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			An Incomplete Guide to Navigating Supernatural Species in the Post-Revelation World, or Why It’s Always a Bad Idea to Arm-Wrestle an Ogre

			While at first this new world might seem daunting, and even unpleasant, it presents a host of opportunity for humans to adjust and adapt to new types of thinking. Innovation comes because somebody has seen an old way of doing something and realizes there has to be a better, more efficient method.

			Keep that in mind as you use your sewing machine instead of poking your finger with a needle while sewing by hand.

			Furthermore, the old ways are old—it’s not wise to openly bleed in front of a vampire as you would a human, for example (another reason to forgo your needle!). If you get a small cut, excuse yourself and take care of that privately, even if you know the vampire means you no harm.

			There are others who insist the old way is perfectly fine and anybody espousing new methods must be radical or revolutionary (and not in a good way) and therefore should be condemned.

			But that is short-sighted. And dangerous. Humanity will not exist and thrive if we refuse to live alongside our fellow species; now, we are just another type of creature roaming the earth, having the audacity to live as we choose (within our capability and the laws, of course).

			This guide will help forward-thinking humans realign their thinking so we can not only exist but flourish in this wonderful landscape. The goal is not to reestablish our previously held dominance; it is to learn how to live with others, not subjugate them. To learn their culture as they have had to learn ours all those years they were in hiding.

			To be equal, not privileged.
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			One

			“The Devil plans to attend the Great Exhibition.”

			Lord Hennawi, my superior’s superior, spoke in a measured tone, but I could see the unease roiling under his skin.

			Or perhaps that was because Lord Hennawi was a djinn and had assumed a human shape, presumably to make me feel more comfortable. I didn’t know the logistics of djinndom; all I knew was that they were made of smoke and fire, which explained the faintly toasty smell emanating from his side of the desk. Lord Hennawi himself was a regal gentleman, with dark skin and dark eyes. He wore an immaculate suit of fine wool and was toying with an intricately carved letter opener as we spoke.

			That I was the only human in the room didn’t bother me nearly as much as it had the first dozen or so times since getting the position of species ombudsman in Her Majesty’s service seven months prior.

			My direct superior, Mr. Connors, sat in the chair beside me, his tail twitching anxiously. Mr. Connors was a shugmonkey, a being comprised of dog and monkey, which meant his tail was quite reactive.

			“The devil, you say?” Mr. Connors replied, making both men chuckle at the witticism.

			We sat in Lord Hennawi’s office, which was easily three times the size of my and Mr. Connors’s own, with lush Oriental rugs, heavy mahogany furniture, and a model of a tree—“That,” Mr. Connors had whispered while Lord Hennawi was ordering refreshments, “is for when he is in the body of a snake.”

			I leaned forward in my chair. “I am sorry to sound at a loss, but—there really and truly is a devil? Like with horns and a forked tail and such?”

			Lord Hennawi and Mr. Connors turned to me with matching expressions, the kind of look one might bestow on a dim-witted child of whom one was fond but didn’t expect much.

			“Yes, there’s a devil,” Lord Hennawi said. “There is the Devil, in fact, the lord of the underworld, and apparently he is interested in seeing what Prince Albert is concocting for the Great Exhibition.” He gave me a pointed glance. “That is where you come in, Miss Hastings.”

			A species ombudsman, a job created just after the Great Revelation, was a position held by a human—the least powerful creature in England—who, by nature of their powerlessness, was able to speak to every supernatural variety, therefore settling disputes among species. Most humans had initially balked at being relegated to the lowest level, but then Queen Victoria’s announcement a few days later—that she was a vampire, though her husband, Prince Albert, was merely a dhampir—forced the general citizenry to accept what was inevitable.

			The threat that one’s queen could drain one of blood was quite an incentive to get in step with the paradigm shift.

			“But why would he come here? The last I heard of him he had sworn off this realm entirely,” Mr. Connors said. His expression was anxious, and his eyes were even larger than usual. “That was before the Revelation, however, and we all had to be quite discreet about his being here.”

			No wonder I hadn’t known about it, what with being a mere human at the time. To be clear, I was still a mere human, but now I was an informed mere human.

			Lord Hennawi’s mouth thinned. “Yes. Apparently he has changed his mind after hearing about Queen Victoria—something the man does quite often.” Changing his mind, I mean; I don’t know how often he ponders our Queen. He made a noise of displeasure. “Likely he wants to ensure he is still regarded as the most fearsome creature in any land.”

			“He is a man, then?” I asked, willing to risk Lord Hennawi giving me that look again if it answered my questions.

			Lord Hennawi tilted his head in thought. “He is not not a man, if that makes sense.”

			It didn’t.

			But I understood nonetheless.

			“He is a force, he is a power, he is energy. He also,” and then Lord Hennawi looked almost embarrassed, which I didn’t know djinns could feel, “enjoys all the benefits of masculinity. Meaning,” he rushed to say, “he has many offspring and hundreds more lovers, both current and past, of all types.”

			“Devilish indeed,” I remarked, earning a smile from Lord Hennawi and a smothered cough from Mr. Connors. “So how are we to help?” I asked.

			“Not we, Miss Hastings, but you. You will be ensuring his visit goes smoothly.” Lord Hennawi nodded as though that would guarantee the truth of his statement.

			“Me?” I asked in astonishment. “Aren’t there diplomats or minor nobles or someone of higher stature who can handle him?”

			Because the thought of interacting with the literal Devil was far more than I could imagine, even given the scope of my responsibilities.

			Thus far I’d negotiated treaties between the merfolk at the docks and the selkies, sorted out a misunderstanding between two types of shifters (dragon shifters were not fond of snake shifters and vice versa), and designated Westminster as a no-magic zone, since that was where the Queen resided, as well as handled many other conflicts requiring careful diplomacy.

			“There are,” Lord Hennawi replied, “but we want to ensure that no one in our realm is offended by our giving the responsibility to someone of high enough importance that another highly important person might be offended.”

			“So,” I said slowly, “because I am merely a government employee, and a human to boot, I am no threat?” I considered it, then met Lord Hennawi’s gaze. “It does make a certain amount of sense, even if it is not the most complimentary judgment.”

			“We would not entrust you with this task, Miss Hastings, unless we had complete confidence in your ability.”

			Lord Hennawi said those words, but his expression was not that of a man—a djinn—who believed what he was saying. “And,” he added, “it would cause an enormous diplomatic incident if there was any trouble while he was here, so you should be perfectly safe.” I knew he meant that to be helpful, but—

			“You mean the Devil won’t harm me because he wishes to avoid an incident,” I said flatly. Not because it would be the wrong thing to do, because he was the Devil; wrong things were what he was born to do. I’d have to rely on his sense of diplomacy to navigate this mission properly.

			Still, it wasn’t as though I could refuse. My duties as species ombudsman covered all the species that weren’t human, and the Devil was most definitely not human.

			“You are the best person suited for the position, Miss Hastings,” Mr. Connors added.

			He sounded as if he believed what he was saying, at least. Mr. Connors was a gentle manager, always making certain I wasn’t overworking myself and fetching me an assortment of office supplies he thought I could use.

			I had to think the latter was due to his canine roots.

			If I proved myself in this task, I realized, proved the importance of the position to the government, perhaps I would finally be able to get enough of a budget so that there could be additional species ombudsmans (ombudsmen?) in other areas. Now, the local constabulary took care of any disputes, but since they were staffed by any number of species, there was no way to avoid claims of favoritism and bias if things went south. I was thus far the sole species ombudsman with my particular job description.

			I had a grand vision of humanity solving disputes throughout the country, expanding to possibly the world, if we were all able to get along. Which was a very big if.

			Not to mention that would mean a substantial promotion and possibly a raise in pay for me. Visions of white tea—the most expensive kind, available only at select shops—danced in my head.

			Lord Hennawi cleared his throat. “He is here as a private citizen, so we will not be making the usual fanfare around his visit.”

			In other words, the government wished to keep the Devil’s presence quiet so as not to unduly alarm the public. It made sense, given how unsettled the public was already—the Great Revelation was fairly fresh, after all. “So,” I said, taking a deep breath, “when is the Devil arriving? And how long will he be staying?”

			Lord Hennawi’s expression turned pained. “We’ve just heard about it, and he—he arrives tomorrow. He’ll leave after the Exhibition’s opening, in a month’s time.”

			I let out a squeak I was not proud of, then clamped my lips together in a tight line before speaking again. “Tomorrow. I see.” And he’d be here for an entire month. “Well,” I said, picking up my cane as I spoke, “I have a lot to prepare.”

			The first thing to do would be to brew an enormous pot of tea, since tea was known to put most things in perspective.

			Or at the very least it would quell my nerves, which would have to be resolute in dealing with this latest assignment.
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			“Good afternoon, Miss Hastings.”

			Mr. Connors adjusted his bowtie, which made him look like a very good dog indeed, and shifted his weight back and forth, his tail whipping in the air.

			“Good afternoon, sir.”

			Today I wore the amulet that came with my position, which was filled with a mixture of sulfur, holy water, salt, and garlic. It was only to be used in case of absolute emergency and should neutralize any species long enough for me to make it to safety. Though I didn’t know if that applied to the Devil. I also carried my cane, which was outfitted with a variety of implements, from a fearsomely sharp dagger to a tiny silver tea ball, since I never wanted to miss tea simply because there were no strainers available. The last item had been used often, but I had yet to have to withdraw any of the more dangerous devices for actual dangerous uses. I had employed them for various rudimentary tasks. Though a tea ball could, I supposed, be made into a weapon if it were flung with enough force.

			But I needed to focus on what was happening today, not envision various scenarios involving a strong arm and excellent aim.

			“The embassy said he’d be here at two o’clock,” Mr. Connors said, glancing toward the enormous clock in the corner of the room. It said ten to the hour, and I relaxed a little; surely someone like the Devil would never arrive early? Punctuality had to be a positive attribute, while being tardy would correlate to the more fiendish side of things.

			We were at Clarence House, one of the royal family’s many houses in London. Queen Victoria had allowed the Devil to stay here, since his being in a hotel, no matter how grand it was, would cause consternation and possible actual danger to the other guests.

			I’d never entered Clarence House before, what with not being related to, or needing access to, the Queen. I rather wished I’d never had to, but here I was.

			It was splendidly furnished, though it seemed as though there were just a few too many items; overstuffed sofas upholstered in dainty floral fabrics sat atop luxurious Oriental and Turkish rugs, while chandeliers hung overhead. Tables were placed alongside and in front of each possible seat, so there was no chance anyone would have to look around for where to put their tea. The servants who were bustling about preparing seemed adept in dodging all the obstacles, however, so perhaps it was just me being unaccustomed to such…overabundance.

			The night before, I’d spent several hours in our office, trying to find as much information as I could about our guest. There was shockingly little written about him. I’d seen references but only oblique ones—articles mentioning “the man from down there,” which I would have assumed was a gentleman from Australia, or the “fire and brimstone creator,” which sounded like a theatrical trick. In more direct references, I read things I already knew: He was leader of the underworld, he was evil incarnate, he reveled in punishing people for the wicked deeds they’d gotten up to when alive, and he apparently tolerated heat quite well.

			That last was my own extrapolation, given where he lived.

			The only thing that wasn’t explicitly stated, but perhaps should have been, was that he was also very real.

			So I was completely unprepared to meet him, but at least, I consoled myself ruefully, I wouldn’t have too many preconceived notions about him. My parents had been radical in their thinking, even before the Great Revelation, and had raised me without inculcating me with a terror of what might happen to me if I did not behave according to a capricious set of rules.

			Which is to say my clothes were mostly made of different fabrics, Sunday was my day for cleaning my small house, and I was often seen in public without my husband, since I didn’t have one.

			My parents were also responsible, in a roundabout way, for my having this position in the first place—since they’d been freethinkers, I hadn’t flinched when asked if I could handle dealing with a variety of species. Apparently I was unusual among other humans.

			I sometimes wished my family were alive to see this world, and this work, but both my parents had passed within a few months before the Great Revelation; I liked to think it was because they were so in love they couldn’t stay on Earth without each other.

			Someday, perhaps, I would have that as well.

			We heard the sound of the front doors opening, and Mr. Connors and I straightened our spines (and one of us straightened a tail), standing at attention as the group made its way down the hall to the reception room.

			Clarence House’s butler—a third-class wizard whose specialty was cleaning spells—flung the doors open, revealing a grand entourage.

			The Devil was at the head of the procession, stepping into the reception room with a haughty mien I’d only ever seen on the Queen herself. He was shorter than I would have expected, about my height, and looked like a well-to-do merchant, albeit with curled horns on his head and a long red tail dragging behind him. He wore an elegant suit of a dark-purple wool, rings on every finger, and a cane far fancier than mine in one hand. There was a faint aura of smoke around him, and I tried not to cough as he approached.

			Species of all sorts poured into the room behind him, several of a type I didn’t think I had ever seen before, but I didn’t want to be caught gawking.

			He eyed the two of us with disdain. “The Queen is not here?” he said, flicking his cane as he spoke.

			“She is at rest, Sat—that is, Lord Satan, sir,” Mr. Connors replied. “She will emerge somewhere around six o’clock, I believe.”

			The Devil’s lip curled. “Yes, of course. I’d forgotten she is limited to the nighttime.” He made it sound like a shortcoming, which it likely was, from his perspective.

			“I am Mr. Connors from the Diplomatic Office,” my boss said. “This is Miss Hastings. She is to be your escort around the city.”

			“A pleasure to meet you, Lord Satan, sir,” I said.

			“Hmm” was all the Devil replied. He didn’t even look my way.

			That was fine with me, I told myself. The less notice I got from the Devil, the better.

			“We need to get settled in our rooms.” The voice was from someone in the rear of the entourage, a person who stepped out of the crowd and forward to stand just slightly behind the Devil.

			This was the most attractive individual I had ever seen across all the species, including fairies, who were renowned for their beauty. He—because the being was in the shape of a man—was tall, taller than the Devil by at least six inches, with coal-black hair; pale, nearly translucent skin; a mouth redder than most cherries; and two dark slashes of eyebrow.

			But it was his eyes that were most arresting. They were gold, his pupil a tiny black dot in the middle, fringed with dark lashes, as though he had dabbed kohl on them.

			“This is my eldest, Marcellus, the Marquis of Hell.”

			“A pleasure,” the marquis said. This hellish arrival did look at me, and I tried not to stare.

			I must’ve lost the ability to speak for a moment, since Mr. Connors dug his elbow into my hip (he was a bit shorter than I). “Yes, thank you, a pleasure as well,” I said at last.

			“My son is in charge of our logistics,” the Devil said, a dismissive tone in his voice. “If anything is not to his or my satisfaction, one or both of you will be roasted over a spit in Hell.” He sounded bored, as though this was a punishment he inflicted frequently.

			“Ah, yes,” Mr. Connors stammered. “We expect everything will be as you…expected.”

			“Good.” The Devil waved his cane in the air. I could see now it had a sharp blade at the end of it, and what I thought might be live snakes twining around its length. “Show me to my rooms. I am in need of sustenance.” As he spoke, his lips curled into a decidedly gruesome smile, and I could see inside his mouth, which looked as though it contained far too many teeth. I didn’t want to think about what might qualify as sustenance—thankfully, I was not in charge of food logistics.

			“Yes, indeed,” Mr. Connors said, bobbing his head. “This way, Lord Satan, sir.”

			“Just Satan,” the Devil replied as he followed Mr. Connors out of the room. The entourage all followed him, and I wondered for a moment if there were enough rooms for all of them, but some of the new arrivals were quite small, so I figured they could tuck into a linen closet or something if space was tight.

			Though that might not satisfy the Devil. A vision of me tied to a spit because of inadequate accommodation loomed in my imagination, and I swallowed hard.

