the address. “If we’re lucky, we should be able to catch them before they hurt anyone else.”

“And if we’re not lucky?”

“Then be thankful that coffee was the only thing you ingested.”

Mina nodded, her expression becoming serious as Caroline drove them to the address.

Caroline’s phone beeped again.

“From what little information we have about this ritual, it seems as if the scenes will keep getting worse,” the new message read. “If this is going to be as gruesome as the old reports suggest, you might want to avoid taking the Human.”

Caroline glanced over at Mina. The detective already knew that they were heading to the crime scene, and Caroline doubted that she could shake her now, without her realising her intention.

And if the scene were particularly gruesome, maybe that would be enough to show the detective just how out of her depth she was...

Caroline put her phone away, deciding not to listen to Laila’s advice.

“And speaking of you not following the law,” Mina said, “you really shouldn’t be on your phone while you’re driving.”

Caroline suppressed a sigh, desperate to point out that her superior reflexes made crashing unlikely, though she kept her mouth shut.

This was why she didn’t hang around Humans much.

When they reached the address, which appeared to be a bar that was closed for the day, Caroline sent her magic out to sense for any other signatures.

Just as she thought she sensed them, however, they disappeared.

The Demons had likely shifted away, having completed their work.

Caroline cursed her late arrival, knowing that if she hadn’t had the detective with her, she would have shifted to the scene herself, and potentially caught them.

Not that she thought that would necessarily stop the investigation, she doubted there were only two Demons involved in the scheme in its entirety, and if Lord Uther were smart, no one she captured would be able to tell her everything about the ritual.

She could call Uther a lot of rather negative names, but stupid wasn’t one of them.

No, this scene likely wasn’t going to give her anything the others hadn’t. If she was lucky, and Laila was right about it becoming more gruesome, that might mean that it was channelling magic in a slightly different way, which might give her a better idea of how the spell worked as a whole.

Aside from that, all the new scene would be good for would be getting rid of the detective.

That was good enough for Caroline, however, so she got out of the SUV, with Mina swiftly following.

“They’re long gone,” Caroline told her as she realised that Mina was tensed, ready for a fight.

Mina frowned. “How do you know that?”

“Just trust me,” Caroline said before moving into the empty bar, cracking the door open with her magically-enhanced strength.

“Was the door already open?” Mina asked with a frown.

Caroline shrugged. “I guess they must have broken the lock when they broke in,” she lied before moving inside.

Laila had been right, the scene was far worse than the other two had been.

The walls were painted with blood and viscera, with various innards dangling from the lights and a totem of precariously stacked body parts reaching from the centre of the room to the ceiling.

Caroline and Mina both stayed at the entrance, as the floor was coated in still-wet blood.

“What the hell happened here?” Mina demanded.

Caroline sighed. “I believe that is fairly evident.”

Mina responded with a glare, though it was short-lived. “It looks like, whoever this used to be, they were torn apart. Why would someone do this? How did they do this? I’m not even sure how that tower of limbs is standing...”

Mina’s voice was a little hoarse, but there were otherwise no signs of shock or horror. No immediate fleeing of the scene.

No, instead, seeing the horror in front of her only seemed to fuel her determination.

Caroline would have been impressed if it hadn’t been so damn inconvenient for her.

Mina’s frown deepened. “That wasn’t a rhetorical question,” she said to Caroline. “How is this possible? You don’t seem surprised to see this mess, so I’m assuming you know more than I do. To stack the limbs like that and to string up the organs on the lights... It would have taken time and equipment. But the blood on the floor and walls... There are no tracks or disturbances to suggest that anyone brought even a ladder through here. Hell, there aren’t even footprints. Not to mention, it’s still wet.”

“Maybe someone threw the blood around last.”

Mina hummed in thought. “Maybe, but... the blood at the last two scenes was from the victims.”

Caroline frowned. “How do you know that? I threw out you and the CSIs.”

Mina gave a sheepish shrug. “I might have talked Sas into looking into a couple of things from samples I kept... Anyway, that’s not the point. The point is that they would have had to drain the blood and then coat the scene in it later to get this effect. But there was no sign of drainage tools being used in the other two scenes. If I had Sas inspect the limbs here, would he find any, or would the blood be from the limbs being torn apart, which would mean that there should be some signs of disturbance in the patterns...”

Caroline just shook her head. “I find that, with things like this, it’s better not to think about them. They won’t help to solve the case, and I doubt that you truly want to know about the things that go bump in the night.”

She had meant it to come off as a joke, or maybe something that would deflect the idea that she had the knowledge Mina was seeking.

If she pretended to be just as out of the loop, it would maybe keep Mina from the truth.

But Caroline suspected she had gotten her delivery wrong, as Mina just gave her a look that she couldn’t quite decipher, though it made her uncomfortable.

“Come on, let’s go. We won’t get anything more from here,” Caroline said, unable to help but wonder if Laila hadn’t been right about leaving Mina behind...​
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“So, what about the crime scene?” Mina asked as they got back into the SUV. “I mean, we can’t just leave it like that, even if you insist that it won’t give you any more clues, which I am not convinced of.”

“My people will deal with it now that we’ve gone,” Caroline said as she texted Laila to ask her to take care of it.

Caroline felt bad about that, knowing that Laila had more than enough work to do without Caroline adding clean-up to the mix, but there was nothing she could do. With magic, the clean-up would be quick, but Caroline couldn’t exactly use her magic with Mina watching.

No, as loath as she was to do it, she had to pass the job to Laila for now.

Caroline would be sure to give her a bonus at the end of the month.

“So, what now?” Mina asked once they were in the car. “I mean, I know your people are going to clean the crime scene. I meant what do we do? You keep saying you got everything you needed from the crime scenes, so that must mean there is something else to be doing now, right? You have some leads we could be following...”

“I am following them,” Caroline said. “That was how we knew they would attack here.”

“But we were too late to do anything to stop them. Surely you have some way to better track them.”

Caroline sighed. “I do, but it will require more resources. I had hoped that my current strategy would be enough, but clearly, I was mistaken. We will take a more aggressive approach from now on.”

Mina seemed to stop paying attention to Caroline halfway through her sentence, distracted by her phone beeping at her.

“Shit,” Mina muttered as she read the text on her phone.

“What is it?” Caroline asked.

Mina sighed. “My mother just texted. Apparently, they’ve shut down buses to her house due to an accident down the road. She’s supposed to pick up my daughter from school in twenty minutes. I don’t suppose we could swing by and pick her up?”

Caroline was about to automatically say yes, but she stopped herself.

She needed Mina gone, and if severed limbs weren’t going to put her off, maybe an inflexible work environment would.

Caroline shook her head. “You’re the one saying we need to track down these killers more quickly. We’re not going to do that by taking extraneous detours for personal matters.”

Mina responded by glaring at her. “Oh? Do you have something that we could be doing right this second?”

“There is always something we could be doing,” Caroline said vaguely, though she had to admit that she didn’t exactly have something she could bring Mina along to right at that moment.

Caroline’s stomach twisted violently as Mina kept glaring at her.

She was being cruel by denying her, and as much as she knew that she needed Mina to stop shadowing her, she simply couldn’t stomach being so unnecessarily mean. It was clear that Mina was in a bind, and her worry and frustration seemed to seep into Caroline.

Demons could all sense negative emotions. They fed on them, and it strengthened their magical abilities.

But for Caroline, it was torture. She never fed from others, as she felt their emotions as strongly as her own.

While she knew other Demons could sense emotions, she never got the sense they lost the ability to differentiate between those emotions and their own the same way she did.

“Fine,” Caroline eventually said. “I suppose it will give my people time to regroup.”

The tension immediately fell from Mina’s frame, and Caroline felt relief wash over her, the knotting in her stomach briefly turning to nausea before completely falling away.

“Thank you,” Mina said.

Caroline shook her head. It didn’t feel right to accept thanks for doing something that she should have done all along.

Especially not when she knew full well that doing so meant that she had lost a chance to shake the Human.

It was the right thing to do, but Caroline couldn’t help but curse herself for being soft.

Being soft had left her incapable of dealing with the politics of the Underworld. It had led to the disgrace that had caused Caroline to spend most of her teenage years studying away in the mountains with the Wardens of Maltess.

But then, what little she remembered of her treason told her that not being soft – trying to keep her emotions out of her decision-making – had led to that mistake, which had led to another exile...

She suppressed a sigh as she couldn’t help but wonder what form of exile she would end up in because of this ridiculous situation. After all, she doubted that this was all going to end smoothly, as much as she might hope.

She was the Demon in charge of keeping magic a secret, and in order to do that, she was letting a Human closer to the truth than anyone could possibly think wise. There was no way it was going to end well, but then, the alternative would likely take up her resources with needless bureaucracy, increasing the odds of magic being exposed because she didn’t have the ability to respond quickly enough.

She was caught between a rock and a hard place, and yet she had given up the opportunity to finish this now.

All because she couldn’t be mean for five minutes...

What kind of Demon did that make her?

Mina directed her to the school, and they arrived just as the first few children left the building.

“I’ll be back in five,” Mina said before hopping out of the car.

Caroline nodded, turning off the engine before glancing down to her phone. She had intended to message Laila, but she found her gaze drifting from her phone, looking for Mina.