			“When does the Exhibition open?” the marquis asked. His voice was low and seductive. Perhaps that was one of his demonic powers? If so, it was quite effective. I had never heard such an alluring tone.

			Why couldn’t the most beautiful being I’d ever seen at least have an unpleasant speaking voice?

			“A mo-month,” I stammered. Seriously, I needed to gather myself if I was going to avoid the whole being-burnt-to-a-crisp thing. “A month,” I repeated, in a firmer tone.

			“A month,” he echoed, making it sound as though he had some diabolical plans that might take precisely a month.

			“Yes, um, thirty days?”

			He turned that topaz gaze on me. “I know what a month is, Miss—?” His tone dripped with disdain.

			“Hastings,” I said. “Of course, I just wasn’t certain you—”

			“Whether we count time the same way in Hell as we do here?” Those red lips curved into a smile, but it wasn’t a kind one. More like when a predator spots its prey. But I would not be cowed. “One could say that here and there are remarkably similar, Miss Hastings.”

			I had no idea what that meant, just that it was likely designed to entirely discombobulate me.

			It did not work, despite my appreciation for his appearance. I may have been human, but I had certain strengths at hand. Namely, the fact that I was generally able to comprehend any situation, gauge the emotions and goals behind it, and adjust accordingly. Yes, this situation was the most extreme I’d yet encountered in this position, but I was well equipped to manage anything.

			After all, before I got this position, I was a governess to no fewer than five ungovernable children, ranging from two to five. Children under six ought to be classified as their own terrifying species.

			“Regardless, Lord—” I said, pausing as though I couldn’t remember his name either. I imagined there weren’t very many people who’d met him who didn’t immediately kowtow. After all, he was a demon. But I was a species ombudsman.

			His lips tightened. Aha! I thought. Not that I wanted to antagonize the Devil’s spawn, but I did not want him to think he could trample all over me. I had a position to maintain, after all.

			“Just Marcellus,” he said.

			“Lord Marcellus,” I began, ignoring his annoyed expression, “regardless of all that, since you are in charge of logistics, and I am the point of contact, you may feel free to ask anything you wish of me.” As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I knew I’d erred. “Pertaining to the Exhibition,” I added hastily, using a firmer tone than I normally employed with any of the species I dealt with. Except for the harpies; they wouldn’t listen unless you yelled. Many times I’d had to go home and apply a poultice to my throat because of all the shouting.

			“I see” was all he said, which was maddeningly obscure.

			“If you will excuse me?” I said, dipping a brief curtsy. “I need to return to my office to continue ironing out all the details pertaining to your father’s visit.” And employ my trusty tea ball, since the only thing that was going to settle me now was a strong cup of tea. But I wasn’t going to share that tidbit of information with him.

			“Return tomorrow at ten o’clock.” It was a command, not a request.

			I bit my tongue so I didn’t accidentally say something that would get me spitified, and merely nodded, then strode quickly out of the room.

			This assignment was going to be hellish.
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			An Incomplete Guide to Navigating Supernatural Species in the Post-Revelation World, or Why You Shouldn’t Serve Garlic to a Vampire

			The first rule of dealing with anybody different from you is not to stare. It’s rude when you’re looking at that mole that looks like Norway on your great-aunt’s face, and it’s rude when you’re at the local stables and you encounter the centaur who owns it.
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			Two

			“So what does he look like, then?”

			Dante sniffed around my boots as I sat down at the kitchen table. I lowered my hand to pet him as I answered. I had gotten home too late the night before to do more than eat a hunk of cheese and some stale bread, share the news of my latest assignment with my housemate, and then collapse into bed without answering any of the questions that immediately poured out of her.

			I had slept fitfully, visions of me as Crispy Cora floating through my head, but had managed to snatch a few hours of sleep before Dante came to remind me it was time to feed him. It was six o’clock in the morning, which meant that my housemate, Hannah, had been up for an hour already.

			“He’s got the horns-and-tail thing, if that is what you want to know.”

			Hannah set down the tea she’d prepared for me and took her usual seat across the table. Her chair was the same size as mine, but we’d placed pillows on it to raise the height a bit more, since her stature was quite small. She wasn’t the smallest fairy I’d ever met, but she was almost half my size.

			Hannah and I had met when I’d first gotten my job; she had been getting pestered by an ogre, and I had to mediate before it turned into something bigger between the two species. The ogre had eventually accepted Hannah wasn’t interested in him, and she had asked if I wanted to live with her. She was fine being a fairy, she’d said, but she was growing tired of living among other fairies, which meant having to be cheery all the time and practicing her tinkling laughter.

			Her natural laugh was more like a wheeze. I did my best to elicit it anytime the two of us were together.

			At first, our sharing rooms was merely practical, but as time had passed, we’d found we both were anomalies among our species—at least, according to the general stereotypes. We were both independent, determined not to let anyone else decide our fates, and we both loved a good cup of tea. And Dante.

			Friendships had been forged with much less.

			We shared three rooms in a boardinghouse. The other residents were a mix of human and supernatural, all working people, though our landlady insisted we present ourselves for a communal meal once a month. It was nice to have a family of sorts; I’d grown up with just my parents, who were obviously human, so it was refreshing to have a few witches who doubled as aunts, some werewolves who felt like close cousins, and the odd vampire or two who were distant but helpful when asked (as long as it was at night).

			“They want you to take the Devil around town?” Hannah asked, sounding nearly as skeptical as I felt. Dante nudged my hand to remind me to keep petting him. “Are you going to take him to a café for tea? Maybe to the bookshop so he can see everything that’s been written about him?” Her tone was sardonic.

			“Nothing like that,” I said. “At least, I hope not.” I thought about it for a moment. “I think I am here to smooth the way for him with whatever he wishes to do.”

			Hannah’s eyes widened. They were already large, beautiful pools of silvery green, so the effect was startling. “Does that mean you’ll have to go with him to—to some of those private clubs?”

			I froze. I knew about the clubs, of course, since they were whispered about by every human person I’d met after the Great Revelation. Clubs where the various species could go to indulge their particular bents, whether it was a soundproof room for the shifters to go howl, or a literal blood bank where vampires could sate themselves, or clubs for more…personal pleasures.

			I had to imagine the Devil would want to visit the latter establishment.

			“Your face is bright red,” Hannah observed. “Perhaps you should ask Mrs. Collins to whip up a spell, one that’ll keep you from blushing.”

			“I can’t chance the side effects.” Mrs. Collins, our landlady and the local witch apothecary, was skilled at developing certain potions but wasn’t always thorough when it came to investigating the possible additional changes that might occur when using said potion. I had narrowly missed being turned into a horse when I’d asked her for something to help me walk faster.

			Instead, I merely timed out my walk to work precisely so there would be no risk of my running late. I should have done that from the start, but I had to admit I was especially fatigued that day.

			“It’s not the Devil himself I will be dealing with the most,” I said, taking a sip of tea. “He’s brought a whole group of creatures, including his son.” I felt myself blush harder at just mentioning his existence. Drat my pale skin. “He’s the Devil’s liaison while here in London.”

			Hannah’s brows rose. “And what’s this one like? It’s a him?”

			I nodded. “Yes.” I paused. “At least, he seems to be male.” I would not go peeking to check for myself. Even the thought of it was enough to make my spine tingle. “He’s as arrogant and bossy as you’d expect the Devil’s son to be. I just have to make sure he’s taken care of for the next month, until the Exhibition opens.”

			“That long?” Hannah’s expression was dubious.

			“Why? You don’t think I can?”

			Hannah gave me a level look. “You are very organized and tidy, Cora, but you are not always patient. Especially when someone asks for something you think is a ridiculous request.”

			“I just didn’t understand why you needed so much Saint-John’s-wort,” I said, with some heat.

			She shrugged. “It keeps my kind away, and I didn’t want to talk to anyone.”

			“Iron was right there!” I exclaimed. I shook my head. “Never mind that, but I don’t think the Devil’s son will have any frivolous requests.” If anything, he was likely to ask for things that would require some doing, especially for someone in a low position like mine within the government. But Lord Hennawi had promised full cooperation, so I hoped I could supply everything before the satanic family was displeased.

			Otherwise it’d be Cora on a stick, roasting over a hot fire.

			I needed to make certain I would not be Hot Cora.

			With that thought, I rose, slugging the last bit of my tea down with one hand while groping for my cane with the other. Dante leaped up as well and began to bark furiously, obviously thinking we were going for a walk.

			“Not today,” I told him, and I could have sworn his tail drooped. I thought Dante was just a normal dog, but every so often I wondered if he, too, was part of some supernatural species.

			That would be research for another time.

			“I’ll be late—don’t wait up,” I said, waving goodbye to Hannah. She worked at a local consignment shop, since fairies were good at perceiving counterfeit items, whether they were gold jewelry, paintings, or household silver. She didn’t necessarily have to work—most fairies come from wealthy families, likely something to do with being the most reliable at curing various ailments and being so stunning in appearance they could always talk up their fees.

			But Hannah wasn’t an ordinary fairy, and she liked to keep busy, not just fly around and look adorable. Though she did that, too, to be fair.

			“Wait a moment.” She came toward me, a frown marring her lovely face. “You’re wearing that?”

			I looked down at what I was wearing. It was a gown I wore regularly for work; it was an unobtrusive shade of gray, made of wool, and trimmed with a few grosgrain ribbons. “What is wrong with what I’m wearing?” I asked, sounding defensive.

			She tilted her head in appraisal. “You want something that makes you look competent. Attractive but not too forthcoming. Something that says that you are more than capable of dealing with the Devil and his devilishly handsome demon spawn.” And then she winked. “That gown makes you look like a fussy housekeeper.”

			I rolled my eyes. “I don’t think I own a gown with that many attributes. I don’t think a gown like that exists.” I paused. “And I think my job is similar to that of a fussy housekeeper, what with paying attention to detail and all of that, so I will take it as a compliment.”

			She shrugged. “Just go change into that dark purple twill. It comes as close as you’ve got,” she said, ignoring my spirited rebuttal. “And it looks lovely with your hair—the gray just makes your hair look mousy.”

			“I’ll bring this one to the shop today,” she said, nodding toward Dante.

			“Fine, I’ll change,” I said grumpily, beginning to tromp back to my bedroom. I turned back to look at her, nodding to Dante. “Thank you,” I replied in a softer tone. “I owe you.”

			“You do—figure out a way for me to see the son, since there must be something that made you react like that,” she said, gesturing to her cheeks.

			“Um—”

			She waved a hand. “Just try to stay calm. You’ll be fine.” She winked again. “And you’ll look lovely.”

			I nodded, unconsciously stiffening my spine as I opened the door.

			It was just a month. How hard could it be?
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			My answer came sooner, and more unpleasantly, than I expected.

			I arrived at Clarence House just before ten o’clock. The butler I’d seen the day before was waiting in the foyer, an anxious expression on his face.

			“Thank goodness you’re here, miss,” he said, taking my arm. “It seems the Devil doesn’t wake up so friendly.”

			I doubted he was ever friendly—he was the Devil, after all—but I kept that observation to myself.

			“What does he need?”

			“His son, that Marcellus gentleman, he said his father was reading the paper and saw an advertisement for a church bazaar. And he’s taken it in his head to go, along with all of his—” The butler waggled his fingers in the air to describe the Devil’s entourage.

			“A church bazaar?” I echoed, horror in my tone. Hannah hadn’t been so far off then, with imagining the Devil might like to head to a café or a bookshop. “Filled with parishioners and charitable ladies and tea cozies?” I paused. “And holy water?” My voice was up in an entirely other octave.

			This was beyond a ridiculous request. So much for expecting the next month to be manageable.

			The butler nodded. “Yes, and— Oh, here is the gentleman now,” he said, in a completely different tone of voice.

			Lord Marcellus sauntered down the staircase, looking completely unruffled, not as though he’d just demanded that the literal Devil pay a visit to a church.

			Perhaps next I could escort foxes into henhouses.

			“Good morning,” he said, and I couldn’t help but react to his low voice. It really wasn’t fair that he was so good-looking. I would’ve wanted him to look a little more ogreish, like Hannah’s admirer, or perhaps have a few extra noses or something that would mar his perfection.

			Instead, it was as though he were conjured from my thoughts as the Most Handsome Man Ever, from the ink-black hair to the lush mouth to the way his gaze held a dark promise that made me shiver.

			No shivering, I reminded myself. Or you’ll be set ablaze. He’s a demon, I reminded myself. From Hell. Not Clapham, which was where the less gentlemanly men of my acquaintance had come from.

			I adopted a cool, measured tone. “Does your father understand that attending such an event will necessitate he meet with the church deacon and his staff? I can imagine it might be quite…awkward,” I said. “For him, I mean,” I added.

			I knew, of course, that the Devil did understand the scope of what he was asking for, and he was probably asking for it simply because of how much trouble it would cause. But I couldn’t show my annoyance or trepidation to anyone, much less the man currently regarding me with his diffident gaze. This was the whole lack-of-patience thing Hannah had been talking about. I needed to remember to breathe and stay calm.

			Lord Marcellus’s mouth curled into a knowing smile. Which did make me shiver but not in a good way. Instead, it felt as though someone had dropped an ice cube down my back, if the ice cube were this gentleman and my back were my life expectancy.

			Or something like that.

			“He is aware,” he replied. “But we were told the Queen would offer every comfort and convenience we required.”

			He stood there, just smiling that ice cube smile, as I sorted it all out in my head. I withdrew a pad and pencil from my cane. “We’ll need to drain the holy water,” I muttered, scribbling notes. “And make sure there aren’t any harps lying around or anything.”

			He waved a hand in dismissal. “We’ll be ready to go in an hour,” he said, turning toward the staircase.

			I gasped, then smothered the sound. “Of course,” I called after him, sounding confident and assured. “I will meet you here.”

			Images of the congregation bursting into flames, the Devil branded by some holy trinket or another, or just the shock of the populace at seeing that the Devil did indeed exist and might prove more powerful than our own sovereign churned in my head, but I pushed them all away.

			What could possibly happen? I reasoned to myself.
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			An Incomplete Guide to Navigating Supernatural Species in the Post-Revelation World, or Why Fairies Are More Than Just Pretty Faces

			When encountering a new-to-you species, it is important—and polite—not to pretend as though there are no differences between you. Of course there are! You are two different types of beings; to deny their differences is to deny them their unique characteristics, just like denying you yours. We do not suggest idle or invasive curiosity, but acknowledging differences—“I notice you use your claws to pick things up; do you find that makes it easier?”—is acknowledging who they are.

			And then, when they ask you questions, make sure you aren’t assuming everyone knows everything about you, simply because humans have been the dominant species until recently. A harpy might not know, for example, that a human woman does not have wings tucked behind her as a harpy does; what she assumes are wings might just be bad tailoring.
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			Three

			“There you are.” His tone was curt.

			I offered the marquis a tight smile through my labored breathing, then glanced over to where the Devil stood, his cane tapping impatiently on the carpet.

			I’d run from Saint Aloysius’s to Clarence House, but I was still ten minutes past the hour I’d been allotted. My hair had mostly fallen out of its bun, and my face was no doubt bright red from exertion.

			“Yes, well, the vicar needed—” I began.

			“That is not our concern,” the marquis cut off in a bored tone. “My father wishes to leave. The carriage is outside, but we were informed we cannot depart without you.”

			It was clear what he thought of that.

			“Yes, well, thank you for waiting,” I replied, determined not to let my devilish charges annoy me. At least not before teatime. “Please,” I gestured, and the Devil gave a toss of his head that would not be out of place from a pettish debutante, then stalked to the exit, faint curls of smoke coming from his backside.

			If I weren’t so terrified for my general existence, I would have laughed.

			“Miss—” the marquis said, inclining his head toward me.

			He still didn’t remember my name. No, that didn’t bother me a whit. Not a whit.

			“Of course.” I followed, too aware of the marquis trailing close behind me. He looked no less handsome today. He wore relatively modest clothing—likely because anything ostentatious would be gilding the lily—and had donned a pair of gold spectacles, which glinted in the light. Actually, that seemed nearly human—a demon requiring assistance with his eyesight. Perhaps he was correct, and there weren’t that many differences between our two realms.

			Which was a frightening thought, to be honest.

			There were no fewer than four carriages waiting outside, each bearing the Queen’s insignia. The Devil leaped into the first one, and I went instinctively toward the last, but a strong hand steered me toward the second.

			“You’ll ride with me, Miss—”

			“Hastings,” I said.

			He grunted, then waited as one of the footmen assisted me into the carriage. I kept my index finger on the button on my cane that would release the blade hidden inside. Thus far I’d only used it to peel apples and open boxes, but its intended use was more lethal.

			Not that I was idiotic enough to think a short knife would be sufficient to defend myself against a demon, but it might buy me time to do…something. Like scream for help? Or remind him just what harming the Queen’s official species ombudsman might do to their status in London?

			If he was going to attack me, however, likely as not he would have thought of all that. But at least I wasn’t entirely defenseless. Not entirely.

			I also had my quick wit. Perhaps I could make him laugh while he was tearing off my head.

			At the very least, I could make use of my gallows humor.

			“I’ve drawn up an itinerary,” the marquis said as he sat himself opposite me in the carriage. He withdrew a piece of paper from a slim folder he must’ve been hiding somewhere on his person and handed it to me. It felt vaguely warm, as though it had been left near a stove.

			I glanced at it, then blanched as I saw how many items were on it. And what the items were.

			I looked up at him as I returned it, trying hard to school my features into something reasonably diplomatic.

			Judging by his expression, I was not very successful. He looked amused, as though he had taunted a cat with a piece of string and then yanked it away.

			“Your father wants to do all this while he is here? The British Museum, Trafalgar Square, the Tower of London? And cricket matches, dance halls, scientific demonstrations? I’m surprised he doesn’t want to visit the circus while he’s at it.”

			Of course I hadn’t meant to be sarcastic, and as soon as the words were out of my mouth, an image of Roasted Cora floated through my head.

			Thankfully, the marquis just raised his eyebrows.

			“We don’t have the same type of entertainment you do,” he said in as mild a tone as I’d heard from him. “And the circus is an excellent idea, thank you.” His beautiful mouth curled up into a smirk as he scribbled on his piece of paper.

			I supposed watching people writhe in agony over hot burning coals would get tiresome. And it wasn’t as though there were likely people dancing for pleasure down there. Or perhaps there were. I had no idea.

			I hoped I would never have an idea.

			“I will be happy to accommodate all of these items,” I said, returning my voice to its most neutral tone.

			“You will.” His voice allowed for no argument.

			I opened my mouth to agree, but I’d already said I would, so I didn’t want to belabor the point.

			We spent the rest of the ride in silence, him gazing steadily at me, me looking anywhere but at him. Yes, he was remarkable looking, but he was also very demanding right away, not even twenty-four hours since I’d been assigned to this detail. I was not the type of person to accommodate difficult behavior just because the difficult behavior came from a beautiful being. I focused on keeping my body still, not allowing him to see how he was affecting me. Because he was, which was entirely annoying. But it would be even more annoying if he knew, so I tucked my skirts under my legs and kept my expression as neutral as possible.

			I shouldn’t be so affected, I reminded myself. After all, I’d interacted with more than a few vampires, and most of them were fairly good-looking as well. I wondered if it was the blood diet or just avoiding the sun for so long. And fairies, of course, were stunning. As were succubi and incubi; they had to be, or they wouldn’t be able to properly satisfy their urges.

			But I didn’t have time to think about that—I’d have to get started straightaway accommodating all the Devil’s wishes. My orders were clear, and if I failed?

			Well, I knew what would happen. Even if I weren’t spit roasted, Lord Hennawi, Mr. Connors, and the Queen would be most displeased.

			I’d seen what the Queen had done when someone had displeased her. I did not want to face that, not at all. I preferred my blood inside my body, thank you very much.

			The carriage slowed, and then Marcellus startled me, reaching out to grasp my gloved hand. I was so disconcerted I froze.

			“Miss Hastings,” he began, “do keep an eye out for anything…untoward.”

			I let out a hysterical laugh, then clamped my lips together before saying something that might—or would—be offensive.

			After all, he had remembered my name.

			You mean like the Devil, the real Devil, Mr. Beelzebub, Satan himself, wanting to attend a church bazaar in hopes, perhaps, of purchasing a pen wiper? Some doilies? A jar of homemade strawberry jam?

			I nodded as the carriage door was flung open.
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			The Devil’s carriage had already arrived and had unloaded its occupants. The man—or demon—himself stood on the pavement tapping his infernal cane. His expression was peevish, and I was again reminded of a privileged debutante.

			Perhaps if I just treated him as though he were a young, spoiled lady on the verge of her debut I could emerge unscathed.

			The marquis leaped out of the carriage and held his arm out to me so I could disembark. His arm was solid, as though made of muscle, and also warm to the touch.

			Did he just run hot, or was that a demon thing? Probably both.

			“There you are,” the Devil said, directing his words to his son. “I cannot enter without an invitation, and nobody has come out yet.”

			The marquis gave me a pointed look, and I hiked up the skirts of my gown and trotted up the stairs to the church.

			It was an impressive building, built in the Gothic style, with long, narrow windows and solid stone. The interior was even more impressive, with a vast open ceiling and high arches spanning across, giving the impression they were holding up the sky. Pillars stood on either side of the room, marching down to where the service would normally be conducted.

			Today, however, there were myriad tables and people plopped inside, with lots of running to and fro (the people, not the tables), and a general cacophony that frankly made it sound a little bit hellish. The devil and his minions should feel right at home, I thought.

			There were a few beings already strolling through the bazaar perusing the items for sale. The event wasn’t open to the general public yet, but the church had allowed a few VIPs to gain early admittance.

			I glanced around, looking for someone who might be of assistance, and spotted a capable-looking being in a black bombazine gown and an imperious manner surveying the general chaos with some measure of understanding. When I’d been here earlier, I’d dealt only with the vicar, but by the time I’d explained my purpose in coming, it had become clear he needed to spend some time alone with a hefty serving of Communion wine.

			“Excuse me,” I asked, “but I am Miss Hastings, from the Department of Supernatural Affairs, and I am here with—”

			“I know who you’re with,” she said, her mouth curling down in disapproval. Up close I could see her hands had disturbingly long claws. I wasn’t certain, but I thought she might be a harpy. “I can’t say I’m pleased, but the vicar said we had to accommodate him, so here we are.” Now that she’d spoken, I was fairly certain she was a harpy. That, or she was just grouchy all the time. Same thing, I supposed.

			“The thing is,” I continued, keeping my voice neutral, “he needs to be asked in. The Devil, I mean.”

			She met my gaze with a look that seemed to indicate she was thinking how she might not invite him in after all. I returned the look with one of my own, relaying to her with my eyes just what would happen if she did not acquiesce immediately.

			“Fine,” she said at last in an exasperated tone as we engaged in this nonverbal battle. “I’ll go invite him.” I did not preen at my win, though I was tempted. But I was just doing my job.

			She headed toward the door, and I saw the back of her gown was bunched oddly, meaning her wings were probably contained within. At some point, when I was not escorting the Prince of Darkness to various mild amusements, I should start making a list of all the supernatural entities I’d dealt with thus far in my position. If things went well and I was able to hire new ombudsmen, I would need to prepare them adequately. I had been thrown into the position with no training, and it had taken me quite a few months to grow accustomed to all the species I’d met so far.

			Mr. Connors, when he’d interviewed me, had said that there wasn’t a precedent for the position, so no actual training was possible; the most important skill I had was my unflappability.

			That, and no other human had even dared to apply.

			I had no doubt there would be more species for me to meet in the future. I just had to complete this assignment and make certain I had a future.

			Within a few moments, the entire entourage was inside the church, the Devil already prowling the various tables, picking up items that piqued his interest.

			“Does he actually want embroidered handkerchiefs?” I muttered under my breath as I followed a few feet behind.

			The marquis stood leaning against one of the pillars watching his father. Several beings—both supernatural and human—walked by, their expressions ranging from startled to admiring when they saw him.

			I wanted to tell them I understood entirely—he was both beautiful and terrifying—but that would initiate conversations I shouldn’t be engaging in.

			Trailing behind the Devil, but ahead of me, were some of his entourage, the beings that had accompanied him to Clarence House yesterday. I hadn’t had a chance to get a good look at them before, but now I could make out their distinguishing characteristics.

			It seemed, in general, that having multiple heads on one body was preferred. I saw a being with three human heads; another with the head of a human, a toad, and a cat; and then there was an enormous dog with three heads, all whose mouths were drooling saliva on the floor.

			I hoped that wouldn’t be too hard to mop up afterward.

			And then there were various lesser beings that looked like the Devil writ small: beings with the same horn/tail setup as the Devil himself but about half the height and therefore half the presence. I assumed they would be fully as evil, however.

			All of them seemed just as delighted with the bazaar’s offerings as their leader, with the exception of the dog, which—to my dismay—appeared to be looking for a place to do its business. I was quite familiar with what that looked like, thanks to Dante, and I was just about to try to circumvent the whole thing when I heard the first rumble.

			It sounded like an overloaded carriage when it started, and a few of the beings inside the church glanced about in surprise. The noise intensified, however, within just a few minutes, and I undid the blade of my cane, keeping it close to my side to avoid mishap.

			I saw smoke coming from where the sermon would be given, near the front of the church. Only the smoke wasn’t the kind you’d see from a natural fire; this smoke was vibrantly colored and curling down, shades of purple and orange and silver intertwining like some sort of reverse fireworks.

			I barely had time to register it when I saw the first…whatever they were emerging from the space. There was too much smoke to see where they were coming from, but they certainly hadn’t been there a few minutes ago.

			Tiny creatures even shorter than Hannah scampered out, looking like beetles, only with almost-human faces and standing upright. Their expressions were gleefully dangerous, and I caught my breath as they ran toward the entrance. Something made a sharp clicking noise as they moved, and I realized it was the plates of their outer shells, or whatever their exoskeleton was, shifting against each other.

			Then I heard a loud clanging sound and whipped my head around to see the harpy and the marquis, surprisingly, slamming the front door of the church shut, sliding the bolts home so the creatures couldn’t escape.

			Wonderful. That just meant they were trapped inside with all of us. I couldn’t imagine what the plan was—if there even was a plan—but I supposed it was better than letting them out among the populace.

			I grabbed a stack of linen napkins and a particularly hideous tablecloth from one of the tables, then unfurled the tablecloth onto the scurrying creatures, trapping many under the fabric. The others just ran on top, apparently heedless of their companions underneath. They were moving so quickly I couldn’t use my blade on them, and I also knew I couldn’t make much of a difference, since there were so many of them.

			If I could create a boundary they couldn’t get through, I could effectively cage them and then see about sending them back to wherever they’d come from—I strongly suspected Hell, of course, what with the smoke and the general menace the little creatures had—but I couldn’t think too much about their provenance, because after the humanoid beetles came more, and different, creatures—beings that looked vaguely like the various demons I’d seen but were clearly not as powerful or as in command of their faculties.

			Their heads lolled from one side to the other as their eyes spun separate from one another, their tails lashing behind them. These creatures had some sort of language, but it wasn’t anything I’d heard before—just a string of garbled sounds emerging from their mouths, not seeming as though any of them were listening to the other.

			To be frank, rather like some of the larger staff meetings I’d attended, but that wasn’t the point here.

			I swung my cane in an arc around myself as I flung the napkins in the air, hoping the general chaos might slow things down a bit so I could implement the boundary idea. Or look around to see if anyone else had figured something out.

			It didn’t seem as though there was any kind of purpose to this invasion, which gave me hope that it could be stopped as quickly as it had begun; if it was just random, then it shouldn’t be difficult to change their course, given proper incentive.

			Thus far, all I’d seen was them swerving erratically between the tables, sometimes picking up one of the items for sale, crowing at it, then flinging it away. I understood the impulse; I never saw the purpose of pen wipers myself.

			I felt a yank on my arm as I was assessing the various options—it was unfortunate the bazaar wasn’t offering weapons for sale, though that might have proven troublesome if a squabble broke out among opinionated matrons and one of them picked up a blackjack from a table nearby. I didn’t want to use my amulet, because it would affect everyone in the building, not just the beings streaming from the portal, and then I would have to explain why the Devil’s entourage had been incapacitated on his first day here.

			Not a conversation I wished to have.

			“Miss Hastings,” the marquis said, “come with me. It is not safe.”

			I glared at him, then at this hand still on my arm. “No, it is not. But how do I know it is safer with you?” After all, I had no clue how the creatures had gained access to this world from wherever they had originated. I shook his arm off.

			His eyes narrowed, and then he huffed out a breath before bending down to wrap his arms around my waist and hoist my body over his shoulders.

			I whacked him with my cane, right on his ass, but that did little to stop him. He carried me toward the entrance, then to the right, then plopped me down with little consideration for how I landed.

			“Just what—?” I began, then saw the harpy, the Devil, some of his entourage, the vicar—who seemed visibly inebriated—and a few frightened bazaar customers all gathered together.

			“How did it get opened?” the Devil thundered, plumes of smoke emerging from his mouth. I gathered that was what happened when he was truly angry.

			So perhaps this wasn’t his work? I’d assumed it had some connection, but he looked as perturbed as any of the other beings in the corner. Unless he was pretending to be outraged.

			That seemed above my pay grade, to be honest.

			“We’ll have to find out,” the marquis said grimly. “In the meantime, you stay here,” he commanded. He met my gaze. “Stay here,” he repeated in a stern tone. “Stay safe.”

			He whirled away before I could answer and headed back toward where the beings were streaming out from. I shrugged at the other people—and one devil—waiting there and took a deep breath before following him, wishing I had thought to ask our landlady if she had any potions that could disperse crowds of hellish creatures.

			I had my amulet, of course, but when Mr. Connors had given it to me, he’d stressed it was not to be used unless the situation was dire. I had to imagine the amulet’s effects might cause a diplomatic incident, especially if they affected the Devil.

			I was surprised the marquis seemed to be assisting those of us whose homes were here, not down below. Even more surprising was that the Devil was gathered with the other beings seeking refuge from the infiltration.

			If the Devil and his son didn’t know everything happening in their world, or at least couldn’t control it, then who knew what might happen, now that the barrier between the two worlds had been weakened?

			And who had weakened it?

			But on the other hand, were they even telling the truth?

			Definitely something to include in my weekly report to Mr. Connors. If I made it out of here.

			I watched as the marquis stepped on some of the beetle-like things with his solid black boots, flinching as they oozed a yellowish goo. But at least they didn’t move after.

			He had a particularly lethal-looking sword—where had that come from anyway?—and was lopping the heads off the demonish creatures as he strode forward to the portal. I had to dodge bouncing heads and flailing bodies, but they weren’t alive. Or at least I didn’t think so. I used my blade to do the same, though it was not nearly as effective as his.

			I spotted a table with a variety of parasols—not sturdy umbrellas to help with repelling rain but ornately decorated items a lady might twirl above her head when taking a stroll in the park.

			I picked up two and unfurled them, holding them out in front of me like an incredibly flimsy, albeit beautiful to look at, shield.

			The handles were slim enough for me to grasp in one hand, so I was able to keep hold of my cane, the blade still out, in the other hand.

			“Why aren’t you back there with the rest of them?” the marquis said, sounding exasperated as he lopped off yet another head. “I can handle this myself.”

			It did seem as though he spoke the truth. There were many fewer creatures than before, and the unending stream emerging from the portal seemed to have ended.