She was standing by the front gate and was quickly joined by a young girl running up and hugging her.

The girl looked just like her mother, and Caroline figured that she couldn’t be any older than seven.

After a few moments, they turned and headed back to the car. The girl kept a tight hold of her mother’s hand, grinning, and Caroline found any regret over her decision to allow Mina’s detour fading at the sight.

Mina helped her daughter into the back before returning to the passenger seat.

“Diya, this is Caroline,” Mina said as she put on her seatbelt. “We’re working on a case together.”

“Hi!” the girl greeted cheerily.

Caroline grinned back at her. “Hi.”

“Are you a police officer too?”

“Kind of,” Caroline said as she started the car. “I work to stop very specific crimes. Usually, I work alone, but there has been some concern that we could be working better with police, so that’s why I am working with your mother.”

“What kind of crimes do you solve?”

Mina grinned at the question, raising an eyebrow. “Yeah, Caroline, exactly what kind of crimes do you specify in?”

Caroline rolled her eyes at Mina’s expression, shaking her head. “The worst kind,” she said simply.

Mina nodded, her grin fading a little as she seemed to decide that her daughter didn’t need to know any more information than that, even if she was curious as well.

Mina directed Caroline to her mother’s house, causing Diya to groan.

“I’m going back to Nani’s? I thought we were going home.”

“No, sorry, mere laal. I need to go back to work after this. I only came to get you because the buses to Nani’s house got stopped for a road accident. We can go around it in the car, but it looks like the buses couldn’t figure that out.”

Diya pouted, folding her arms as they arrived at Mina’s mother’s house.

“Okay, come on, let’s get you to Nani.”

Diya looked away, not rebellious enough to shake her head but clearly not happy with the situation.

A moment later, however, she seemed to perk up, turning to Caroline. “Do you want to come in and see my Wonder Woman doll? Mummy got it for me for my birthday. She was fighting the Power Rangers this morning, but then I had to go to school...”

“Aren’t they both good guys?”

“No, Darth Vader turned them evil.”

“Diya, come on,” Mina said, clearly trying to drag her daughter away.

Caroline frowned a little, before realising that Mina probably thought that she found Diya’s offer annoying.

“But I want to show Caroline my toys.”

“I wouldn’t mind seeing them,” Caroline told Mina softly, with a slightly awkward shrug. She didn’t want Mina to have to more clearly state that she thought her daughter was being inappropriate.

Caroline had heard that more than enough times growing up for the very idea to make her cringe.

Not to mention, she really didn’t mind.

Mina just gave her a look that she couldn’t decipher before saying, “Okay, then I guess she can show you. If my mother’s okay with it, I mean. It is her house, after all.”

Diya grinned before leaping out of the car.

“Thanks for this,” Mina said quietly to Caroline. “I was a little afraid that she would refuse to get out of the car. I mean, you didn’t have to, and I would have been able to handle it, but thanks. She hasn’t exactly been happy with having to move here, and I hate to be too strict with her right now when I know I’m the reason she had to move.”

Caroline just shrugged, more than a little caught off-guard by Mina’s sudden candour. “I really don’t mind,” she eventually said.

“Still, thanks,” Mina said, getting out of the car.

Caroline turned off the engine and followed her, staying a step behind as they approached Mina’s mother’s house.

A moment after Mina knocked, the door opened to reveal an older woman, with the same dark skin, eyes, and hair as Mina and her daughter, though her hair was streaked with grey. She seemed reasonably energetic for a woman of her age, though she walked with a slight limp.

She smiled as she saw Mina, though as her gaze turned to Caroline, it darkened.

Caroline had to suppress a frown, wondering if she had seen the woman before. She had never been great with faces, but she was pretty sure that she knew of everyone who would have reason to be wary of her.

Which meant that either Mina’s mother was suspicious of strangers, or she was suspicious of Caroline because she knew what she was.

The fact that Mina was sensitive to magic meant she had some magical blood somewhere in her line, so it wouldn’t be completely out of the blue for her mother to know a little of Caroline’s world, but it was a lot closer than Caroline had suspected. She had assumed that any magical blood would have been more than a few generations ago.

“Mina,” her mother greeted, a little tersely. “Who’s your friend?”

Mina frowned, clearly bewildered by her mother’s cold attitude. “This is Caroline. We’re working together on a case.”

“I’m going to show her my toys,” Diya said, explaining why Caroline hadn’t just stayed in the car.

“What kind of case?” Mina’s mother asked, turning to glare at Caroline.

“That’s classified,” Mina said with an apologetic shrug.

Before the conversation could continue, Caroline was struck by an idea and spoke up.

“I run an organisation that deals with very specific cases,” Caroline explained, realising that she might have a way to discourage Mina through letting her know just how dangerous her work was without telling her about magic.

Keeping magic a secret was important, and always had been, but the strict rules were pretty damn recent. Magic had been exposed in the 70s, resulting in a war with humanity, but an Angel had stepped in at the turn of the century and rewound time, correcting the mistake.

Magical beings still remembered everything, since the rewind only really worked on Earth, but the Humans had all forgotten, and strict rules had been brought into place to make sure that it stayed that way.

But since the rules had only been brought in about twenty years ago, anyone who knew about magic beforehand was kind of a grey area. As long as they weren’t going around spreading the knowledge, they were allowed to keep it.

And if Mina’s mother knew about magic, and knew that Mina was trying to get involved without being fully aware of the situation, she would hopefully find a way to dissuade her daughter without disrupting the secrecy.

Problem solved.

“Our work is extremely secretive, and we normally avoid interacting too closely with local law enforcement, but Mina thought it prudent to ensure that we stay in line with modern British police procedure. As such, she has been tasked with shadowing me on this case.”

Mina’s mother’s glare seemed to soften a little as she turned back to her daughter. “Is this true? You’ve been interfering with dangerous work?”

Mina rolled her eyes. “It’s not that dangerous. As Caroline said, it’s secretive, but I don’t see how it could be more dangerous than my regular job.”

Her mother frowned, but before she could say anything else, Diya spoke up.

“Come on, Caroline, I want to show you my toys,” she said, slipping past her grandmother.

Her grandmother sighed before nodding and stepping aside. “Okay, I suppose you can come in for five minutes,” she said to Caroline, her tone making it clear that those five minutes were a hard limit.

Diya led Caroline through to the living room, where her toys were neatly sitting in a plastic bucket in the corner.

Caroline kneeled down, making sure to look suitably impressed as Diya brought each toy individually, though she was watching Mina and her mother in her peripheral vision.

Mina’s mother took her out of the room, but just into the hallway. Out of earshot for any Human, but Caroline could still hear everything that was said.

Mina’s mother probably also thought that not speaking English would throw Caroline off, but Caroline was in charge of keeping magic a secret across the entire planet, and so had a translation rune stitched into the inner lining of her jacket.

“Is what she’s saying true?” Mina’s mother asked. “Did you insist on working with her?”

“Yes, I did. What’s wrong with that? She has this really shady, secretive organisation that just waltzes in and takes cases away from us. There appears to be no accountability or record of what they do anywhere. There is no way that can be above board.”

Her mother sighed. “And you thought that you should get right in the middle of that?”

“Of course. I mean, I didn’t expect to end up shadowing Caroline. I just went to my boss and asked her to explain why my case had been taken away from me. Then when she couldn’t, I asked why not, and she couldn’t really give me an explanation. She just said that the situation used to be worse before Caroline started swooping in and taking cases. But there is no evidence that she is actually solving anything. Just that the problem goes away when she shows up. My boss agreed that it was kind of a dodgy situation, so she asked me to shadow Caroline, and I agreed. I was the one who had brought up the issue in the first place, after all. Plus, this was my case to start with.”

Her mother just sighed again and took a few moments before replying. “Do you not think that maybe she was keeping things a secret – not telling your boss about her work – for a good reason?”

“No matter the reason, we have to be sure that the course of justice is properly pursued.”

“And I suppose you haven’t been satisfied so far?”

“No, not really. I mean, Caroline seems like a good person, but I can’t say that I am particularly blown away by her methods.”

“I don’t think this is a good idea, Mina. I think you’re getting yourself into something you’re not prepared to deal with.”

“Ma, it’s fine,” Mina said, her tone reassuring, though Caroline could hear her starting to lose her patience. “I mean, the circumstances of the crimes are certainly a little weirder than I’m used to, but I don’t see why you’re so worried. I already deal with homicide on a regular basis. This isn’t any more dangerous than usual.”

“That’s because you don’t understand what’s going on. You don’t understand what that woman in there is, what she is capable of...”

“What’s wrong with Caroline?” Mina demanded. “I mean, yes, she is annoyingly secretive about aspects of her work, despite the fact that I’m supposed to be working with her on this. And she doesn’t always adequately explain her methods. But she appears to be a good person, doing the same job that I am, even if she goes about it a different way. What is your problem with her?”

“You don’t understand... I just...”

“If you can’t come up with a good enough reason, then I’m not going to stop working with her just because you don’t like her. Like I said, she’s a perfectly nice person.”

Caroline had to suppress a sigh as Mina came back into the room.

She couldn’t deny that Mina’s defence of her was an unexpectedly pleasant surprise. In fact, she had to stop herself from smiling when Mina had said that she was “perfectly nice”.