			“I rather thought you might need back up,” I said, pitching my voice louder to be heard above the noise.

			He snorted, apparently deeming my comment unworthy of actual words.

			But just then one of the beetle-ish creatures attached itself to his leg, making that clicking noise as it attempted to climb up.

			He shook his leg, still on the attack in front of him, but the thing didn’t release its hold. I whacked it with my cane, not yet using the blade, because I didn’t want to accidentally stab the marquis—not that I thought I would actually hurt him but because I imagined he might be peeved, and I didn’t want to further irritate him—but the thing didn’t budge. The marquis was still moving, advancing and attacking a few more of the head-lolling creatures, and I followed, still batting at it with the cane. I closed one of the parasols, then got close enough so I could wedge the parasol between the creature and the marquis’s leg, hoping I could dislodge it. I had no idea what it was trying to do, but it wasn’t wanted, either here in this church or on the marquis’s leg.

			Eventually, it released its hold and fell onto the floor. I took a deep breath, then stomped on it, relieved I’d worn sturdy boots so the extruding goo wouldn’t reach my foot.

			“Hastings!” the marquis yelled, and I looked up to see him at the head of the church, his hair blowing about his face by some sort of hellish wind, his back pressed against the altar. He jerked his head impatiently, and I scurried forward, waving cane and parasol about my person to fend off the intruders.

			“What is it?” I asked as I reached him. “I’m quite good at languages, if you need me to recite anything. Or execute a particular movement, I am also good at mimicry.” I prepared myself to perform an incantation or rite, hoping that the aftermath wouldn’t stain my gown. It was one of my favorites—I wished I had worn the fussy housekeeper gown after all; that one would hide a stain better than this one.

			He gave me an odd look, then nodded to the far edge of the altar. “I need you to hold that edge closed so I can push the door shut.”

			No rite? No incantation? Not even a bit of hand-waving?

			I frowned, moving to the other side of the altar. There was an opening, and I could feel wind whooshing from it, though thankfully there weren’t any more beings coming through. I pushed on the edge, as he’d said, and he leaned against the plank that would securely shut the door, once shoved through the metal chamber on my side.

			“There,” he said, once it had gone through.

			I blinked. “That was it? That is all that is needed to close the portal from Hell? I assume it was Hell.”

			One corner of his mouth twitched, as though he was about to smile, and then his expression smoothed out again. Drat. I was hoping to see what a smiling marquis might look like.

			“It was Hell, yes.”

			He exhaled.

			“And it was not our doing.”
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			An Incomplete Guide to Navigating Supernatural Species in the Post-Revelation World, or No, Werewolves Are Not the Same as Hellhounds

			If you value your limbs, it cannot be stressed enough that one should not pet werewolves, hellhounds, or any creature that looks cute or pet-like.
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			Four

			Of course he could say that, but he was a demon. Demons weren’t generally known as the most forthright and honest creatures, what with living in Hell and cavorting with evil and such.

			I wanted to believe him, but I had to remind myself that just because he looked good did not mean he was good. In fact, I knew quite well that he was bad.

			But it was most definitely not in my job responsibilities to interrogate him about what had just occurred. I figured Mr. Connors or Lord Hennawi would handle that.

			“We should collect ourselves and return to Clarence House,” I said, adjusting my hat, which had gotten askew in the fracas. He gave me a questioning look, then reached out and pulled my hat over a few inches to one side.

			“That’s better,” he said, nodding in satisfaction.

			“Thank you, Lord Marcellus, sir,” I replied, feeling my cheeks heat. I did not need him fixing my appearance, not with everything else going on. “Clarence House?” I prompted. “I imagine this has been an ordeal for your father.”

			“I don’t think so,” he said. “I’m certain the Devil will be famished after this episode, and he said he wanted most particularly to get”—and I held my breath, hoping it wouldn’t be anything too gruesome—“a treacle tart.”

			I gasped in relief. “Yes, of course.” A treacle tart. Not what I would have expected, but then again, nothing was what I would have expected. Which was what I should have expected—somewhat contradictory, of course, but the point was that I wasn’t going to be able to anticipate anything in the upcoming month, so I might as well just accept it with as much diplomatic grace as I could. If the Devil wanted a treacle tart, so be it. I might even be so bold as to recommend he get an Eton mess.

			That thought made me start to giggle, and then I found myself unable to stop, my laughter taking on a frantic edge.

			“Hastings, are you all right?” the marquis said.

			I waved my hand to indicate it was nothing, but he was not to be dissuaded. He withdrew something from his pocket and held it up to me. “Drink this.”

			It was a flask, and he unscrewed the cap, unleashing the powerful aroma of liquor in the air, which made me choke, and I hadn’t even taken a sip.

			“No, I don’t—” But I couldn’t finish speaking because he’d grabbed hold of my chin and poured some of the liquid down my throat, which made me cough and sputter. It burned, appropriately enough, like hellfire going down, and my eyes watered as I swallowed.

			“What are you doing?” I demanded, forgetting for a moment I was supposed to be polite and respectful, for fear of being roasted.

			“Calming your fit of hysterics, isn’t it obvious?” He nodded toward the absolute wreckage in the church. “It’s natural for someone with your experience. I doubt you’ve ever seen either a humbeetle or a lesser demon before.”

			“Those creatures—they’re called humbeetles?”

			“Yes, that’s what we call them. Human faces, beetle bodies: humbeetles. I don’t know what they call themselves. I’ve never bothered to ask. Nuisances, they are. They usually stick to themselves. I don’t know what they wanted here.”

			“Perhaps some overly dry Swiss roll,” I said, nodding to one of the few undisturbed tables. “What about the lesser demons? What do you think they wanted?”

			“They just like being around greater demons.”

			“Like you?”

			“Who else?” he said smugly. “In fact, I might be the greatest demon.”

			“Of course you are,” I replied, unable to resist rolling my eyes.

			“I didn’t realize your cane was so destructive,” he continued, gesturing to it. I’d sheathed the blade, but there was still some humbeetle goo clinging to the bottom. I wiped it on the hideous tablecloth I’d thrown on the floor earlier.

			“I haven’t had cause to use it for defense purposes until now, but it did come in handy,” I said. “I was startled to see you were carrying a weapon. Did you pick that up here?” He hadn’t had it when we’d arrived; that was for certain.

			He shrugged. “One makes use of what one can.”

			Well, that was maddeningly obtuse.

			“Your father has something similar,” I observed.

			“His has been used far more often,” the marquis replied, his mouth curling into a faintly menacing smile.

			Right. I couldn’t forget who or what he was. We weren’t making conversation like two acquaintances or even work colleagues; he was a demon, and his goals were demonic. I didn’t know what those goals were—beyond treacle tart—but they were likely not made with the goodness of humanity in mind.

			“Where are you?” A plaintive voice rose above the general noise, and then the marquis’s expression changed to one of exasperation. Good to know being frustrated with one’s parents was universal, regardless of the type of power one had or what region one inhabited.

			“Here,” he said. He jerked his chin at me. “We should go—he’s bored. You won’t like what happens when he’s bored.”

			My eyes widened, and I found myself scurrying along behind him, wondering what the Devil might get up to in his boredom.

			Worse than treacle tart was something I did not want to think about.
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			“So the Devil wanted to ride a dandy horse?” Hannah sounded as incredulous as I was when I first heard the idea.

			“I was able to persuade him that that would be safer than trying to roller-skate,” I replied.

			I never thought my current assignment of escorting the Prince of Darkness around town would have me attending church bazaars, debating the merits of various types of wheeled transportation, and purchasing pastries. I thought there would be many more dark and dangerous activities as opposed to all this. I was almost wishing we were going to one of those unmentionable clubs.

			“Indeed,” I replied, shaking my head at the memory. “First we had to get him a treacle tart, and then he wanted to go to Hyde Park and go tooling about on one of those contraptions. Ouch!” I said, as Hannah’s hairbrush snagged on a snarl.

			“If you could just get through a day without somehow ending up fighting with a gust of wind, we wouldn’t be in this situation,” my friend observed in a tart tone.

			I had returned home to prepare for dinner that evening, having been informed that afternoon that as part of my duties, I was to accompany the Devil and his entourage to a dinner hosted by the Queen to welcome her guests. I hadn’t known about the dinner that morning or my stomach would have been in knots all day. As it was, it was making up for lost time by being especially twisted.

			I had only ever seen the Queen at a distance, but her reputation was fearsome; even before she’d revealed her species, she’d been talked about as a lady who did not suffer fools gladly, a far cry from her most recent predecessors, all of whom were her relatives. And fools themselves.

			And then after, she’d had to demonstrate what she was capable of because there had been a few disbelieving lords who could not countenance the idea that a female was as powerful as they had always assumed themselves to be, and tried to test the notion.

			Those lords were now resting quietly in their respective family plots, and their successors wisely did not question anything the Queen might do.

			There was a knock on the door, and both of us turned as Lily—short for Lilith—another boarder in our rooming house, entered. She didn’t live with us, but she was in our rooms often enough to feel as though she did. She had a gown draped over one arm and a bright, mischievous expression on her face.

			Lily was a succubus who worked at Cyder’s, a music hall popular with people from all classes. She was a dancer in the chorus and also went out into the crowd to encourage the patrons to purchase more alcohol. The music hall’s owners gave her a percentage for each drink she sold, and she was able to satisfy her needs without too much trouble.

			Not that I asked her too much about what those needs entailed; she’d started talking about them once, and I turned so red she couldn’t speak for laughing at my discomfiture.

			I’d met Lily when I went to Cyder’s to investigate a complaint, which turned out to be one of Lily’s admirers who was upset he couldn’t have her to himself.

			That was not who a succubus was, Lily had explained to me. I had sympathy for her, since her situation was like Hannah’s: a man demanding unreasonable accommodations because she was in service.

			Some things never changed, despite the seismic shift that had occurred over the past few years. Once Lily’s situation was cleared up, I went back to do a final check-in, and she’d insisted on taking me out to coffee. It turned out we had the same dry sense of humor, and she was as blunt and forthright as anybody I’d ever met, which I greatly admired. So when there was an opening at our lodgings, I let Lily know.

			The three of us—me, Hannah, and Lily—had become immediate friends.

			When I discovered I’d need a suitable gown to dine with the Queen, I asked Lily, who had many more fancy gowns than I did.

			Since I had none.

			One of the unexpected side effects of the Great Revelation was that it tore down boundaries not only between species but also between professions and classes—in the old world, someone in Lily’s line of work would have been relegated to living with women of equally dubious morality (according to the arbitrary rules of society), but now there was so much chaos, nobody much cared anymore.

			“Oh, this is lovely,” I whispered as she laid it out on my bed.

			It was made of sapphire-blue satin, its full skirt adorned with a few ruffles at the bottom. The neckline was studded with blue satin rosettes, and the stomacher was stitched with a darker blue thread. It might not have been a gown actually suitable for court, but it was as close as I was going to get.

			“I hope it will fit,” I said, glancing between Lily and myself. She was taller than I, and her bosom was a bit more substantial.

			“It will,” she said confidently. “Let’s see how it looks.” She and Hannah undid my gown, so I stood in my corset, stays, and crinoline.

			“Do I need anything different underneath?” I said, gesturing to myself.

			“You shouldn’t. Here.” Lily picked up the gown and helped me get into it, Hannah twittering anxiously nearby.

			They did the buttons at the back and then both came around to see. I had only a small mirror for fixing my hair, so I wouldn’t be able to see for myself; I’d have to trust my friends. But thankfully, I had good friends who would tell me if I looked ridiculous.

			“Well?” I said, waiting as the two of them ran their eyes up and down my body.

			“You look wonderful,” Hannah said, clapping her hands. “As pretty as a fairy princess.”

			“And you should know,” Lily said, sending a fond look toward our friend.

			“Really?” I asked, holding the gown out.

			“Indeed,” Lily replied. “That color looks so striking next to your dark hair and blue eyes.”

			I went to the mirror and twisted so I could see some of the gown. It did look lovely, though that was mostly the gown’s doing and not mine. The neckline was a bit lower than I was comfortable with, so I tried to tug it higher, but it wouldn’t budge.

			Lily and Hannah both laughed at my struggle.

			“You’re certain I can borrow this?” I asked when I realized the effort was fruitless.

			Lily flapped a hand. “Of course! I have so many gowns—this isn’t even my favorite. It looks much better on you.”

			“I doubt that,” I replied wryly. Lily was stunning, almost as beautiful as Hannah, but in a much more sensual way. Which made sense, given her species. Her hair was a dark red, the color of a fire just beginning to die down, and her eyes were green, the light green of daffodil stalks.

			“Whatever,” she said, waving her hand again. “Actually, you can keep it. I don’t plan on wearing it again. And here.” She withdrew something sparkly from her pocket and draped it around my neck before I could register what was happening. “This was from a special friend of mine, a dragon shifter.”

			I gasped as I looked in the mirror again. It was a sapphire pendant that hung in the valley between my breasts, and even in the low light in my bedroom, it sparkled and gleamed like it were ablaze.

			“You can’t have that one, but you can borrow it for this evening,” Lily said.

			“You shouldn’t have to feel uncomfortable with all those other people,” Hannah chimed in, likely knowing the best way to rebuff my objections. “You want to fit in, and you won’t if you appear as you usually do.” She gestured toward me. “You look like them now.”

			I took a deep breath and examined myself in the mirror again, a brief thought—quickly banished—wondering what the marquis would think when he saw me. I looked as beautiful as I ever had, which was to say middlingly pretty. The blue of the gown made my eyes look especially blue, and its cut was flattering, especially around the bosom area. All in all, I was nearly presentable for a court dinner, which was the most I could have asked for.

			“Gloves, and a reticule, and you’ll be set,” Lily said, fetching the items from my bed. She’d lent me them as well, since mine were not up to snuff for dining with the Queen.

			“And my cane,” I said, picking it up from where it leaned against the wall.

			She frowned. “Do you really need that?”

			“I don’t need it for walking or anything, but it has so many useful tools,” I enthused. I pulled out the tea strainer. “Look, it’s got this, and a blade at the bottom, and it’s got a compass, and a ruler, and a pen—though it’s a bit awkward to write with but still—and a screwdriver, and a bottle opener, and a universal key. There is a slot for storage, though right now I’ve just got some tea leaves there in case of emergency.”

			I was then treated to the sight of Hannah and Lily rolling their eyes at the same time, as though they were in some sort of synchronized sarcasm contest.

			“You should be on your way,” Hannah said, picking up my shawl and draping it around my shoulders. “You shouldn’t be late.”

			I glanced out the window and saw the lengthening shadows and felt my stomach roil all over again. “Right, well, I’ll be off, then.”

			“Have fun!” Lily said with a smirk.

			I shook my head. “I just want to make it back without committing a serious faux pas or making the Queen want to—” And I pointed at my neck.

			“You’ll be fine,” Hannah said in a reassuring voice that did nothing to reassure me.

			“You’ll walk Dante tonight?” I asked.

			“Of course,” she replied. “Go.”

			I went.
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			An Incomplete Guide to Navigating Supernatural Species in the Post-Revelation World, or Never Try to Best a Sphinx at Similes

			Some types of people understand this better than others, but everyone should keep it in mind, especially when dealing with someone or someones who might have the power to eradicate your presence from the world.

			You don’t want to be eradicated.

			So it’s crucial to be humble. Yes, you should have confidence in yourself and all of that, but you should also understand that you don’t understand.

			A dichotomy that makes sense once you understand—or not—the realities of our new world.

			Be humble with others and confident with yourself. That’s the best way to navigate through life, unless you happen to be a someone with the power to eradicate.

			In which case you don’t need this guide. What are you doing reading it, anyway?

			No, never mind, I didn’t say that, do whatever you like.
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			Five

			I arrived at Buckingham Palace at a few minutes before six o’clock. The hackney cab dropped me off a few yards from the entrance, since I didn’t want to be seen arriving in a hired conveyance. Not that I minded, but I knew that appearance was everything to some people, and I didn’t want to be judged even before I opened my mouth.

			Let people dislike me for me but not for my inability to keep a carriage and horses. That would just be silly—it would be entirely inconvenient, never mind expensive, and I much preferred walking anyway.

			The palace was ablaze in lights, and I concentrated on keeping my expression neutral, not gawking like some fresh-from-the-country bumpkin. But it was honestly impressive; I’d only seen it in the daytime, and only from a distance.

			I couldn’t believe one family lived here. Twenty of my boardinghouses could have fit inside with room to spare, and that didn’t even include the ancillary buildings, such as the stables and the various supply houses. A large expanse of lawn was in front of the house, and I imagined, for a moment, Queen Victoria’s many children playing cricket there.

			Tonight, however, servants stood in front to greet the guests, most of whom were disembarking from their carriages or, in some instances, alighting nearby and then tucking their wings away so they could travel indoors.

			“May I announce you, madame?” a deep-toned voice asked. I turned to see who was speaking and looked up into the face of an ogre, albeit one who was remarkably handsome, at least for an ogre. I imagined his size came in handy for his position; there had to be some foolhardy citizens, even now, who thought they could face off with the Queen, and this individual at the door would be a strong deterrent. He wasn’t a butler, per se, it seemed; more of a greeter requiring a certain height and width.

			He offered a welcoming smile, and I couldn’t help but smile back. “I am Miss Hastings, the government’s species ombudsman,” I said.

			“Yes, you are expected,” he replied. “This way.”

			He led me into the house, briefly stopping to relieve me of my shawl, and then escorted me to a large drawing room where there were already quite a few people assembled.

			I had no trouble finding the marquis and his father, mostly because of the former’s height and general beauty but also because of the tendrils of smoke emanating from their vicinity. I decided to leave them be for a moment, however, and went to see if I could find Mr. Connors, my boss. He was always tricky to locate in a crowd because of his size and his general diffidence. I gathered, from things he had said in the past, that he disliked these types of formal events because someone would invariably have a bit too much to drink and try to pet the doggy.

			I spotted him leaning against a wall, a glass of something fizzy in his hand. I made a beeline in his direction but had to stop when a familiar—albeit somewhat menacing—voice stopped me.

			“Miss Hastings.”

			At least now he remembered my name?

			The marquis was in full evening regalia and looked, unsurprisingly, devastatingly attractive. His hair was slicked back with no errant locks allowed to fall impudently on his face; his suit was severe black, as was his shirt, which was a startling fashion choice. He had a bloodred brooch on his lapel, which I assumed contained rubies, but perhaps held some other Hell-based thing I didn’t want to think about. He took two glasses from a passing servant’s tray, handing one to me with no hesitation.

			“Good evening, sir,” I said.

			His topaz gaze drifted casually down my body, and I tensed, then got mad at myself for caring. Why should it matter to me if he found my appearance notable?

			Because he’s only the handsomest man you’ve ever met, you idiot.

			Put that way, fine. It makes sense. I just wish it weren’t so.

			In which case—does he think I look good? Will he tell me if he does?

			He was done assessing by the time I’d finished talking to myself, and was giving me an amused glance, as though he had been reading my mind.

			Oh God. What if he could?

			No, that wouldn’t be possible. If he could, he would have lashed out long ago at some of the things I’d thought since being given the assignment.

			“You look quite exceptional this evening, Miss Hastings,” he said, his voice even deeper than usual.

			“Thank you,” I replied in as neutral a tone as I could manage. I resisted the urge to tug my bodice up higher, not just because it would draw more attention to it but also because I knew it was an ineffective endeavor.

			“I was…impressed with your response this afternoon,” he said, sounding as though the words were being forcibly pulled from his body.

			“Thank you.” I frowned in thought, blurting out what was on my mind. That was, the part that wasn’t related to his appreciation of my appearance. “We need to figure out who is responsible for unleashing that chaos. How did they know you and your father would be there? And what would they gain by opening that portal and releasing all those creatures?”

			He chuckled. “That is easy to answer. It was me. I opened the portal.”

			I froze, and my glass slipped out of my hands and would have fallen to the floor if he hadn’t caught it and handed it back to me with none of the liquid spilled.

			“You?” I said. “But…why?” He’d said he had nothing to do with it earlier. And I’d halfway believed him.

			I could not make that mistake again.

			He shrugged. “We wanted to see how our escort would react to an emergency situation. You did quite well.” And then he stopped speaking and took a sip from his glass, as though that ended the conversation, his gaze flicking around the room.

			“What?” Now I was furious. “Do you mean to say you deliberately opened that portal, releasing those creatures, to wreak havoc in a church among people who have never encountered things like that before—or beings like you, for that matter—merely to test my mettle?” My voice wasn’t shrill, thank goodness, but it was vibrating with anger.

			“Yes.”

			“Your father—it seemed he was surprised by what was happening. He knew?”

			His mouth twisted. “The Devil enjoys amateur theatricals. I told him he would have the chance to practice. You’ll have to tell him you were completely taken in—he’ll be most delighted.”

			“I most certainly will not!” I said in a voice loud enough to make people nearby turn to look at us. I lowered my voice. “Someone could have been seriously hurt. We were fortunate in that nobody panicked, but you couldn’t know if someone there might have overreacted—what if there was a nervous dragon shifter there, and they blasted fire on those humbeetles, and the whole place went up in flames?”

			His expression didn’t change. “I would have ensured my father and I were safe. You as well, Miss Hastings. I know my obligation to my host.”

			I felt a roiling unpleasantness in my stomach at his cold words. This was the reminder I needed—that he was a demon from Hell, that his code of conduct was entirely different from mine. That he likely didn’t have a code of conduct beyond “Make certain I am fine, and damn anyone else who might get in the way.” He didn’t even care about the very real possibility that people might have gotten harmed because of his test.

			“I see.”

			His brows knit together in confusion. “Isn’t that what you would have wanted, Miss Hastings? To be safe if there was an attack?”

			“Not at the expense of fellow beings!” I said, trying to keep my tone level. I didn’t want the Queen’s first impression of me to be that I was antagonizing the very powerful evil creatures who’d deigned to pay a visit to our world.

			Perhaps then, however, I’d have the choice of my demise: either roasted on a spit or drained of all my blood. I wasn’t sure which would be preferable.

			I was sure I was on the verge of hysteria.

			“Miss Hastings, there you are.”

			Mr. Connors trotted up to me, his tail waving back and forth behind him. I gave him a tight smile, then took a breath.

			“My lord marquis, sir, you recall my superior, Mr. Connors. Mr. Connors, this is the Marquis of Hell. The Devil’s son.”

			Mr. Connors’s tongue lolled out of his mouth for a moment, but he recovered, putting out his paw for the other man to shake. But the marquis merely looked at it and nodded.

			“Miss Hastings is most resourceful, Mr. Connors,” he said in a smooth tone, giving me a sly glance. “She handled a situation this afternoon most adeptly.”

			He’d effectively made it impossible for me to complain about what had happened by couching it like this. If I said it was a situation of their making, Mr. Connors—or more likely Lord Hennawi—would say it was an effective strategy to ensure the Devil’s safety while in London. If I protested, mentioning it put people in jeopardy, they’d reply that people’s safety would certainly be in far more jeopardy if there were a real attack on the Devil.

			Fine. I knew when I was defeated.

			“Ah, there’s the dinner bell! Miss Hastings, can I escort—?” Mr. Connors began.

			“I will take Miss Hastings in to dinner,” the marquis said, holding his arm out for me. I glared at him, but only for a moment, since I didn’t want anyone else to see it. He looked amused in response, and I wished I could toss the contents of my glass in his face.

			If it hadn’t meant the loss of my job, my reputation, and likely my life, I would have.

			Instead, I downed the contents in one defiant gulp, then handed the empty glass to him. “Thank you, sir,” I said in an overly sweet tone.

			He grinned in reply. Not what I’d expected.

			The dining room was enormous—probably bigger than the entire first floor of the rooming house—and held a massive table with a crisp white tablecloth that was nearly completely covered with candelabras, sauternes, place settings, and wine decanters.

			The Queen sat at the far end of the room in a chair that was clearly meant to evoke a throne, with its ornate carvings, high arched back, and rich upholstery. It seemed as though she, like Hannah, had something underneath her, since she sat above most of the other people at the table, and I knew she was rather short. Prince Albert sat at her right, his attention entirely focused on his wife, while the Devil was on her left.

			“I don’t—” I began, but the marquis cut me off.

			“We won’t be sitting near them,” he said, as though he had read my mind. At least now I was positive he could not read my mind, since in the last few minutes I’d had some very choice words for him.

			Words like arrogant bastard, reckless nincompoop, and annoying annoyance.

			That last one was not my best. To be fair, I was operating under stressful conditions.

			“Ah,” I said, relieved. Even though I was still furious.

			He guided me to a seat far from where the Queen sat, near where Lord Hennawi and Mr. Connors were sitting. I offered them both friendly smiles, then took my chair as a footman poured a dark red liquid into my glass.

			I stretched out my hand to take a sip, then froze as the thought occurred to me—what if it wasn’t wine? What if the Queen liked to serve her guests the beverage she most liked to drink?

			But then I saw Mr. Connors take a sip, and I realized I was being ridiculous. The Queen wouldn’t waste her sole source of sustenance on a dinner party this large, and there would be no point to it anyway.

			The wine was delicious, as a matter of fact, and I was startled at how quickly I finished the glass. The footman topped me off again, and I resolved to slow down, or I might get foxed enough to actually say my thoughts out loud so the marquis wouldn’t have to read my mind to know them—and that would only be good if one wanted to be slowly roasted over a spit in Hell.

			Which I did not.

			“My lord,” I began, determined not to let my anger show too much, “do you often accompany your father to these types of excursions?”

			“You mean to Earth?” he asked before taking a sip from his own glass. He looked surprised after he drank, as though remarking on the quality of the wine. “I am the oldest of his children, so it is up to me to accompany him. As his heir.”

			“Your father has many children?” I asked. “I am an only child—it must be lovely to have had company growing up.”

			He snorted. “Our childhoods were likely very different, Hastings. Hell isn’t a place for games and laughter. Though we did learn many of your nursery rhymes—cutting off mouse tails, bridges collapsing, and dying of the plague are more in our realm. I actually don’t know all my siblings, and the ones I do know are likely scheming to oust me as our father’s heir.”

			“That sounds like our own monarchy,” I observed, before realizing what I’d said and where I’d said it.

			“You are quite insightful, Hastings,” he replied, a wry smile playing on his lips.

			The footmen began to move about the table, ladling a steaming soup into our bowls. It was the same color of the bowl it was being poured into, a bone white, so it looked like an enormous expanse of hot blandness.

			I drank more wine instead. I knew it was foolhardy, but the thought of spooning that paleness into my mouth made me queasy.

			“Miss Hastings, I believe you accompanied our guests to a church bazaar today,” Lord Hennawi said, looking as befuddled at what he’d said as I was when I first heard the idea.

			“Yes.” I gestured to the marquis. “This is the Devil’s son, the Marquis of Hell. My lord, this is Lord Hennawi.” The two men nodded to each other. “The marquis mentioned his father is quite interested in things like church bazaars and visiting the British Museum and seeing some of our national sites.”

			As I was speaking, Mr. Connors’s eyes had been getting bigger and bigger, until they looked like saucers. Lord Hennawi, on the other hand, seemed to be growing more uncomfortable, shifting in his seat as if he were sitting on a chair of thumbtacks.

			I was grateful neither one of them had been tasked with my duties. I didn’t think they would be able to stomach telling the Prince of Darkness that, no, roller-skating was not the best idea, and gently persuading him into another activity instead.

			Never mind having to escort him to a shop where he could obtain a treacle tart.

			“Miss Hastings was also quite responsive when we had a bit of a ruckus at the church,” the marquis said in a smooth tone, as if he weren’t responsible for said ruckus.

			I bit my lip before I said anything I would regret.

			“That is good to hear,” Mr. Connors said, his tone obviously relieved. “Miss Hastings is an excellent ombudsman, and we—that is, Lord Hennawi and I—knew she would excel in her task of squiring you about London.”

			“Indeed,” the marquis replied.

			The footmen were now removing the soup bowls, thank goodness, and I noticed that the marquis hadn’t touched his soup either. Because he wasn’t hungry? Or because he didn’t eat our food?

			Or because, like me, he found the thought of soup that looked like hot milk incredibly unappetizing?

			I did not want to know. I did not want to know anything more about this person, no matter what he looked like. Plus even if I had asked, there was no guaranteeing he wouldn’t just lie to me, as he had earlier that day. I was going to have to remind myself of that—I was, in general, a trusting person who didn’t lie myself, so I often struggled determining when others were lying.

			But here I had to keep it uppermost in my thoughts because it could mean the difference between life and death.

			Now we were being served some sort of poultry that seemed to have been boiled within an inch of its life, along with what appeared to be limp green beans that were the color of late-autumn grass.

			Either the Queen’s cooking staff were not so good or I was being extremely picky. Since I wasn’t very picky at all in general—I had been known to enjoy pickled whelks on occasion—I had to surmise that the Queen just didn’t care all that much about the food she served to her guests.

			“What does the Devil wish to do tomorrow?” Mr. Connors asked. He was eating his food with gusto at least.

			The marquis took a sip of wine before answering, then gave me an amused sidelong glance, which immediately made me nervous. Just what was he about to say?

			“Tomorrow I believe he wishes to go to Savile Row to commission some suits.”

			Well, that sounded reasonable. And not anything I had to do much about.

			“And he wishes to attend the circus.”

			My expression froze. Damn my own sharp tongue. It wasn’t quite as bad as a church bazaar, but there would be loads of children there, as well as regular citizens from all walks of life, not all of whom were aware that the Devil was in London.

			It wouldn’t be appropriate—or prudent—to ask him to disguise his general devilish appearance, but I wasn’t looking forward to what could happen if someone panicked at seeing him.

			“The circus?” Lord Hennawi said, in some surprise. “I would have thought— Well, never mind. The circus sounds delightful. Miss Hastings, have you ever been?”

			“Yes, Miss Hastings, have you ever been?” The marquis spoke before I could answer Lord Hennawi’s question.

			I gathered myself—not as difficult as before, what with the wine bolstering my courage—and replied, “No, I have not.”

			“Then this will be a treat for you as well,” he said, lips curling into a dangerous smile.

			Not a smile that indicated a delightful time would be had by all, let alone me; a smile that made me uneasy in a way I’d never experienced. But before I could think too much about it, the Queen addressed our end of the table, making all other thoughts fly out of my head.

			“Lord Hennawi, I wish you and your cohorts to come with me as I speak to our honored guest and his son after dinner,” she said, in a voice that brooked no refusal.

			“Of course, Your Majesty,” Lord Hennawi said. He didn’t immediately look nervous, though Mr. Connors did, and I certainly felt nervous, though I kept my body as still and unchanged as possible.

			“Wonder what the old bat has to say to us,” the marquis murmured in a tone only I could hear.

			I sputtered in shock—thus far, he’d kept his remarks limited to the duties he expected me to fulfill and the rebuff he’d given me when I asked about his family. I wouldn’t have expected him to make the kind of snarky pun that could result in complete and total exsanguination if we were overheard.

			Or, more exactly, complete exsanguination for me. The Devil’s son would not be exsanguinated.

			Once again, being a human meant facing the worst consequences and having the least power. I was glad I hadn’t been born into privilege in the first place—my parents always made certain we had enough, but we weren’t wealthy by any means. But the humans who’d been raised on believing that money and the power of their name would allow them to do whatever they liked must have been struggling with the new reality.