Which Caroline was sure was a little pathetic of her, but it wasn’t something that she was exactly used to hearing.

Of course, Mina coming to her defence like that would have felt a lot better if Caroline hadn’t wanted her to heed her mother’s warnings.

But of course, without her mother being able to explain the dangers of magic, her warnings had simply come across as personal dislike for Caroline, which Caroline supposed she should have seen coming.

As if getting Mina to drop the case would be that easy...

“Come on,” Mina said to Diya. “Say goodbye to Caroline. She and I need to get back to work.”

Diya looked disappointed but nodded as she turned to Caroline. “Goodbye.”

“Goodbye,” Caroline replied, before standing up to follow Mina back out of the house.

Before she left, however, she turned to Mina’s mother. “Thank you for allowing me into your home. And I want to promise you, I am doing my best to keep Mina safe.”

Mina’s mother didn’t exactly look happy, but she nodded. “Thank you.”

Caroline nodded back before following Mina out of the house and back to the car.

“You didn’t have to do that,” Mina said as they got in the car. “Tell my mother that you’re trying to keep me safe, I mean. She shouldn’t be getting so uptight about my job in the first place. I’m sorry, I’ve lived away ever since I was out of high school. I don’t think she’s ever really had to face the realities of my job before. Or at least, it’s certainly never been this close to home.”

“It’s all right,” Caroline said with a shrug as she put on a seatbelt. “She cares about you, and I can’t fault her for that.”

Mina sighed. “No, I suppose not.” She turned to Caroline with an indecipherable look on her face. “So, how come you’re so good with kids? Do you have any? I realise I don’t really know anything about your personal life.”

Caroline shook her head. “No, I don’t have kids of my own. I was engaged when I was younger, but I got caught up in a bit of a scandal perpetuated by people who can only be described as bullies. After that, his family forced him to break it off. I haven’t been engaged or married since, so definitely no children.”

“So why are you so good with them? Do you have younger siblings?”

“No. I had a twin brother, but he was a soldier, and he died in combat. My homeland was embroiled in a war spanning from the mid-70s right up until the new millennium. My father died before my brother and I were born. He was a soldier too. My mother was never in great health, and my father’s death quickly followed by giving birth to twins didn’t help. She died when I was a teenager, and I headed off to boarding school not long after. There were a lot of other war orphans there, and since I was one of the older girls, I helped out with new arrivals. Quite a few of them were relatively young...”

“I’m sorry,” Mina said softly. “I can’t imagine what that must have been like.”

Caroline gave an awkward shrug. “I can’t really imagine anything else. I mean, that was my life. I know that it was strange, and I’m not saying that it was pleasant all of the time, but it’s all I know.” She shook her head. “Anyway, we should get on with our work.”

Mina nodded, her hand going to fiddle with her necklace as they fell into silence, and Caroline found an unease settling over her.

She hated this situation. Mina was a good, kind woman who was being led by perfectly sound morals. She just didn’t understand that they didn’t apply here. Caroline hated that she couldn’t just tell her the truth. That she had to use such underhanded tactics to try to dissuade her from her course.

But if she didn’t, Mina might end up hurt. Or discovering magic, which would mean that Caroline would have to do something drastic, like erasing her memories.

Caroline suppressed a sigh as she came to the conclusion that she needed a better tactic. She couldn’t just keep having Mina shadow her while she dealt with the case.

But maybe Mina didn’t have to shadow her for all of it. If Caroline could deal with the worst of it without Mina there, there was no reason why Mina would have to know that, and it would keep her out of it. Caroline could adjust the scene after and then bring Mina, so that magic was never in any real danger of exposure.
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Caroline headed out alone that night, sending her magic out into the cold air to sense for the magical signatures she had found at the crime scenes.

She found one after a few minutes and masked her own signature before shifting close.

The Demon the signature belonged to was across the street from her. He was tall and broad, exactly the physique Caroline would expect from one of Uther’s capable soldiers, not some kid off the street, confirming her suspicion that he was recruiting from further up the hierarchy. His armour - which was glamoured to seem like a plain black t-shirt and jeans to Humans - fit well, but she could tell from his gait that he wasn’t used to wearing it. No, that armour was too well made. This Demon might not be from the bottom rungs of the hierarchy, but his armour was still finer than he was accustomed to. Lord Uther wasn’t just getting better men, he was actually equipping them well.

None of that boded well for Caroline...

She kept back, following the Demon as well as she could without being spotted. She wasn’t sure he would know her face, but if he’d done his research, it wouldn’t surprise her.

It was better to overestimate Uther’s men than underestimate them. Uther wasn’t exactly a Demon forgiving of failure...

Caroline needn’t have worried, however, as the Demon didn’t seem at all bothered by what was going on behind him. Not that Caroline could blame him. Most magical beings relied on their ability to sense the magic of anyone approaching to warn them of incoming threats. Caroline’s ability to mask her own signature had been something she had learned with the Wardens, and she had only met one person who had similar masking without it being applied by a Warden or having Warden training, so it wasn’t as if it was a blind spot most Demons would ever encounter.

No, the Demon wasn’t focused on what was behind him. Instead, he seemed far more interested in where he was going, moving through the quiet, suburban streets with purposeful strides.

Caroline wondered what he could possibly be looking for in such a quiet neighbourhood. The other two crime scenes had been in areas that were empty. She suspected that, to fuel the spell, most of the mutilation of the corpses would have to occur before they were corpses. There was magic to block sound, but doing it surrounded by sleeping Humans seemed like trying their luck.

Though that might be the point, Caroline realised. Lord Uther’s tactics were to try and come as close to exposing magic as possible without being caught.

Caroline glanced at a street sign as she passed, only to frown a moment later.

Crescent Terrace

Why was Crescent Terrace so familiar to her?

A moment later, she sent a bolt of Dark Energy towards the Demon in front of her, catching him in the back as she realised why she recognised the street name.

It was Mina’s street.

The Demon spun around, drawing his weapon.

Caroline was already on him, however, her own sword drawn and at his throat in a moment.

He shifted away at the last moment, and Caroline just barely managed to avoid stumbling as her sword strike fell through empty air.

She spun around, just in time for the Demon to reappear behind her.

Their swords clashed in a cacophony of steel.

The Demon put up a good fight, and was clearly well-trained, but couldn’t compete with Caroline’s Dark Energy output.

Not when she was fuelled by the fury of her friend being targeted.

Less than a minute later, Caroline’s sword sliced through the Demon’s chest, knocking him down.

As soon as the Demon dropped, Caroline shifted a runed pair of shackles to her, fastening them around the Demon’s wrists to prevent him from using his magic to escape, before she sent out her own magic to sense for any others in the area.

Thankfully, it seemed as if the Demon thought that he could handle a single Human alone. He hadn’t anticipated that Caroline would be watching out for her.

Not that she had been watching Mina specifically...

She turned her attention back to the Demon.

“I know you’re working for Lord Uther,” she told him. “What does he have you doing exactly? Why were you going after this police officer?”

The Demon shook their head. “I don’t work for Lord Uther. I left his service to pursue my own goals. I don’t know anything about any police officer.”

Caroline rolled her eyes. The Demon wasn’t a particularly good liar, even if she hadn’t already heard the same excuse from every rogue Demon she had captured in the past.

Even with the threat of everything she could do, and everything the Crown could do, they still feared Lord Uther more.

“Tell me the truth. We already have everything we need for a case against you. If you cooperate, I could be convinced to be lenient.”

The Demon looked away, remaining silent.

“I will remind you that you were targeting a Human. A Human police officer specifically. That’s against the King’s hunting restrictions.”

“I was just out for a walk,” the Demon said, more than a little smugly. “You have no proof that I was ever after any Human.”

“Then why were you out in your armour?”

“These are dangerous times,” the Demon said simply, the tone making it clear that Caroline wasn’t going to get anything else from him.

Caroline sighed, shaking her head before shifting the Demon back to the office. He wouldn’t be able to escape with the runes on, and she could deal with him later.

Caroline suppressed another sigh as she made her way to Mina’s house, sensing two sleeping Humans inside. They seemed fine, so she began silently weaving protection wards around the house to stop any more Demons from trying to attack them.

It wouldn’t work forever. Especially not if Uther was sending better and better men.

It was a short-term solution, and Caroline needed a long-term one.

She needed to steel herself and commit to getting Mina to drop the case. She felt regret returning at her inability to deny her earlier that day.

Being nice wasn’t going to get Mina to drop the case, and the longer she stayed shadowing Caroline, the more danger she and her daughter would be in.

And that wasn’t something Caroline could abide.
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As soon as Caroline was done, she shifted back to the office.

She knew something was wrong as soon as she arrived, the usual feel of magic in the air feeling lesser.

As if some of the wards had been broken.

Caroline glanced around the room, seeing nothing.

Nothing until her eyes fell on the runes on the wall. They were cracked, disrupting the magic and breaking the spell.

The Demon was gone. Caroline couldn’t see or sense him, and quickly found broken shackles on the floor.

She frowned. There was no way that the Demon could have overloaded the wards himself. Extremely powerful beings could overload her shackles, but there was no way the Demon she had faced should have been capable of it. If he had been, he wouldn’t have lost the fight.