			Another course was served, and this time, I actually ate something—it was the cheese course, and I did like a good bit of cheese, especially since I knew the Queen’s kitchen wouldn’t have done anything to the cheeses before they were served.

			There was a lovely Stilton, a hearty cheddar, and a remarkable Cheshire. Dante would have been in Heaven (ironically enough). The cheese was served with slices of pear and apple and a few candied walnuts. I noticed the marquis ate his as well; I had been wondering what he ate and if he ate at all. He noticed my observation and gave me a dry look. “We eat similar foods to you. I have said, have I not, that Hell is not that much different from London?”

			I blushed at being caught and looked away, hearing his soft chuckle as my face heated.

			Eventually, the butler and a few footmen wheeled in a trolley with several enormous cakes on top. They brought the trolley to rest in front of the Queen, then lifted the largest cake and set it directly in front of Her Royal Highness. She nodded, and they began to slice it, distributing it to the guests down the table.

			It would be some time before they reached our end—there had to be at least forty people seated ahead of us—so I slid my chair out a bit and took a longer look at the other guests.

			I wasn’t perfect at identifying species yet, but I could tell that seated near the Queen were a few more vampires as well as dhampirs like Prince Albert. There was a dragon shifter—easy to tell because of the green and blue scales that remained on his skin when in his human shape—and a few werewolves, whose predatory gazes and tendency toward hirsuteness always gave them away.

			Surprisingly, there was a human seated very close to the Queen as well. I squinted to make out his features, but even so, I didn’t know who he was. I assumed he was someone so important or so wealthy that he had to be included, despite being a lowly human.

			The cake finally reached us. I took a bite and washed it down with water this time. It was surprisingly delicious, and I wondered if the kitchen staff was mostly focused on sweet things and if the Queen herself had a sweet tooth.

			Judging by her gleeful expression when viewing the cake, I had to assume so. Did that mean she sought out blood donors who had recently eaten sweets to make her dining experience better?

			I put my fork down hastily, leaving the rest of the slice untouched. Better not to tempt fate—or a thirsty sweets-loving vampire—with the allure of my sugar-rich blood.
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			The Queen rose, which meant everyone else at the table did as well. She nodded toward us and spoke a few words to her butler, who made his way down to our end of the table.

			“Her Majesty is waiting in the Green Salon,” he announced.

			We followed the butler down an enormous hall and then another one, until we were in front of two doors that were made of solid wood, without any of the ornamentation I’d come to expect of the palace.

			The butler took hold of both handles and swung the doors open to reveal a dark, somewhat forbidding room. The Queen and Prince Albert stood waiting, a few attendants flanking them, and we entered. The Devil first, then the marquis, and then I drew up at the end. I went to stand beside Mr. Connors, whose tail was swishing wildly behind him. I’d observed he wagged his tail when he was anxious as well as happy. I had to imagine he was feeling much more the former than the latter.

			The human I’d seen seated near the Queen was there as well, which piqued my interest even more. But nobody made introductions, likely because the Queen and the Devil already knew who each other was, and the rest of us were unimportant.

			“I wished to speak to you,” the Queen said, “because there has been a threat made against our person.” Her eyes were dark, and her gaze was threatening. She shifted that gaze to the Devil. “I wish to know if it was you.”
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			An Incomplete Guide to Navigating Supernatural Species in the Post-Revelation World, or Do Not Antagonize Queen Victoria Unless You Can Run Very Quickly or Have a Large Supply of Garlic on Your Person And Even That Likely Won’t Save You

			Most of us live average, everyday lives. We work, we eat, we sleep, we love—if we are lucky—we eat treacle tarts and buy pen wipers and generally try not to bother our neighbors too much.

			Unless they insist on tossing their scraps in front of our doors, in which case all bets are off.

			But there are times when we might happen to encounter someone who has the power to upend our lives. A person who is beyond the common, who is imbued with power of some sort. In the past, those people were aristocrats, magistrates, judges, or the constabulary; nowadays it is likely to be the head alpha of the shifters, a lord who’s revealed himself to also be an ogre (where everyone just previously thought he was rather large and ugly), or a monarch who also happens to be able to drain the blood of anyone she sees.

			We advise you, no matter how strong you are, no matter how clever you are, no matter how much you might charm your fellow pubgoers on the occasional nights out, do not challenge these individuals, especially if you are a mere mortal.

			No matter what talents you believe you have, you have nothing in comparison to a supernatural species.
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			Six

			For a moment, nobody said anything.

			And then the room erupted in chaos, which was to say the Devil began to yell directly at the Queen, who yelled back, while the rest of us looked on in horror.

			Except the marquis, who looked as if he was entirely entertained.

			I had never wanted to punch someone so much in my life.

			“You dare to accuse me of making a threat? Me?” the Devil said. Smoke streamed from his head, enveloping him in a hazy mist. He hadn’t brought his usual entourage with him this evening, thank God, so it was just him and his son.

			He was dressed in an outfit that would make a dandy look twice: a suit made of bright red velvet with jet-black buttons that looked like coal. I wondered if they were actually coal from Hell, a clever repurposing after an evil-doing soul was torched.

			Or a species ombudsman who hadn’t sufficiently done her duty.

			“Just look at this,” Queen Victoria said, nodding to her husband, who dutifully withdrew a piece of paper from his pocket. He handed it to her, and she unfolded it, focusing her stare on the page.

			“This report comes from the navy stationed in Cornwall. They say that there has been unusual activity occurring in the coastal caves there.” She glanced up, pinning the Devil with her sharp gaze. “Apparently some creatures that may or may not be minor demons have popped up in some of the smaller towns. They’re saying they are merely there visiting, wishing to stretch their legs or some such nonsense, but they can’t explain what their purpose is besides tourism.” The final word was said with such scorn I winced.

			The Devil snorted. “So it is a nefarious plan because some of Hell’s inhabitants wish to take a holiday?” He spread out his arms. “That is precisely what I am doing here in London, Your Majesty. Do you wish to accuse me of something untoward?”

			I refrained from pointing out that she had just done so. Such an observation would not be helpful. “That is rather what she just said, Father,” the marquis remarked in a dry voice.

			I glared at his back. He apparently had no problem saying something entirely unhelpful.

			“We have done nothing wrong,” the Devil said. “Except for the fuss at the bazaar, it’s been perfectly norm—”

			“What fuss?” the Queen demanded.

			Right. I hadn’t had time to report that afternoon’s happenings to any of my superiors. Which would naturally include the Queen.

			“There was a bit of a break in the portal between your world and ours,” the marquis said. For the first time, I noticed his tone was constrained. “Your Miss Hastings reacted quickly and appropriately, and everything was contained within a matter of moments.” He spoke in a soothing voice that was likely quite effective with anyone who had ears.

			“Well then,” Queen Victoria said, clearly somewhat mollified. She glanced briefly at me, and I did my best imitation of a statue.

			“But isn’t that a strange coincidence?” the clearly important human asked. “That there are demons in Cornwall and now a break in the portal? Just when you are here visiting? Do you have protections in place on your side?”

			The Devil turned to regard the human with the look of someone who had just found something incredibly distasteful on his shoe. “And you are…?”

			“This is the Duke of Astelwyth,” the Queen replied. “He is consulting on certain Treasury and security matters, which is why he is here today. He is the one who brought the naval report to my attention.”

			“A good thing I did also,” the duke replied in a blustery voice. “Since you cannot seem to keep your boundaries in place.” The duke looked to be in his late forties, with thinning hair brushed straight back; sharp, bony features; and a haughty mien. In short, entirely what I would have imagined a duke to look like.

			The Devil narrowed his gaze at the man, who didn’t even flinch. While the Great Revelation had reduced most wealthy people’s power, the lethal combination of a dukedom, vast wealth, and the favor of the Queen meant that this human was an anomaly and didn’t have to worry about gaining the king of the underworld’s displeasure.

			At least, not until he’d died himself. Then, I assumed, he’d end up down there, since in my experience, people who wielded that much influence had usually done something fishy to get it all.

			“My boundaries are properly in place, my lord,” the Devil sneered.

			“Your Grace,” the duke corrected, and I found myself backing up, farther away from the two of them, in anticipation of a devilish conflagration.

			Thankfully, the marquis stepped closer to his father and put a restraining hand on his arm. “Your Grace,” he said, in his deliciously smooth voice, “the incident that occurred at the church today was one of our own devising.”

			Everyone who wasn’t the Devil, the marquis, or me reacted appropriately.

			Lord Hennawi and Mr. Connors both gasped, their eyes wide, but didn’t say anything; Prince Albert’s brow furrowed, and he glanced anxiously at his wife; the duke’s expression grew even more thunderous; and I saw the Queen’s fangs start to lengthen, which I had to think was a bad sign.

			“This was a security test, of course,” the marquis continued. “We had to be certain that we would be appropriately protected should something untoward occur.”

			“You’re the Devil,” the duke said through gritted teeth. “You don’t need protection.”

			The marquis smiled, but it wasn’t a pleasant smile. More in a “Let me figure out which diabolical way I will kill you” kind of way.

			I backed up again. Perhaps I could stealthily ease out the door before anyone noticed.

			“Your Grace,” the marquis began, “I assume you fully understand what is required in your everyday activities. Presumably in the mornings you spend time drinking tea, reading the papers, and bullying your staff before heading off to oversee and manage whatever it is you are overseeing and managing for Her Majesty.” He made a deep, officious bow toward the Queen, whose grim expression eased as her fangs retracted ever so slightly.

			It would be difficult not to be swayed by such a beautiful man showing respect.

			“So I would ask that you not presume to make…presumptions about what my father and I require while we are here.”

			“I do not bully my staff!” the duke said in a bluster.

			The marquis arched a disbelieving eyebrow, then folded his arms over his chest.

			“But more to the point—you are saying you have nothing to do with the other portal openings, even though you admit today’s incident was yours entirely?”

			The marquis smiled at the duke as though he were a child who’d just understood a difficult maths problem. “Exactly.”

			“I think we have discussed this long enough,” the Queen interrupted. She turned to look at me again, and I tried not to flinch.

			The combination of royalty and vampire was powerful; not only could she drain my body of all its blood, but she could also likely pass a law to make it mandatory that I allow her to drain my body of all its blood.

			That was a reality many of us had to understand in the post-Revelation world.

			“Miss…Hastings, was it?” she said. At least she knew my name.

			I nodded.

			“We will leave the safety of our honored guests in your hands. It seems you are thus far doing a good job.”

			I blinked at the compliment and wished Hannah and Lily were there to hear it.

			“You mentioned a threat, Your Majesty,” Lord Hennawi said. He had been silent the whole time, but he’d been paying avid attention. Perhaps calculating the moment when he should assume his smoke shape and wisp out of the room?

			Though that could be just me, since I felt the tension like a palpable thing.

			“Yes, the threat. They arrive all the time. There are many in this country who do not want someone like me to be their Queen—”

			Because she was a vampire? Because she was a woman?

			Or because she served mediocre food to her guests?

			That last one might have been particular only to me. I was just annoyed because now I was starting to feel hungry.

			“But the letter says specifically,” she continued, “that we should be on our guard because we are unprepared for the havoc that accommodating the Devil will bring. That, unless we do precisely as you say,” she said, directing her words toward the Devil, “you will enact Hell on Earth.”

			The Devil’s expression was disdainful. “Why would I write that down in an anonymous letter when I could just say that myself?” He paused. “And likely have, to be honest.”

			As though the Devil was ever honest, but in this case, he probably was speaking the truth.

			The Queen made a moue of agreement. “Indeed. That is an excellent point. So why would someone be trying to make us more antagonistic toward each other?”

			“Because they are frightened of what could happen if there is an accord between you.” I spoke without realizing. Everyone in the room turned to look at me.

			“Indeed,” the Queen said. Apparently a favorite word. “Which just means we will have to do our best not to create a diplomatic incident while you are here, my lord.”

			The Devil smiled in response, and I shivered. His smile was not reassuring, but I should not have expected anything else.

			“I will endeavor to find the culprit who sent this missive,” the marquis added. “It is a clumsy attempt to discredit us, and we do not tolerate it.”

			Queen Victoria waved a nonchalant hand in the air. “If you do, please let me know. I am always in favor of finding culprits.”

			And then she smiled, and that smile was even less reassuring than the Devil’s.

			I was in a room with a bunch of predators, an eager dog, and an arrogant human.

			How did I get so fortunate?
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			“I will see Miss Hastings home,” the marquis said after we’d been escorted back to the main rooms.

			“We have a carriage waiting, we can take—” Mr. Connors said, gesturing to Lord Hennawi, who nodded in agreement.

			“I will see Miss Hastings home,” the marquis repeated, this time in a more forceful tone.

			I shrugged at my boss, whose tail lay morosely on the carpet. “I will see you at the office tomorrow, sir. I will be fine,” I reassured him.

			Because if I wasn’t, that would most definitely be the start of a diplomatic incident, and exactly what the Queen and the Devil wished to avoid, which the marquis knew full well.

			“Thank you for your excellent work, Miss Hastings,” Lord Hennawi said, his gaze shifting nervously to the marquis.

			“Let’s go.”

			The marquis didn’t wait for my response, instead taking my arm to lead me out of the palace, walking quickly.

			We were on the pavement outside the gate within minutes, and I glanced at him, surprised we weren’t in a carriage ourselves or that he hadn’t yet hailed a hackney at least.

			“Are we walking?” I asked. “You don’t even know where I live.”

			The boardinghouse was only a mile or so from the palace, but he didn’t know that. So why was he still walking?

			“But I do,” he said, sounding smug. “It would be foolish for me not to have information about our liaison.”

			“Oh.”

			That was disconcerting but shouldn’t have been surprising.

			And it wasn’t the most upsetting thing about him—just thinking about it made me furious all over again.

			“Why did you want to see me home, my lord? I assume you are not going to apologize for endangering my life and the lives of everyone else in that church this afternoon.” I spoke firmly. I would not allow my natural hesitation toward antagonizing him give him the false belief that I was not angry.

			“No, of course not.” He spoke with a laugh, which made me bristle even more.

			I waited.

			He didn’t speak.

			I waited some more. I was stubborn; I knew that. I had to imagine the son of the Devil was just as, if not more, stubborn than me. But what was the point of asking again, when he’d clearly understood the question? And was deliberately not answering?

			I’d dealt with enough arrogant people to recognize the tactic. I was not going to take the bait.

			We were a quarter of a mile away from my home when he spoke at last. Aha! Got him.

			“You will tell me if you get any information about who might be behind this attempt to discredit us.”

			The words seemed as though they were being dragged through his mouth by a team of oxen: slowly, thoroughly, and somewhat caked with excrement.

			“Yes,” I replied. “I will also inform my superiors—”

			“No,” he interrupted. “If you discover anything, I want to know first. If it is someone from our realm, my father and I can deal with it swiftly.”

			I frowned. “Begging your pardon, my lord, but I am duty bound to tell them.”

			He stopped, turning to me and taking my hand. I was so startled I yelped. Not my proudest moment.

			“I am not asking you to betray your country, Miss Hastings. I am merely asking that you share information with me, should you happen upon it.”

			“And also conveniently not share that information with Mr. Connors and Lord Hennawi,” I pointed out.

			He grimaced. “Well, yes.”

			“I can’t. I am sorry”—even though I really wasn’t—“but I cannot.”

			“Can you at least promise that you will tell me first? Perhaps an hour or so before you tell those two?” It was obvious he hadn’t bothered to learn their names. I should be honored or horrified, I supposed, that he had learned mine.

			I considered it.

			“I can,” I said at last.

			He raised my hand to his lips and kissed it, the warmth of his mouth penetrating the fabric of my glove. What would it be like to—

			No. I could not think about that. I should not be thinking about that.