Even if she considered that he might have lost on purpose, knowing that he could get away, he would need to be part of the nobility at least to be that powerful, and there was no way that had been the case.

No, he hadn’t gotten out himself. He’d had help.

Caroline had known that there were others helping him, but this showed a level of coordination she hadn’t been anticipating...

She quickly pulled herself from her thoughts before calling Laila.

It was going to be a long night...
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Laila arrived as Caroline was finishing up fixing the runes.

“Did someone get into the office?” Laila asked as she entered.

Caroline frowned at Laila’s attire. Laila didn’t wear dresses or heels. They were too impractical. And was that glitter on her face?

Caroline’s stomach twinged with guilt as she remembered the time. “I’m sorry to have called if you were busy. You should have told me.”

Laila rolled her eyes. “My job description says I have to be available twenty-four-seven. And a break-in is hardly something that can wait until morning.”

Caroline’s frown didn’t lessen.

Laila sighed, folding her arms as her gaze dropped. “I’m serious, Caroline. It’s okay,” she said, her voice lacking her usual, brazen confidence. “I was just looking for an excuse to leave anyway...”

“Why? Weren’t you out with friends?”

“Human friends,” Laila clarified as her folded arms tightened across her chest. “Old ones that I haven’t seen in a long time. It was Jennifer’s hen do and I... Well, I can’t get drunk like them, can I? Not with my Demonic metabolism. And I couldn’t really talk about work, either, and I just... Their lives are so far removed from mine. Have been for a long time now. And while I’m fine with that, I would rather not spend the night being reminded.” She cleared her throat before nodding to the broken runes. “So, this break-in.”

Caroline sighed, shaking her head. “Not in. Out. I tracked down one of the Demons responsible for the crime scenes I’ve been investigating. He was on his way to attack Mina.”

“Mina?”

“The detective. He was almost at her house when I arrived.”

Laila sighed, leaning back against one of the desks. “Shit. If he’s targeting her... The only reason for him to be doing that is to distract you. To upset you by hurting someone that you would consider your responsibility, capture them to use as leverage.”

“Which means that they think we have a chance of stopping them. A chance of stopping the curse. Otherwise, they wouldn’t risk attacking someone they thought I would care about protecting. Sure, it might distract me in the short-term, but to deliberately bait the wrath of a Demon Noble...”

“Yeah, that’s a suicidal move if there ever was one. But it would have gotten what they wanted in the short-term.”

Caroline sighed. “I need to keep an eye on Mina and her family until I can get her to drop this case.”

“Do you really think getting her to drop the case will be enough? I mean, it’s not even just a case of whether or not you would still care afterwards, it’s whether or not they think you would.”

Caroline looked away, knowing full well that Mina dropping the case wouldn’t suddenly undo the way Caroline felt about her. The way she wanted to protect her.

“What are you going to do?” Laila asked. “She’s going to be a target now.”

“Henrietta is due back in a few days. Once she’s here, she can take over keeping an eye on Mina from afar. For now, I’ll go back to trying to get her to drop the case. That should mean that I’m around her enough to protect her.”

Laila folded her arms. “How are you going to get anything done with a Human following you? Unless you tell her about magic-”

“Which is impossible,” Caroline said firmly.

Laila sighed. “I mean, it’s not impossible. You could tell her for now and then erase her memories later.”

“Erasing memories over such a long period... It’s too dangerous.”

“You say that as if you don’t have special training in that area. You should be more than capable of handling it.”

“And if I’m not? If I mess it up? She doesn’t deserve that. No one does.”

“Well, you could still tell her and just trust her to keep it a secret. If she doesn’t, then you can get to the memory erasing.”

“You’re advocating for me to break the secrecy codes? The most important law we have?”

Laila shrugged. “Look, I get why the law is important, but there are already exceptions. Humans who knew about magic before the war and those who have such weak magical blood that they are considered Humans, but still have some tiny magical ability, like Fiona. While I understand that secrecy is important, perhaps it’s more important that we adhere to the spirit of the law, not the letter. Like I said, if this goes wrong, you would be able to fix it unless she did something radical to spread the truth, and does she really seem like the sort to do that?”

Caroline shook her head. “No, I don’t think she’s the sort, but that doesn’t matter here. Secrecy is paramount. You forget that on top of taking the position here, I am a member of the Geni. I went through the trials and took a sacred oath to protect the truth about magic. Surprisingly, I actually take sacred oaths rather seriously.” She gave a wry smile, but Laila just sighed.

“Protecting the truth used to mean something kinder,” she eventually said, tiredly.

Caroline nodded. “I know. But then the truth got out, and we ended up in a vicious, decades-long war.”
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Instead of telling Mina where to meet her, Caroline sent her a message early in the morning to say that she would pick her up from her house.

Mina texted back to remind her that she had to drop her daughter off at school, telling Caroline to meet her at the school gates a little later.

Caroline frowned at that message before offering to take the two of them in her car.

She had made sure that all of the schools in the city were warded against magical attacks long ago, so Diya would be safe. In fact, it had been one of the projects she had worked with the Angel on before her disappearance.

Mina and Diya quickly made their way out of the house after Caroline’s arrival.

“Thanks again,” Mina said as they got in the car. “You didn’t have to do this.”

Caroline shrugged as she passed Mina one of the two coffees sitting in the cup holders between them. “It was no problem. Seriously, it wasn’t particularly far out of my way.” She reached over to the fruit smoothie she had gotten for Diya and passed it back to her. She had initially been going to get her hot chocolate, but she’d had the forethought to check with Mina who responded by saying that if her daughter was going to consume that much sugar, there had better at least be some kind of fruit involved.

“Thank you!” Diya said with a grin before drinking her smoothie.

Caroline shrugged. “It was no problem. I had to go and get my coffee anyway.”

“Do you always go to this place?” Mina asked as she checked the label on the coffee cup. “Don’t they do expensive, all organic stuff?”

Caroline just shrugged again. “Laila’s vegan and they’re good about only using soy milk for her.”

“So, you usually get coffee for your colleagues?”

“I like coffee so I would be buying it anyway,” Caroline figured. “It seems like basic politeness to offer to get something for others if I’m going regardless.”

Mina smiled. “Basic politeness. Right.”

It took Caroline a moment to realise she was being sarcastic. “Well, maybe if I treat it like basic politeness, eventually it will become that way. Plus, I am very aware of how cold and aloof I can be. Having a higher standard of politeness helps to stop people from writing me off completely.”

Mina gave her an indecipherable look and Caroline looked away, focusing on the road. She hoped that Mina wasn’t pitying her, and cursed her inability to read expressions well.

“Still, thank you,” Mina eventually said as they arrived at the school.

“See you later,” Diya said before leaving with Mina.

A moment later, Mina returned, still smiling.

“So, what are we doing today?” Mina asked.

Caroline shrugged. “Well, I have a few contacts in town that I thought I would talk to, to see if they had heard anything about what’s going on.”

“What about the ‘evidence’ you got at the crime scene? I thought that was supposed to be giving you leads.”

“It did,” Caroline said with a sigh. “I know how to track down the people behind this, but I want to know what they’re doing first. If we can disrupt their plans, we can stop them without a direct confrontation.”

“What’s wrong with a direct confrontation?”

“Honestly? I’m not entirely certain we would survive it. These people are well equipped and prepared. I don’t think we can face this head on.”

“We could go to Chief Nonso and ask for people and resources. The two of us may not be able to stop them, but could they handle a firearms unit?”

Caroline shook her head, but before she could come up with an explanation for why that wouldn’t work, Mina’s phone went off.

“It’s Sas,” Mina said after reading her new message. “He says that there’s been an anonymous tip that seems to be about our case. The Chief has asked if we can swing by and check it out.”

Caroline frowned. If the Demons were looking to lure them out and hurt them, then an anonymous tip would be the ideal way to do it.

But then, they had to know that would mean facing Caroline, and since she had thoroughly defeated one of them the night before, she doubted they would be that suicidal.

“Give me the address,” she said to Mina, deciding that the Demons would have nothing to gain from attacking them both.

They headed to the address that Sas had given them. It was a house that looked like it should be abandoned. A couple of the windows were boarded up, and the ones that weren’t were dark with grime.

Caroline slowed but didn’t stop the car, instead driving down the street and intending to loop around again.

“Why did Sas think this was tied to our case?” Caroline asked. It wasn’t unusual for Lord Uther’s men to use hideouts like this, but the police didn’t know that. “Could it not just be squatters?”

Mina shrugged. “I don’t know, Sas didn’t give any details. He just said that the tip specifically tied into our case.”

Caroline’s frown deepened. “I don’t know if this is a good idea. Not until we have more information about the tip. Can you send a text back to Sas and ask for more details?”

“I can, but that would be wasting time. We’re here now, we might as well check it out, even if it’s not our case. Worst case scenario, it’s just some squatters, and we deal with them. Nothing to worry about.”

“Unless that tip was sent deliberately by the people we’re trying to track down. Unless they know that we’re onto them and want to meet us on their own ground. We shouldn’t go in without knowing more.”

“Even if it is the people we’re looking for, do you really think they would attack us?”

Caroline sighed. “I can’t believe that this is part of your precious procedure. The two of us going alone without backup? Surely there is some rule against that.”

Mina looked away. “Perhaps you’re right. We should call for backup. I mean, I doubt it’ll be necessary, but if you’re so sure...”

A shot rang through the air and Caroline swerved, turning back to the windscreen to see only smoke.

“What the hell?” Mina cried as Caroline hit the brakes, launching them forward so that their seatbelts cut into them.

Caroline frowned looking out to see that it was the hood of the car producing the smoke.

“What happened?” Mina asked, getting out of the car to inspect the damage.

Caroline groaned, following her out.

There was no way that the Demons weren’t aware of their presence after that.

In fact, she wasn’t entirely convinced that they hadn’t been responsible.

As she got out, she sensed for any strange magic, and indeed found that a bolt of Energy had ripped through the front of her car.

Energy that she could trace back to one of the two Demons she could sense in the house.

“What could have caused that?” Mina asked.

“I don’t know, but I don’t think it’s a good idea to stay here. Come on, let’s find the nearest public place. We can call for backup and wait for them there.”

Mina nodded, about to follow Caroline, when her path was suddenly blocked by the appearance of a Demon shifting in front of her.

Caroline immediately shifted her weapon to her, only for the second Demon to block her path.

She clashed swords with them, doing her best to keep her attention on both not losing her current battle with the Demon in front of her, and on making sure that the other Demon didn’t harm Mina.

Thankfully, Mina seemed to be reasonably capable of dodging the other Demon’s sword, even if she had no way of attacking or blocking herself.

Neither of the Demons appeared to be using obviously visible magic, which was a small relief, though it didn’t exactly put them on an even playing field with Mina. After all, there were still plenty of magics that were difficult to see with the naked eye.

Not to mention, Caroline was restricted from using visible magic as well, meaning that if the playing field was levelled to anyone’s benefit, it was probably the Demons’.

“Why the hell do you have a sword?” she heard Mina demand of the other Demon as she ducked behind a car.

The Demon just grinned, slowly advancing.

They weren’t trying to kill her quickly, Caroline realised.

After all, there was nothing stopping the Demon from simply shifting behind her and stabbing her through the back.

If Mina died immediately, there would be no risk of magical exposure.

But no, the Demon was feeding on Mina’s fear. It was likely that they would stalk her for as long as they could, drawing as much power as she would provide, before killing her. After all, if they wanted to face Caroline in combat, they would probably need the boost.

The realisation spurred on Caroline’s determination, her focus remaining entirely on the Demon in front of her as she did her best to press any advantage she could find.

Her focus was drawn back to Mina, however, as a high-pitched scream cut through the air.

Ruby red blood dripped from Mina’s skin and Caroline was gripped by fury.

Dark Energy cascaded through her, turning every iota of rage into pure power that flowed in a torrent of black lightning.

The Demons were knocked to the ground, both of them screaming in pain.

Instead of attempting to get up, the two Demons simply shifted away, leaving Mina and Caroline alone.

Caroline panted, feeling lightheaded at the sudden and drastic use of her powers.

She would need sugar, and fast, if she didn’t want to lose consciousness completely.

Caroline pushed that aside, however, as she remembered the sight of Mina’s blood.

She turned to the Human, to see that she was mostly fine. The sword had cut fairly deep into her arm, but nothing a healing potion wouldn’t fix.

No, what drew her attention wasn’t Mina’s wound, but the way the Human was staring at her, mouth agape.

Caroline sighed, pushing back a few loose strands of hair that had escaped from her ponytail. The Energy had poured into all of her magic, including the slight glamour she kept over her eyes. Usually the glamour made them a deep, reddish brown, but now they would be their natural blood red. And probably glowing after the amount of magic she had just used...

“I need a drink,” Caroline eventually said, finally looking away from Mina’s stare. “Do you think there’s a pub within walking distance?”
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It turned out that there was, indeed, a pub within reasonable walking distance.

Caroline had first found a healing potion in her car and passed it to Mina, but the Human had just given it a wary look.

Caroline had then sighed before uncorking the bottle and grabbing Mina’s arm before upending it onto the wound.

Mina yanked away from Caroline’s grip, though her expression quickly softened as she realised that her wound was closing up.

“Thank you,” she managed, though her gaze was still wary.

Caroline tried not to think too hard on that as she checked her phone for the nearest drinking establishment.

She had found a pub just a couple of streets down, and Mina had thankfully followed her, instead of raising any complaints.

“What do you want to drink?” Caroline asked as they arrived.

Mina frowned. “It’s the middle of the day.”

Caroline sighed. “Yes, but I assume you have questions for me about what the hell just happened.”

Mina nodded.

“Then you’re probably going to want to drink. I know I will.” She shrugged. “Well, you can do whatever you want, but I’m getting a bottle of whisky.”

Mina shifted her weight awkwardly from side to side, clearly thinking as she frowned at the floor.

Eventually, she sighed and said, “I guess I will have a Coke and steal some of your whisky to drink in it.”

Caroline nodded before heading to the bar.

When she had their drinks, she turned to see that Mina had found an empty booth to sit in.

Caroline went to sit opposite her, splashing a little of the whisky into her Coke before filling her own glass to the brim with it.

“You’re going to give yourself alcohol poisoning if you drink that much straight,” Mina said.

Caroline shrugged. “It’s fine. I have an increased metabolism, it takes quite a bit to get me drunk. In fact, back home, I used to drink fortified wine. Anyway, do you really want to be scolding me over my drinking habits, or do you want to be asking me questions?”

Mina frowned. “I was under the impression that you didn’t answer questions.”

Caroline sighed. “I don’t. Just because I think you have them doesn’t mean I will answer them.”

Mina nodded, and after a few moments asked, “Who are you? I mean, who are you really? Where do you come from?”

Caroline just sighed again before downing half of her glass. “Those are rather personal questions, Detective. Would you answer them if I asked you the same? I mean, I don’t know who you are really or where you’re from. I know that you moved here recently, moved back to live near your mother, and that you have a daughter but never mention her father. So, if I turned those questions back on you, would you answer them?”

Mina simply gave her a deadpan look which very much told Caroline that she wasn’t amused by her little game.

“Of course, I would,” she said firmly. “I don’t have anything to hide. I moved away from the city to go to university, and that’s where I met my husband. We bought a house and started careers there. Eventually, we decided to start a family. And then a few years later, I realised that I had fucked up. I had everything that I should want – a good job, a loving husband, a beautiful daughter – and yet I wasn’t happy. I wasn’t happy because I spent more time thinking about the woman I was partnered with than I had ever spent thinking about my husband like that.

“He took the news well, all things considered. He told me that I should be happy, and if I really was a lesbian, then I obviously would never be happy with him. I wanted to try staying living together, at least. Not pretending to still be together romantically, but just being in the same house for Diya’s sake.

“It worked for a while, but I could feel him chafing under my presence. We both tried dating other people, but it was difficult to find people who understood our unique situation. In the end, we decided that it would be better to try and build lives separately, even if that meant that only one of us got to really be there for Diya.

“Of course, that sentiment was all well and good. But he didn’t even try to suggest that he might want her to stay with him. Having a daughter was making his dating life just as difficult as having a wife.”

Mina grabbed her glass and downed half of it before replacing that half with more whisky from Caroline’s bottle.

She gave a humourless laugh as she wiped her lips with the back of her hand. “I mean, how was I supposed to explain that to a seven-year-old? ‘Daddy loves you, he just loves pussy more’? Hell, in the grand scheme of things, it’s kinder to assume that he simply bought into the idea that women should be the primary caregivers. That he gave up his daughter without a whimper of protest because of outdated beliefs about gender roles, rather than because it made it easier for him to pick up women.”

She sighed, shaking her head as she leant back in her seat, glaring at Caroline. “So, yeah, there you go. I could have moved anywhere, but I wanted to be closer to my mother so that she could help with childcare. And then I got my first case, and you came and scooped it up, and now we’re here. So now you know everything about me. Am I going to get to know anything about you?”

Caroline took a moment to sip her drink before saying, “Well, I doubt that your story truly encapsulates everything about you, but you have made your point. I’ll answer any questions you have.”

Mina looked away for a moment, clearly caught off-guard by Caroline’s comment, but she eventually said, “I have all of the questions. Who are you? What are you? Who were those men? Why did they have swords? Why do you have glowing red eyes? And what was that black lightning that you knocked them back with?”

“I am Lady Caroline of House Raven. I am a Demon, as were those men. Though I suspect they work for Lord Uther, another Demon noble. He likes causing trouble, especially trouble which could threaten to expose magic. They had swords because swords are easier to charm than guns. I have glowing red eyes because I’m a Demon and the glamour I was using to mask them was overloaded when I unleashed my Dark Energy. The black lightning. It’s the magical manifestation of my emotional state. When I saw that you were injured... Well, they’re lucky that they were only knocked down.”

Mina blinked, taking a few moments to process everything Caroline had said.

“Magic?” she eventually asked. “That was magic?”

Caroline nodded.

“So, you’re telling me that magic exists and you’re a Demon?”

Caroline nodded again.

“So, you’re evil?”

Caroline sighed. “I don’t know. Do I seem evil to you?”

“No, but... Well, I didn’t realise that you had magic, so who knows what else I missed.”