			“Thank you, Miss Hastings.” He tucked my arm back into his and began to walk again, his attitude returned to its usual arrogant self, as though his moment of humility had never happened. “You know, I could have just used some of my power to make you do what I wanted,” he said in a conversational tone. “It’s as simple as gazing into your eyes and telling you what I want.”

			I yanked my arm from his and stopped walking. He halted, too, turning to face me.

			The moon was bright overhead, so I could see his face. So beautiful. So treacherous.

			“That would be inexcusable,” I replied. I could feel my heart thudding in my chest. I hadn’t realized he had that kind of power. “That would be forcing me to do something I did not wish to.”

			He stilled for a moment; then his eyelids lowered and he gave me a look that made my knees wobble.

			“I am going to kiss you,” he said, his voice a low rumble, “and you are going to like it.”

			Before I could respond, he’d pulled me into his arms and lowered his mouth onto mine. His lips were warm, like the rest of him, and it felt as though I were melting into him. He murmured something against my mouth, something I couldn’t understand, and then he wrapped one hand around my waist and put the other at my jaw to hold me in place.

			Not that I was going anywhere.

			I couldn’t move. It felt delicious. His kiss was the most intoxicating thing I’d ever experienced, and I think I might have fallen if not for his arms supporting me.

			It was overwhelming.

			He nibbled at my mouth, gently biting and teasing, and then licked his way inside, stroking his tongue against mine, making me shiver all over.

			I responded in kind—how could I not?—and he growled, low and deep in his throat, and it gave me a powerful sense of satisfaction that I’d inspired such a feral response.

			I’d been kissed before. Not a lot, certainly, but it wasn’t as though I were entirely innocent.

			But this kiss was far beyond anything I’d experienced before (my apologies, Fred the greengrocer; you were good but not demon-kiss good). It was as though there were only us in the world, only this meeting of our mouths and where his hands held me and the contrast between his too-warm skin and the cool nighttime air and the heat of his mouth and his tongue twining around mine, licking and sucking, the faintly lewd sounds we made the perfect accompaniment.

			He intensified the moment, splaying his hand against my back, then gripping my hip so tightly I knew I’d have his handprint there later.

			Just as I was beginning to reach for him, placing my hands at his waist, he drew back, his eyes dark, his chest rising rapidly. “I could have done that before,” he said, his voice husky. “As I said.” His tone was smug.

			I froze.

			Then I withdrew both my hands from his person and raised my right hand up and slapped him, hard.

			His head jerked back, but he didn’t react otherwise. Just kept his gaze on mine, his mouth slightly curled into a wry smile.

			“You…” I sputtered.

			He raised an eyebrow. “Me?” he said in a challenging tone.

			I stared at him for another few moments; then I grabbed hold of the back of his neck and brought his face down to mine, returning our mouths together.

			I pressed my lips against his, hard, then slid my tongue inside his mouth and tangled it with his. I was equal parts fury and lust, so consumed by conflicting emotion I couldn’t even think straight.

			This kiss was just as excellent as the first one. No, better—because this time I was in charge and determined to remain so, as well as show him what I was capable of, regardless of his demonic tricks. I lost myself in it, feeling powerful, if only for a moment, over this being who could crush me with a flick of his wrist, if he so chose.

			Eventually, I regained my wits and jerked back. His cheek was red where I’d hit him, but his look was molten, and I felt it throughout my body.

			It was a good thing we were out in public. I wouldn’t have trusted either of us not to take what had happened further.

			“That was entirely you,” he remarked, bringing his hand up to his mouth. I watched, fascinated, as he drew his thumb slowly over his bottom lip as though remembering how it felt when we’d kissed.

			“You used your power on me to do that,” I said in a low voice. “I wanted to see if—”

			“You wanted to see if it felt the same without the power,” he said, finishing my thought. “And now, how do you know I used my power? It might have been impulse, Hastings. You in the moonlight being irascible might have proved too tempting for me.”

			He spoke in a throaty, seductive tone that resonated throughout my body.

			“Did you use your power?” I demanded.

			One eyebrow rose. “Did I?” He shrugged. “Perhaps. Perhaps not.”

			“I wouldn’t be able to trust you, no matter what you said.”

			He twisted his lips. “No, you wouldn’t.” His gaze was on my mouth, so intense it was a palpable thing. And the worst part was, I wished it were palpable—I wished we were kissing again, and more. I’d done some things with Fred the greengrocer that I very much wished to repeat with Lord Dodgy Truth here, only that would be the worst possible idea ever.

			Oh, except for the other worst possible idea, which was kissing him myself after he’d just used his power—or not—to kiss me.

			“Well,” I said, attempting to regain whatever shred of composure I had left, “I should go in.” I started to walk ahead, as quickly as I could, but soon enough, he’d caught up and put his hand on my arm.

			“I can make it from here,” I said through gritted teeth. I really did not want to spend any more time with this man—this demon—because either I was going to slap him again or kiss him again, and I didn’t think I should do either thing to someone I was supposed to be behaving diplomatically toward.

			That horse had long since left the barn, unfortunately. It was probably already halfway to France, at this rate. Adieu, mon cheval.

			“But, Hastings, I said I would see you home. You wouldn’t have me break a promise, would you?”

			I almost did slap him again, just for his sly tone, but I restrained myself.

			“My lord,” I said, in my quietest, most lethal tone of voice, “I assure you, you breaking a promise is the least of my concerns.”

			He laughed but insisted on escorting me all the way to the boardinghouse’s front door.

			“I’ll see you tomorrow, Hastings,” he said, his gaze still lingering on my mouth. I couldn’t suppress my shivered response. “Thank you for a…memorable evening.”

			And then he was off, moving more quickly than I’d ever seen a human move. I watched him go, my mind jumbled with everything that had happened, as well as wondering if I was possibly going to get away with not telling my friends about it.

			Especially that part.
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			An Incomplete Guide to Navigating Supernatural Species in the Post-Revelation World, or Don’t Trust a Demon to Tell the Truth

			One thing to keep in mind as you encounter other species is that their view of the world is entirely different from yours. Or maybe it isn’t.

			The point is, you do not know. Humans have existed for so long assuming we are the only creatures capable of logical thinking (except for that one woman who insists yellow goes well with red and wears outfits that demonstrate her theory; there is no possible way any kind of thinking went into that decision) that it is startling to comprehend that we are not.

			In that same vein (but not in a vampire sort of vein), our belief systems are not necessarily theirs. Theirs are not the others’.

			And who knows what they think?

			There are so many viewpoints, and the only one of them that is fundamentally and absolutely wrong is the one that says that there is one correct viewpoint. Oh, and the yellow-and-red thing, but that is confined to one individual, and likely Hell has a spot reserved for her sin already.
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			Seven

			“How was it?”

			I wasn’t surprised that both Hannah and Lily were still up and waiting for me. Likewise, Dante got up from where he’d been napping near the kitchen fire and uttered a few barks before going to sniff Lily’s feet.

			“Tea first,” I demanded, sitting down on one of the chairs and removing the gloves.

			Hannah busied herself making tea while Lily gave me an assessing look. “You have an interesting scent at the moment,” she said, accompanying her words with an audible sniff.

			“I smell?” I said, horrified.

			Lily rolled her eyes. “No, I didn’t say that. My kind, we can smell when someone is—let’s say when they are intrigued by someone else.” She shrugged. “You have that scent.”

			I was even more horrified when I realized what she meant. And what it meant about me.

			“I do not!” I said, but she just gave me a knowing look.

			“It was the Devil’s son, wasn’t it?” Hannah said, placing a cup of tea on the table in front of me. “Making you exude some sort of love scent. Like a romantic skunk.”

			I made a face of disgust at her choice of words as Lily bent over in laughter.

			“So, Skunky,” Lily said, when she was finally able to speak again, “how was your evening?”

			I finished my tea before responding. Keep calm, Cora, I reminded myself. “It was fine but a bit terrifying. The Queen is…well, she is a vampire, after all, and the most powerful person in Great Britain on top of that. And she seems to either not care about her food or like very bland food, because everything was pale and unseasoned—”

			“Like so many Englishmen,” Lily said with a grin.

			“But the dessert was very good,” I finished.

			“And your demon?” Hannah prodded.

			My cheeks heated. “He is not my demon. In fact,” I continued, the memory of the church bazaar making me mad all over again, “he did something he should not have this afternoon and will not apologize for it.”

			“He kissed you?” Lily said, bright-eyed.

			I was dumbstruck. I shouldn’t have been—Lily was a succubus, after all; it was rather her business to suss these things out—but I didn’t think it would take such a short time.

			“He did!” Hannah exclaimed after seeing my face.

			“That wasn’t the thing that made me mad!” I sputtered.

			“Oh, so you weren’t mad about that?” Lily asked, sounding suggestive. “Did he kiss you by way of apology?” She rolled her eyes. “So many men think that is the way they can get out of things, when usually that is how they get into things.”

			My face turned bright red, and I briefly thought about flinging myself into the fireplace, just to join my fellow flames.

			“He did not kiss me to apologize,” I said stiffly.

			“It was consensual,” Lily said, narrowing her eyes at me.

			I gave a quick nod, and her expression relaxed.

			Hannah sat down at the table beside me, her silvery-green eyes as wide as saucers. “How was it?”

			Wonderful. Intoxicating. Entirely too dangerous.

			“Uh—”

			Lily flapped a hand. “That’s not important.”

			Oh, thank God.

			“What’s important is how far it went.” She sat on my other side, regarding me with a twinkling gaze. “Was it a kiss? Or was it a kiss kiss?” she said, emphasizing the first kiss.

			“I don’t even know what that means,” Hannah complained.

			Lily gave her a skeptical look. “You know, with tongues and hands and such. That is a kiss kiss.”

			Lily’s expression turned gleeful when she saw my face. “It was a kiss kiss!”

			“Can we stop talking about this, please?” I asked.

			How was it possible I could blush more? Perhaps I could get a new job as a fire starter. Because after tonight, I wasn’t certain I would still have a position as a species ombudsman. Especially if I couldn’t school my blushes. I had no doubt Lord Spontaneous Kisser would be fine—he was as comfortable being duplicitous as I was having brown hair—but if my superiors suspected…well, they would pull my assignment straight away and possibly relieve me of my job entirely.

			“We should stop,” Hannah said. “Look at her, she might just die of mortification, and then I’d have to find a new housemate.”

			I glared at her, but she only laughed.

			“Fine,” Lily conceded, folding her hands on the table. “Is Prince Albert as besotted with the Queen as he appears?”

			I was relieved to be onto another topic. “I didn’t get much of an impression of him, but I’d say yes. There was another human there when we were meeting with Queen Victoria—”

			“You met with the Queen?” Hannah said in an incredulous voice. “And then you were kissed by a demon?” Her wings started flapping, and she rose a few feet into the air. “That is an incredible evening!”

			“Except I have to go to work in the morning and escort the Devil and his son all around town, and who knows where else the Devil wishes to go. Maybe to visit a farm so he can try his hand at milking cows? Or to Madame Tussauds to see if any of his hellish denizens are in the Chamber of Horrors?” I had to admit my tone verged on the hysterical.

			“Will there be more kissing, though?” Lily asked, putting her chin in her hands and giving me a wide-eyed look.

			“No!”

			I spoke forcefully, but it seemed as though neither one of my friends believed me, since they just looked at each other and shrugged, smiling.

			I rose, suddenly feeling exhausted by everything. The humbeetles, the dinner, the meeting with the Queen, the walk home, that incident, and now getting grilled. Dante perked his ears up, then trotted over to me with an inquiring look.

			“I’m off to bed. I have to be up early tomorrow. Hannah, can you take Dante to the shop again?”

			“Of course,” Hannah replied. “Sleep well.”

			“Sweet dreams,” Lily added with a wicked smirk.

			I resisted the urge to reply with a crude gesture unbecoming to a lady and stomped off to my bedroom.
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			“Good morning, Miss Hastings.”

			I entered Clarence House earlier than expected so I would have a chance to compose myself before seeing any of my charges.

			But no such luck.

			The marquis was downstairs, sitting in one of the high-backed chairs in the lobby. He held a copy of The Morning Post, whose front page was agog with news of the upcoming Great Exhibition. I wondered if the newspapers had even heard of the incident at the church or if the government had covered it up, for security reasons.

			He folded the newspaper back up, then rose and moved toward me with a distinctly predatory gait. I did not flinch, however; I had given myself a strict talking-to on the walk over, and I was determined to treat him as courteously as I had Before the Kiss, or BK. There would be no After-Kiss behavior, that I knew. Or at least thought I knew.

			If only my body knew as well. As it was, as soon as I saw him, it felt as though I’d been jolted with one of Mr. Faraday’s electrical machines.

			Curse his attractiveness. The marquis, not Mr. Faraday. I had no opinion on that gentleman’s appearance.

			“My father has not risen yet, so today’s adventures will have to wait a few hours.”

			“Oh,” I said and turned to leave, but his hand shot out and grabbed my wrist.

			“Wait, Hastings.”

			I bit my lip and turned back around. “What is it, my lord?”

			His eyes darkened. “My lord? You can call me Marcellus, you know. We can be on a more intimate footing now, given—” And his gaze trailed down my person, starting from my eyes all the way to my feet, and back up again. “And I can call you Cora.”

			Damn, but he was good. Which was probably because he had done this numerous times, and I was just another ember in his collection of hellish flames. Or something like that. I had to keep that in mind and not get swept up because he was charming and beautiful and had a deliciously deep voice.

			I arched my eyebrows in my most disapprovingly supercilious expression and waited until his eyes met mine again. “I believe we should remain on the same terms, my lord,” I said, emphasizing the last two words. Even though my heart was still fluttering at how he’d said my name. Actually, that was even more reason to keep to the same terms—I didn’t need my heart to flutter any more than it was already.

			“Pity,” he said. “But I do wish to get some breakfast, and I don’t want what the hotel has on offer, so you will take me out.”

			It wasn’t even close to a question. It wasn’t even a statement. It was a demand.

			“Fine,” I said, trying to keep the peevishness from my voice.

			“Lead the way, Miss Hastings.”

			I drew a deep breath, then walked out, one of the most dangerous creatures in the world right behind me. I was literally playing with fire, pushing back against his flirtatious nonsense, but what other choice did I have? I couldn’t risk my job, and continuing down this dangerous path with him could be risking my life.

			It was one thing to be aware one was with a dangerous creature, but it was hard to keep that truth in mind when seated across from them in a cozy tea shop. He’d ordered a full English breakfast and was currently demolishing his food as though he had never eaten in his life.

			Rather like Dante every evening when I fed him supper.

			“Where does your father wish to go today?” I asked when he had finished chewing. “Savile Row? Or the circus, was it?”

			“I wonder how they get their scrambled eggs so fluffy,” he mused. “Mine always turn out dry.”

			The image of a demon fussing over his cooking made me start to laugh, which I smothered under the guise of a cough. He glared at me, so I probably hadn’t disguised my laugh well enough.

			“He changed his mind about both the suit fittings and the circus. Now he wants to tour the Tower of London,” he said, sounding weary. “He heard there were ghosts there, so he wants to see if he knows any of them.”

			From anybody else, the idea would have been ludicrous, but this was the Devil—the chances were good that if there were ghosts in the tower, he might have made their acquaintance. And what would he do if he did know them? Would he spirit them away—pun absolutely intended—to Hell, or just reminisce about old times and leave them there?

			“And then he’s going out to some sort of club—I am not joining him,” he continued. He raised an eyebrow. “Although if you were interested in going, I would very much like to attend also.” His tone made it absolutely clear what type of “club” he was talking about.

			I turned several shades of red before answering. But not before briefly considering saying yes because I was a fully functioning human who was in the presence of a stunning man who apparently wanted to kiss me, and I wanted to kiss him right back. And more, besides.

			Curse him yet again for looking so good.