Caroline shrugged. “If you are concerned about my Demonic nature, don’t be. I may be a Demon, but that simply means that I am attuned to Dark Energy over Light. Dark Energy is generated by negative emotions, but that doesn’t make it bad. Anger can be righteous, tears may be shed for someone else, and pain can be bittersweet.”

“Like before? You said that you managed to blast them because you saw that I was hurt. Because you cared.”

Caroline just shrugged again, looking away. “Of course, I care. I thought... I thought we were being less antagonistic.”

Mina nodded. “We were. I just... Well, I guess with such a huge secret like this that you were trying to keep from me... It becomes difficult to think of our relationship as anything other than you lying to me.”

Caroline sighed. “I’m sorry. My job here on Earth is to keep magic a secret from Humans. Part of that is stopping Demons whose reckless behaviour threatens the secrecy, which often means taking the stranger cases from the police. I couldn’t tell you what was going on without breaking the secrecy myself. Though I suppose I messed that up...”

“Well, you weren’t the one who attacked us with swords,” Mina said with a wry smile.

Caroline returned the smile. “No, I suppose I wasn’t. But I was still the one who used magic openly. I should have known better and not let my emotions get in the way...”

Mina reached across the table, surprising Caroline by wrapping her hand around hers.

Caroline glanced up to see that Mina was giving her an intent look that seemed to ignite the alcohol within her, desire pooling in her abdomen as she suddenly became very aware of how warm Mina’s hand was on hers.

“As the person who was saved by you letting your emotions get in the way, I can’t exactly say that it was a mistake. Maybe letting your emotions get in the way is a good thing.”

Caroline knew that Mina’s words were about her approach to her work, but in that moment, her mind was applying them to something entirely different.

It had been different before. Humans were off-limits, as far as Caroline was concerned. She didn’t have the patience to keep magic a secret from someone she was intimate with, and she didn’t really do casual encounters.

But now Mina knew about magic, and she wasn’t completely put off by Caroline’s cold nature...

A short strand of soft black hair fell over Mina’s warm brown eyes as full lips opened slightly with surprise.

Caroline wanted nothing more than to close the space between them, brush that stray strand out of her eyes, and taste those tempting lips.

Her gaze flickered down to Mina’s mouth as her breath caught in her throat.

Before she could move, however, Mina let go of her hand, as if suddenly aware of how close they were, and sat back on her side of the booth.

Caroline moved back herself before hiding a disappointed sigh by downing the end of her drink.

As soon as it was gone, she refilled the glass with more whisky.

“Maybe you’re right,” Caroline conceded. “Not letting my emotions get in the way of my reasoning was how I ended up with this job, instead of being back in the Underworld, managing my house and lands.”

“So, you’re really a noblewoman, huh?”

Caroline nodded. “After my brother died, I took over as the head of our house. That was when I was nineteen. Then I got embroiled in some trouble a few years ago, which is how I ended up on Earth. My great-aunt agreed to take over some of my responsibilities back home to help me divide my time, but she’s a teacher, and I feel awful for taking her away from that. Ideally, I would marry, but... Well, you fall in love once and suddenly marrying for politics seems kind of empty...”

“Just the once, huh?” Mina asked, her gaze on her drink instead of meeting Caroline’s.

Caroline shrugged. “I was engaged to the Prince when I was a kid. But I suppose I’m kind of a magnet for political scandals, and his father called it off when we were fourteen. I fled to a boarding school in the mountains. It’s kind of a secretive order of Demon women who took it upon themselves to educate all of the young women in the Underworld if they wanted it.

“Not many go. It’s demanding, and even those who attend are not guaranteed to graduate. Not that they are overly harsh. They are supportive but only as far as the student is motivated. It turns out I was very motivated... I graduated after five years and over those years, I had fallen in love.”

Mina blinked, her drink catching in her throat and causing her cough. Once she had recovered, she managed to ask, “At an all-girls’ school?”

Caroline gave a wry smile as she brought her own glass to her lips, quirking an eyebrow up at Mina as she gave her a playful look through her eyelashes.

“Yes, at an all-girls’ school,” Caroline eventually said as she brought her glass back down. “I’m not exactly picky on matters of gender.”

“Is that a Demon thing?”

“It’s a me thing. Though hearing the way some Humans talk of pansexuality, I can’t fault you for thinking that way.”

Mina shook her head. “Sorry, that was... I shouldn’t have... I should have known better.”

Caroline shook her own head as she realised that her tone hadn’t been light and sarcastic enough. It might have even come across as bitter... “No, I... That was a joke. I didn’t mean that I actually thought that you...” Caroline sighed, looking away. “I was young when I fell in love with Vera. Barely more than a child. And yet... I think, had I stayed, it would have lasted. It feels stupid to say now, more than twenty years later, but... Well, it’s not as if there’s been anyone since to distract me.”

“Really? No one? I mean, you... You’re...” Mina waved her hand at Caroline.

Caroline just raised a confused eyebrow.

Mina picked up her drink before muttering into it, “You’re not exactly lacking in the looks department. And hell, you do not look forty.”

Caroline would have smirked, but it was softened by the way Mina’s comment about her appearance had caused butterflies to erupt in her stomach.

“Demonic lifespans are a few hundred years. It’ll be another century or so before I start to show signs of ageing. And, well, I haven’t exactly been looking for anyone. I can barely make friends, so trying to get into a relationship seems like more than my self-esteem can take.”

“We’re friends,” Mina pointed out.

“Are we?”

“Do you want to be?”

“Of course.”

Mina grinned. “Then, yeah. We’re friends.”

Caroline returned her smile as Mina’s phone beeped at her.

“Shiiit,” Mina said with a slight laugh. “That’s my mother. Diya only had a half day, and she’s asking when I’ll pick her up. She cannot know that I’ve been drinking in the middle of the day. I’m supposed to be at work!” She shook her head. “Is it really bad if I ask her to keep Diya overnight by pretending there was a work emergency?”

“Well, there was an emergency. You got stabbed.” Caroline tried to smile, but it was weak. The text had been a shard of the outside world popping their little bubble, reminding Caroline that there were logistics to consider.

Mina couldn’t remember anything about magic.

“Right you are,” Mina said, sending her text. “It’s a Friday, so it’s not as if she has to get Diya to school or anything...”

Caroline stood up. “Come on, let’s go and get you some food,” she said, offering her hand to Mina to help her up.

The memory alteration spell would need physical contact to work.

Mina stood up, stumbling a little as she went, falling straight into Caroline.

“Oh, sorry,” she managed, her voice breathy.

She didn’t move back.

Caroline’s breath caught in her throat, her heightened senses and light head reminding her that she hadn’t eaten anything after using her powers so heavily, and had then proceeded to drink half a bottle of whisky.

It didn’t exactly facilitate clear thinking.

Mina’s gaze flickered down to Caroline’s lips, and she found her heart jumping with anticipation, wondering if Mina was planning on kissing her.

“I can’t believe I have feelings for a Demon,” Mina muttered, catching Caroline off-guard as the Human closed the space between them.

Her lips tasted of sugar and whisky, and Caroline found herself placing her hands on Mina’s waist and pulling her flush against her.

Mina gasped in response, allowing Caroline’s tongue to slip in and cause Mina to grip at her jacket.

The last thing Caroline wanted was to pull away.

No, she wanted to keep holding Mina, to shift them to her flat and show her some of the more fun uses of magic.

But the longer Caroline waited to erase her memories, the less likely it would be to work. Not to mention, even having kissed her - despite the fact that Mina initiated it - made the thought of altering her memories feel gross. As if she was taking advantage.

To sleep with her first? That would be unforgivable, as far as Caroline was concerned.

Instead, she used the fact that they were touching to weave a spell between them, allowing her to slip into Mina’s mind.

She tried not to pay attention to anything but the memories she wanted to alter, but it was difficult when Mina’s thoughts were flooded with desire.

Caroline couldn’t help but moan in sympathy, encouraging Mina’s hands to reach down and cup her arse.

Why was she trying to change things again?

Caroline did her best to focus, despite the distraction. She had to find all of Mina’s memories of magic.

On the one hand, Mina’s memories were already focused on Caroline. On the other, she wasn’t exactly focused on Caroline’s magic.

No, she was remembering little moments of their time together. Her fury at Caroline stealing her first case in a new city. Her bullshitting a reason to get back on it. Her irritation at what she thought was deliberate hazing...

And then surprise when she realised that Caroline had a softer side. When she figured out that she had been misreading her. How the last of her defences had finally fallen when she had realised what Caroline had been hiding from her and why.

Now she was simply revelling in the sweetness of kissing someone new, with the edge of the person in question being living proof of a strange new world that she was taking her first steps into.

Caroline’s stomach twisted with guilt at the thought of taking that away from her, but she pushed it aside as she quickly moved past those memories to find the ones she was looking for.

Her striking down the Demons, her glowing red eyes, and all of their conversations after.

She replaced the memory of the fight with one of her shooting the men before changing her memory of their conversation to be Caroline explaining how she was allowed to have the weapon on her.

As soon as she was done, Mina lost consciousness. Her mind needed to adjust to the new memories.

Caroline hoped that Mina would put it down to the booze as she shifted her back to her home and quickly dropped her on top of her bed before leaving, not wanting to intrude longer than necessary.
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As soon as Caroline had made sure that Mina was safely home, she shifted back to the office, where Laila was still there working.

“You’re back earlier than expected,” Laila commented. “What happened? And how did you lose the detective?”

Caroline groaned, pushing a few stray locks of hair back as she recounted everything that had happened since she had met Mina that morning. Though she left out the part about them kissing.

“Shit,” was all Laila managed to say once Caroline was done.

Caroline nodded in agreement. “Yeah, shit indeed. I managed to erase her memories this time, but there is no guarantee that I will be able to do the same in the future. I really need to get her to drop this case.”

Laila shrugged. “Yeah, you could, or you could do what I suggested before and just let her know about magic until this is over. I mean, did you really have to erase her memories so quickly?”

“You know that it gets trickier to do the longer you have to go back. It would have been too risky.”

“No, what’s risky is you trying to deal with this case while also trying to get this detective off your back. Sacred oath or not, sometimes common sense has to prevail.”

Caroline shook her head. “Well, I’ve already erased the memories, and I’m not going to undo that now. It would be too risky.”

“So, what’s your plan exactly? I mean, even if you’re not going to tell the detective about magic, I think we can both agree that it’s time for a change of tactics.”

Caroline nodded. “I agree. Do you have that map I asked you for?”

“Yeah, I have it here,” she said, indicating over to the wall. “All of the crime scenes associated with this case, along with all of the locations of magical note, from old battlegrounds to ley lines. All of the pins are colour-coded, and the red string indicates where I think the magic should be flowing based on the information we currently have. The problem is, that information isn’t much.”

Caroline sighed. “We really need that book. Do you have an update from Fiona?”

“She’s certainly getting there. But they aren’t even in the Underworld yet. So far, they’ve simply been focused on how to get in.”

“To be fair, that will be the hardest part of their job. Assuming they are as skilled at thieving as they claim, stealing the book once they get in should be easy enough. After all, there is no way Uther would think to protect any artefact against their particular brand of heisting.” She sighed, shaking her head. “But as much as the book would solve any problems we might have, we don’t have it yet, and we cannot count on retrieving it.”

“I can keep trying different combinations of magical elements and hope I hit on a likely location for the next part of the ritual, but right now I think we might actually have better odds of getting the book.”

Caroline folded her arms. “Okay, so we need more to go on. I’ll go back to the hideout from the anonymous tip tomorrow. They were clearly attempting to lure us into a trap, and the fact that they thought they would be able to take me in a fight must mean that they had environmental elements on their side. They managed to blow up my car without being anywhere near it, which suggests that they laid a trap on the street outside. It’s also likely that they didn’t anticipate the fight escalating as quickly as it did, and might have been trying to lure us inside the hideout.

“To have laid a trap so thoroughly, they must’ve been there for a while. I warded the place, so I doubt they will come back to it. Hopefully, Mina and I will be able to find some more evidence there tomorrow. If we’re lucky, we might even find the locations of other parts of the ritual.”

“You could just go yourself, alone, tonight,” Laila pointed out.

Caroline sighed. “I could, but this is likely to not be dangerous, and I still need to get Mina to drop this case before anything more life-threatening happens to her over it.”
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The next morning, Caroline arrived at Mina’s to see her stomping towards the car in a rather disgruntled manner.

Mina opened the car door but didn’t get in.

“I’m hungover, and it’s a Saturday. You had better have something fairly concrete for us to be doing.”

“I thought we would go back to the hideout from yesterday and look for clues.” She reached over to pick up one of the cups from between the seats. “I brought coffee,” she said as she held it out towards Mina.

Mina sighed as she got in the car, but she did get in. She took the coffee from Caroline and took a small, cautious sip. Once she realised the coffee wasn’t going to scald her, she took a much larger sip before asking, “How do you know they haven’t cleaned it out since yesterday? Or that they’re not back there now.”

Caroline frowned. Hadn’t she replaced Mina’s memories with those of her shooting the Demons?

She couldn’t really remember if she had given an explanation for why they had just walked away from bodies, though, so perhaps Mina’s mind had simply filled in the blanks. Perhaps by saying that the Demons had been wearing bullet-proof vests and had fled the scene as soon as Caroline had attacked.

If she had had more presence of mind when casting the spell, she likely would have provided answers for every little detail, but as it was, she had been too distracted.

“I have made sure that no one has returned since yesterday,” Caroline eventually said. “The hideout should be exactly as they left it.”

To her surprise, Mina didn’t ask how Caroline had managed that. She just nodded. “Okay, then let’s go check out this hideout.”

Caroline turned on the engine and began driving in that direction, slightly disturbed by the way Mina remained silent, frowning into her coffee.

She was about to ask what was wrong when Mina spoke up.

“So, I kind of had a lot to drink, and my memories of yesterday are a little fuzzy, but... Did we kiss yesterday? When we were leaving the pub, I mean.”

Caroline found herself struck by both relief and horror in equal measure.

Relief that Mina had been fixated on that, and not on the magic she had witnessed the day before.

But horrified by the realisation that she hadn’t thought to edit the kiss out of Mina’s memory as well.

After all, it was very much a kiss that had been precipitated by the fact that Mina had known about magic. Simply from a secrecy standpoint, it should have been one of the things that went.

Not to mention, now Caroline had to deal with the awkward morning after conversation without being entirely sure of how much of the previous day Mina actually remembered.

“I, um, yeah... We did... I was kind of drunk, and you were definitely drunk, and it just kind of happened...”

Mina shook her head, her gaze still fixed on her coffee. “I didn’t mind,” she eventually said, her voice small and timid. “I mean, it was nice. Better than nice, even. I liked it. It’s just... We’re working together. I just think it would be kind of unprofessional to start anything, you know...”

Caroline nodded quickly. “Yeah, no, I agree. Definitely. Unprofessional, yeah. Plus, you know, I may not be actively looking for a husband right now, but I will eventually have to look for someone appropriate to marry, you know? Any kind of relationship-type thing in the meantime would just make things messy.”

Caroline’s stomach froze as she remembered that she had only ever talked about her position with Mina in the context of magic. Had she erased that as well?

Thankfully, Mina didn’t seem to consider this new information, giving Caroline a sympathetic smile. “I’m sorry, that must really suck. To not be able to be with someone you love, I mean.”

Caroline shrugged sheepishly. “Well, it’s not completely out of the question for me to marry someone I love. They just also have to be of the correct station. Which, yeah, isn’t going to happen. I’ve already met all the eligible men in that category, and I have been far from impressed.” She sighed. “My friend Gregor and I keep joking that we will eventually marry each other just for the sake of appearances, but I think it’s becoming less and less of a joke as the years go on...”

They arrived at the hideout from the day before, cutting the conversation short.

“Do you think it could be dangerous?” Mina asked, looking at the house with trepidation.

Caroline shrugged. “I don’t know, so you probably want to keep your guard up. There definitely isn’t anyone in there, but that doesn’t mean it’s safe.”

“What kind of dangers do you expect there to be? Specifically, I mean.”

“Traps, I suppose. Keep your eye out for tripwires, or strange markings that might indicate that part of the floor or wall has been booby-trapped.”

Mina nodded. “Okay, I’ll follow your lead.”

Caroline couldn’t help but frown a little. Sure, Mina had been happy enough to observe Caroline’s procedure, but only as a pretence to criticising it.

And now she was suddenly willing to accept Caroline’s way of doing things?

Where had that come from?

It would make sense if she still had knowledge of magic. There would no longer be any doubt or antagonism between them, and even if Mina could be headstrong at times, she didn’t get to the position she was currently in without knowing when she was out of her depth.

But without that knowledge of magic...

Caroline shook her head at her own obliviousness as it occurred to her that Mina didn’t need to know of magic to realise just how real things had gotten.

After all, she would still remember them being attacked, and remember Caroline saving her, even if she didn’t remember exactly how.

Caroline got out of the car and headed towards the house, with Mina following close behind.

“Keep a close eye out,” Caroline told her. “My brain doesn’t always process a lot of new information quickly, and I can often miss things if time is of the essence. I will have dealt with traps like these before, if there are any, and will keep an eye out for any of the usual signs, but can I rely on you to spot anything unusual on top of that?”

Mina blinked, seemingly caught off guard by Caroline’s request, but her confusion lasted for barely a moment before she nodded. “Yeah, I can definitely keep an eye out for anything unusual.”

“Thanks,” Caroline said before lowering the wards around the house so that they could enter.

The house didn’t look nearly as bad on the inside as it had on the outside. Sure, it was cluttered, and Caroline suspected that the Demons who had occupied it hadn’t cleared out the belongings of the previous Human occupants, but it seemed regularly walked through, so it lacked any signs of damage accrued simply through the passage of time.

As they walked through the house, Caroline made sure to sense for any magic, surreptitiously deactivating a couple of traps before they approached.

“What the hell?” Mina muttered as they entered the kitchen, finding that the sink and surrounding benches were covered in blood.

“The previous crime scenes appeared to only have blood and viscera present from the people who had been killed then and there,” Caroline mused. “Though, if this mess is any indication, future crime scenes might have elements beyond that.”

Mina frowned. “Why? Why are they doing any of this?”

Caroline gave a long and exasperated sigh as she looked over the mess, buying her time to come up with a semi-reasonable explanation that didn’t involve magic.

After a moment, she decided that staying as close to the truth as possible would be best.

“The murders of the previous crime scenes all seemed ritualistic in nature. Who can say why these people are doing this, or what ritual they think they are following exactly, but there is definitely some kind of pattern. It wouldn’t be completely unreasonable for them to keep adding more and more elaborate elements to every new murder.”

“Then we need to find them before they do anything else.”

Caroline nodded in agreement. “Hopefully, they will have left some clue or piece of information behind that will lead us to their next target.” She indicated to piles of paper stacked on the table at the other end of the room. “Have a look over there and see if you find anything interesting. I’m going to see if I can figure out where this blood is from.”

Mina shuddered, before nodding. “Yeah, in comparison to blood, rifling through papers seems the nicer option.”

Caroline couldn’t help but smirk. “Isn’t looking at blood and bodies part of your job?”

“Yeah, but not the part I like.”

They lapsed into silence as they continued working.

It didn’t take Caroline long to find the source of the blood. The first place she looked had been the fridge, and she had been greeted by an array of human organs.

They probably belonged to random people the Demons had found on the street. In any other city, she would have said that they probably had targeted poor, unfortunate souls who wouldn’t be missed, but in this city? Even with Caroline working as hard as she could, there were still more missing persons cases than the police could ever possibly hope to deal with, making everyone in the city fair game.

“Find anything over there?” she asked, calling over to Mina.

“Oh? Huh... Umm... Not much, really, no. I’ll tell you when I do, though.”

Caroline nodded, closing the fridge before making her way across the room.

Mina watched her as she approached, her gaze a little guarded.

Caroline frowned in confusion for a moment, before realising that her approach might indicate that she thought Mina’s assessment of the papers was inadequate and that she was coming to check for herself.

Instead, Caroline made her way to the other corner of the room, where there was a desk covered in carving materials.

The Demons had been making runes.

Caroline glanced back to Mina, seeing that she appeared more relaxed now that it was obvious that Caroline hadn’t been going to double check her work. Though her gaze stayed on Caroline, rather than returning to the papers.

Caroline decided to ignore that, instead turning to investigate the area surrounding the desk.

There were several runes on the walls, all hung up with care. They clearly were just waiting for their eventual use, rather than being part of the traps that had been in the house, since they were all carved into portable materials, rather than the walls and floors.

Caroline frowned as she looked at one of the runes. She was sure that she recognised it, but she wasn’t sure from where.

Deciding that she might recognise it rotated differently, Caroline took her magic dampening gloves from her pocket and pulled them on with the kind of efficiency that only came from constant practice.

Once the gloves were in place, she went to pick up the rune.

“No, wait!” Mina yelled, quickly pushing Caroline out of the way of the rune.

As Mina went, she brushed past the rune herself.

Dark lightning shot forward, enveloping the Human as she cried out in pain.

Caroline moved to neutralise it, but it had already dissipated before she could.

Mina collapsed as soon as the magic had run its course and Caroline caught her before she fell to the ground.

After a frantic assessment, Caroline calmed as she realised that Mina was unconscious but otherwise unharmed.

Caroline just stared at the Human for a moment, wondering why the hell she had done such a reckless thing.

Why had she jumped in front of Caroline in the first place? There should be no reason for her to think that a strange pattern carved into a stone would be dangerous.

Caroline carefully placed her down, so that she was leaning back against the wall, before going back to look at the papers.

Had they spoken of the runes? Had she read something about magic and then refused to tell Caroline?

Perhaps, perversely, because she had been afraid that she wouldn’t be believed?

Caroline cursed herself. If that was the case, erasing Mina’s memories had indeed put her in danger. Laila had been right...

Caroline quickly glanced over the papers, more than easily finding a page with the same markings as the rune that had attacked Mina.

She breathed a sigh of relief as she glanced over the descriptive paragraph next to the illustration. It was clear that the rune would have no long-lasting effect on a Human. In fact, it didn’t even mention the possibility of them being knocked out by it, which told Caroline that it wouldn’t last particularly long.

She frowned, however, as she read the paragraph, realising that if the rune wasn’t designed to seriously hurt Humans, and Mina knew that, then she would have no reason to push Caroline out of the way.

No reason, unless she knew that she wasn’t Human.

While the paragraph stated that the rune wouldn’t hurt Humans, it was clear on the fact that it would be deadly to any Demon who touched it without protection.

Caroline just stared at Mina as she realised what had happened.

Mina’s memories hadn’t been wiped.

After all, the only reason she could have possibly had for knocking Caroline out of the way would have been if she knew that Caroline was a Demon.

If the memory spell hadn’t worked.
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Chapter Sixteen
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Caroline decided to take Mina back to her place. After all, she needed somewhere she could keep an eye on her, and have access to magical healing equipment. While the instructions for the rune had said that it would cause no lasting damage to any Human who touched it, it also hadn’t mentioned knocking them out so she couldn’t be sure exactly how accurate it was.

Once Caroline was sure that Mina wasn’t in any real danger and that she simply had to wait for her to wake up, she started to go over every argument she had for convincing Mina to stay away from the case. If another memory spell wouldn’t work, Caroline would just have to hope that reason would. And that Mina would understand the need for secrecy when it came to magic.

Caroline wasn’t sure that either would work, however, so she had instead focused her efforts on figuring out how exactly her memory spell had failed.

It was reasonable to expect that there might have been flaws in it, given that she had been inebriated at the time, but for it to have been such a complete failure?

In fact, it was almost as if she hadn’t cast the spell at all.

If Mina had magic, that would be expected. But Caroline had been far enough into her mind to know that that wasn’t a possibility.

Which only left the possibility that she might have magical protections from someone else.

She had been completely unaware of magic until she had seen Caroline wield it, but her mother had seemed more knowledgeable...

By the time Mina stirred, Caroline was sitting in a chair by the bed, her tablet in hand and the mystery solved.

“What happened?” Mina asked, groaning as she tried to sit up.

“You tell me,” Caroline said tiredly as she put down her tablet. “One minute I’m about to pick up a rune to inspect it further, wearing shielded gloves because I’m not a complete idiot, and the next minute, you’re pushing me out the way and taking a huge barrage of Dark Energy. You should be fine, but I’m far more interested in why you tried to push me out the way in the first place. You shouldn’t have known that there was anything strange about that rune.”

Mina responded by glaring at her. “All I know is that yesterday...” She looked away, her hand worrying the edge of the duvet a little. “You were finally being honest with me. I felt like... I kissed you.” She went back to glaring, her hand turning to a fist as it dropped the duvet. “And then, while I was kissing you, I blacked out. I woke up the next morning remembering everything that had happened, but also having a set of vague and fuzzy memories that were clearly the same events, but altered. It didn’t take me long to figure out that you had tried to alter my recollection of magic, so I would no longer know about it.”

Caroline just shrugged at Mina’s accusing tone. “Of course, I did. I explained yesterday, my job is to make sure that magic remains a secret. You are not an exception to that rule just because I like you.”

“You went into my head and tried to change my memories!” Mina retorted, staring at Caroline in disbelief. “How do you not get that there is no excuse for that?”

Caroline shrugged. “Human sensibilities.”

“That’s not a thing! This isn’t some kind of ‘different point of view’ situation.”

Caroline sighed, folding her arms. “No, it’s a situation where any magical being who lets Humans discover magic will be executed, along with the Human.”

Mina’s anger seemed to fade at that. “It’s really that harsh?”

Caroline nodded. “It was either hope that no one ever found out about your knowledge, or simply take it from you. It was not something I enjoyed doing, but it was necessary. Not that it mattered in the end.” She nodded to Mina’s necklace. “It looks as if you have magical protections already. It prevented my memory alteration from working, and it will ensure that no complex spells aimed at you will work.”

Mina frowned, her hand going to the charmed piece of jewellery. “Wait, my necklace is magic? How? My grandmother gave me this necklace.”

Caroline waved over to her tablet. “We keep a record of all magical beings who are at least somewhat adjacent to Dark magic. Those records tend to be kept by the Royal Cleaner offices in each country, however. I emailed the Indian office while you were asleep, and they confirmed that your grandmother was registered to a Neutral coven there.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Your grandmother was a Witch,” Caroline explained. “Just barely, given how much Human blood she had, and none of her children ever showed any signs of magic, but it would appear that she made that necklace to protect you.”

Mina frowned, taking more than a moment to process the new information.

Caroline sighed again, shaking her head. “It would appear that, even if I wanted to, I couldn’t erase your memories, but I hope that the truth at least illustrates to you why you cannot keep interfering in my work.”

Mina turned her attention back to Caroline, her frown deepening. “Interfering? We’re working together, remember? I was trying to help.”

“And failing,” Caroline bit back, the image of Mina collapsing under the force of the rune burned into her mind. “You almost got yourself killed today.”

Mina looked away, and Caroline could see that there were unshed tears in her eyes.

She was about to apologise - about to take back her harsh words - but something stopped her.

She wasn’t wrong.

Mina was in over her head, and if she kept working with Caroline, she could get herself killed.

The very thought chilled Caroline to her core.

She wasn’t going to let Mina put herself in danger like that again.
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