			“No, thank you, my lord,” I said in as neutral a tone as possible.

			“A shame, Hastings.” He took a sip of his coffee. “If you change your mind—”

			“The Tower of London,” I interrupted. “At least I won’t need to go clear out holy water this time.”

			He gave me a knowing smile, one that indicated he likely understood exactly what salacious thoughts were racing through my mind, despite doing my very best to keep them in check.

			“Well,” I said brightly, as though I was ignoring absolutely everything in our conversation thus far, “should we head back?”

			He tossed some money on the table and rose, his movements sleek and elegant.

			Once outside, he took my arm, and I thought it would be pettish for me to shake it off, even though his proximity was doing dangerous things to my insides. Maybe Mrs. Collins had something to quell the deep longing I had to do unspeakable things with this man? Though I doubted any elixir could cure me. I was too far gone.

			“He’s here! He’s in London! Lock your doors—hide your children! The Devil is in town!”

			A street urchin held a sheaf of papers in his hands, distributing them to the people passing by.

			I snatched one of them from him and brought it back, scanning the inflammatory headlines as the marquis peered over my shoulder.

			Speak of the Devil!

			The Prince of Darkness is in London!

			It’s bad enough that our world has been overrun with species that could destroy you before you can find anything with which to defend yourself. Now, we’ve learned, our bloodsucking Queen has invited the Lord of the Underworld to London for a diplomatic visit!

			Are we safe in our homes?

			How can we protect ourselves?

			When the world outside is so threatening, who can we depend upon?

			At the bottom of the sheet were details of a meeting in the upcoming week, a meeting that would “inform honest citizens how they can protect their families during this time of trouble,” which sounded rather ominous, given the context.

			I tucked the information away—I thought I should probably attend the meeting just so I could be aware of any real threat to my devilish charges, but I’d need to ensure nobody there knew my position in the government. The thought of going incognito sent a delicious thrill through me.

			I’d always loved playing dress-up as a child; this would just be a more-adult version.

			The marquis folded the sheet and put it into his pocket, a grim expression on his face. I was honestly surprised he’d be bothered at all; I would have thought a demon would grow accustomed to being feared wherever he went, but perhaps he hadn’t traveled much outside Hell.

			“Let’s get going,” he said, taking my arm again. He began to walk quickly, and I soon found myself at a brisk trot, glad I was such a devout perambulator and therefore was able to keep up.

			“There are always going to be people—humans—who are frightened of the unknown,” I began. “I’ve seen similar broadsheets ever since the Great Revelation.” I paused, catching my breath. “Though not ones that then proposed an actual meeting to do something about it. That is worth mentioning to my superiors.”

			“I don’t want this reaching anybody else’s ears,” he said tersely. “If my father hears of it—” He inhaled sharply. “My father does not have a good temper in the best of times, and if he thinks he is unwelcome somewhere, he will do his best to seek out those who wish him ill.” He turned to meet my gaze. “You don’t want that outcome here.”

			His words sent a chill down my spine, and I immediately nodded in reply. “No, I won’t tell anybody.” Not even my superiors, in case this was just a whole lot of nothing. That just meant I had to attend the meeting myself.
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			We arrived back at Clarence House to find the Devil pacing downstairs, having waited for us a full five minutes. It seemed he’d gone out after the dinner and had rather a long night as a result—his horns were droopier than usual, and his tail looked rather the worse for wear—but his demeanor was cheerful. Which gave me no small feelings of trepidation. Especially after having spent a few hours with his son.

			“The Tower of London today, my lord?” I asked.

			He ignored me, addressing his son instead. “I want to go now.”

			He really was a spoiled child.

			We got to the Tower of London without any mishap, and I was able to breathe easier here than in the church, given the context.

			The tower itself was rather a misnomer; while there was a tower, there were also surrounding buildings that added to the general forbidding atmosphere. So it could have been called an enclave, since there wasn’t just one structure. I’d never visited before, and I felt the gloom of the place as soon as we entered the environs. Massive stone buildings surrounded the titular tower, while the now-drained moat was yet another barrier to entry.

			I could see why the tower had been at the center of the area’s history, from Wat Tyler to Guy Fawkes. We were escorted to the rooms where the young princes had been imprisoned, Anne Boleyn had been held until her beheading, and various and sundry officials who’d managed to offend those in charge had been taken and tortured.

			As we walked to our destination, I fancied I could still hear the screams of the people from those times crying out in pain, and I shuddered. I didn’t believe in ghosts—thus far, they were not among the supernatural species I’d encountered—but as I passed through the halls, I allowed myself to believe that they did exist. After all, the Great Revelation had only occurred within the past few years; who was to say what other species might still be in hiding?

			While I was indulging in such speculation, I was also wishing we were anywhere but here. I would have accepted the circus or, God forbid, another church bazaar if it meant I could avoid the creeping dread I was currently feeling.

			Of course, my charge felt exactly the opposite, as was to be expected. The Devil immediately went to the area where the torture devices were displayed. I followed but kept a discreet distance between us, as much because I didn’t want to see the implements on display as I didn’t want to see the Devil’s reaction to them.

			“I could use this,” I heard him exclaim. Unfortunately, he was close enough for me to hear.

			The marquis had taken his usual position beside me, and I allowed myself to wonder if it was because he might actually prefer my presence to anyone else’s. Granted, the other people in the room were his father and his father’s hangers-on, so perhaps there wasn’t much of a contest, but still.

			It felt nice.

			The Devil’s entourage was also less terrifying to me than they had been when I’d first encountered them. There were some demons among them, but they seemed to be behaving as anyone would: viewing the exhibits, talking among themselves, and only occasionally emitting wisps of smoke. They looked like humans as well, just with more horns, tails, and colored skin. I wondered why Hell’s denizens hadn’t seized the moment of the Great Revelation to come above before—as far as I knew, this was the first time they’d been here at all since then.

			Perhaps this was the start of an easing of relations between the two worlds. An easing I had an integral part in.

			Just as I was feeling slightly more relaxed, I saw something flash by my head and toward the Devil. The marquis leaped into the air and snagged the thing, whatever it was, before it could reach his father, then landed hard on his back, his chest heaving.

			“What the—?” the Devil asked, spinning around.

			His face turned purple when he saw his son splayed on the floor.

			The marquis held a lethal-looking knife, something that would have been wielded by an assassin in Rome a few centuries earlier. He’d caught the knife by its blade, so his palm was bleeding—like us humans, his blood was red. That was interesting but obviously not the most crucial thing at the moment.

			I rushed forward, pulling a handkerchief from my pocket. I crouched down and took his hand, beginning to wrap the fabric around it. “That was very quick of you, my lord,” I said, my voice shaky.

			“You’re not hurt, are you, Hastings?” he asked, looking up at me.

			“No, not at all.” I glanced back to where the knife had come from. “We should investiga—”

			“Whoever or whatever threw that is long gone by now,” the marquis interrupted. He shot a quick look at his father, who appeared to be on the verge of apoplexy. “I have to calm him down, or—”

			“I will rip his head off and grind it into dust,” the Devil said. “No, I’ll tear off both his arms and beat him with them. Or I’ll destroy his entire family and leave him alive so he can know he was responsible.”

			He really was the Devil, wasn’t he? Those punishments sounded increasingly awful, and I didn’t think I could stand hearing more of the escalation.

			“Can we speak to my superiors now?” I said, pitching my voice low. Not that I needed to bother; the Devil was now elaborating on his plans for total evisceration of the culprit, including what he would do with the intestines, and I was trying my very best not to allow the images to flood my brain.

			“We cannot, Hastings.” The marquis got to his feet in one smooth motion, still elegant despite his injury. I rose as well, albeit less gracefully. “We can’t let anyone know about this,” he continued, “or the newspapers will get a hold of it, and the Queen and her advisors might decide it’s not wise to allow people like us here.” He glanced to me. “Not to mention, we have no idea who might be behind the attempt in the first place.”

			He spoke passionately, and I couldn’t help but be persuaded, even though I felt disloyal in not reporting it immediately. But the whole point of my ombudsmanning was to smooth relations between species, and my keeping quiet—for the moment, at least—would keep those relations smooth, whereas alerting the people in power that there had been an assassination attempt on a very important visitor would cause any amount of ruckus.

			Plus that easing of relations would be very much not eased.

			And then I remembered. A sick, unpleasant feeling crept over me.

			“This wasn’t you, was it?” I said fiercely. We still stood close together, but now the space between us felt adversarial. My hands were clenched into fists at my side, and my chest felt tight. “Like the time before? This isn’t to prove my mettle, or cause some undue alarm, or something else fiendish?”

			He grimaced. “I suppose I deserve that.”

			“You do.” Even I was surprised at my temerity in speaking so to someone like him.

			“But I promise you, Hastings, this is not our doing, not at all. I know I am not trustworthy—”

			I snorted.

			“—but I would not have put you in such immediate danger. If only to avoid a diplomatic incident.”

			He had a point. He would want to preserve himself, if nothing else.

			“Fine,” I said at last. I took a deep breath, attempting to calm myself. “But we’re going to have to find out who’s behind this. Someone knew we were headed here, and nobody but you and your father knew before today, correct? In fact, until this morning, I thought we were going to the circus. As did Lord Hennawi and Mr. Connors.” And anyone seated around us who might have overheard the conversation.

			He frowned in thought, then nodded slowly. “You’re right.” He met my gaze, his expression unusually somber. “We’re going to have to investigate. Discreetly.” My hands slowly unclenched.

			I glanced over at his father, who by now was detailing some frankly anatomically impossible punishments. “Are you going to tell him we’ll be looking into it?”

			His mouth twisted into a wry grin. “Not if we want to be discreet. It’ll be just you and me, Hastings.”

			Just you and me, Hastings.

			Oh, only me investigating something of the utmost sensitivity and crucial political implications alongside the most devastatingly attractive man I’ve ever seen who also—ahem—kissed me, whom I can’t trust but have to somewhat if I am going to keep London, and by extension the world, from falling into an internecine conflict with dire consequences.

			I was going to need a lot of tea.
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			An Incomplete Guide to Navigating Supernatural Species in the Post-Revelation World, or They’re Not All the Same Either

			It is tempting, when one is one type of person, or one type of species, or even the type of person who takes lemon instead of milk in their tea (ghastly habit, I am firmly on the milk side) to categorize people into “us” and “them.”

			And, if you think about it, those “other” species might do the same.

			But just as not all humans are alike (you’re really not like your great-uncle Samuel—we promise you—he was truly a lout), it’s true that not every member of every species are alike.

			Not all werewolves are convivial and like to hang around together. Perhaps not all vampires like the taste of blood. Maybe not all demons wish to spirit you away to their devilish lairs and torture you. There might be the occasional dragon who wants to collect train sets, not gold.

			And flip it back to us, as humans—those other species might want to categorize us in one broad sweep, and it is up to us to disabuse them of the notion that we are all the same as well.
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			Eight

			“Miss Hastings, a word?”

			I gritted my teeth as Mr. Connors poked his head out of his office. It was two days after the Tower of London incident, and I’d just barely managed to reconcile myself to the notion that I would be partnering with the marquis on a clandestine assignment that might have monumental consequences.

			Thankfully, the Devil’s wish for the day after the incident was to attend a cricket match, and nobody was hurt, save for a few cricket bats. I was grateful for the respite.

			I smoothed my expression and nodded. “Of course, sir.”

			I stepped into his office and took my usual seat in front of his desk. Mr. Connors oversaw a few departments, not just mine, so he was frequently busy, and the surface of his desk reflected that—it was covered with paper and various drinking vessels, along with quite a few tea rings staining the desk’s wooden surface.

			He sat, shoving papers aside so he could fold his arms on the top and lean forward. His expression was somber, which was unusual, and I felt a twinge of unease.

			Whatever he had to say, I didn’t think I would like it.

			“Miss Hastings,” he began, “Lord Hennawi and I spoke after the Queen’s dinner the other evening, and we have a new task for you.”

			If it was something relating to cooking flavorful food for Her Majesty, I would have to decline. I could make tea and a passable meat pie, but that was it.

			Sadly, I didn’t think that was going to be the task he had in mind.

			“Yes, sir?” I replied, trying to look expectant and not as though I was filled with dread.

			“Well, in light of the Queen’s concerns and what the marquis said about the occurrence at the bazaar, and given that the Devil is, well, the Devil, we’d like you to use your discretion and report any unusual activity while you are performing your duties.”

			Report any unusual activity. In other words, act as a spy. While also working with the marquis to ferret out the people behind the assassination attempt and neutralize them before they were either successful or caused a national incident. In other words, to act as a spy for that side as well.

			Not difficult at all, no indeed.

			“Unusual activity, sir?” I asked. “This is the Devil, after all. I am not certain what constitutes usual or unusual activity.”

			Yes, this was me hedging, but it was also me being truthful—prior to a week ago, I would never have imagined the Devil would want to do things more typical of a London society matron, but here we were, tea cozies and all.

			Mr. Connors barked out a laugh, then looked abashed. “Yes, well, I suppose Lord Hennawi and I want to be certain that there is nothing untoward happening.”

			“Something that would negatively impact the Queen or the country, I presume,” I clarified. Because that kiss was definitely untoward, but shouldn’t have any repercussions, at least not anywhere but my heart and other more intimate places. I would not be reporting that to anyone.

			“Yes, you understand me entirely, Miss Hastings.” Mr. Connors looked relieved. I’d noticed, in the course of working for him, that he often had difficulty giving clear direction and ended up making things sound much more complicated than they actually were. Once I’d figured that out, it was relatively easy to decipher what he meant.

			I did wish he were slightly more direct at times, but I usually appreciated his conscientiousness.

			“Lord Hennawi asks that you report in person once a week, if things are proceeding normally, and of course get in contact if there is something pressing. The Duke of Astelwyth is very concerned about the Devil’s presence here, and we want to assuage His Grace’s concern.” He cleared his throat. “He controls quite a lot of the budgets, given his Treasury oversight, and we want to be sure he is calm on this matter, or—”

			Or perhaps there would be no species ombudsman at all. The pedantic duke from the dinner could remove my position with a tick on his ledger sheet.

			I could see where his aristocratic feathers might be ruffled at the thought of the Devil in his city. Then again, I imagined his aristocratic feathers were ruffled frequently in general, what with his being an aristocrat and all. Things in England were changing, and the aristocracy, such as it was, was no longer the most powerful entity in the country.

			That honor now belonged to Queen Victoria, who was not only the ruler of our country but could kill almost anyone within seconds, if she wanted.

			What could a mere human duke do? Levy a few tariffs, raise his tenants’ rents? Perhaps sniff in disdain?

			“Of course I will report anything untoward, sir,” I said, wishing I weren’t outright lying to my boss’s face. But if I mentioned the assassination attempt now, it would only result in heightened scrutiny of the Devil’s movements. The government wished to keep the general populace as calm as possible, and heightened scrutiny would result in higher awareness.

			Though how long the Devil’s presence would remain unnoticed was a very good question—it wasn’t as though the being himself were shy. The news had already leaked via the broadside I’d taken, but I had to guess that a limited number of people had seen the flier themselves.

			“Excellent, Miss Hastings,” Mr. Connors said. “I knew we could count on you.”

			His tone made it clear the meeting was over, so I rose, taking my cane from where I’d propped it against his desk. “No need to get up, sir,” I said when he went to rise as well. “I believe today the Devil wishes to view some arts.”

			“Arts?” Mr. Connors said, his expression confused.

			“Yes,” I replied. “The Royal Academy of,” I explained.

			“I would not have expected that,” he said.

			I spread my hands out. “Unexpected, but not untoward.”

			He chuckled. “Yes, quite, Miss Hastings.”

			I nodded, then excused myself, wishing my superior were just a little less kind and I were a little more comfortable with lying.
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			“That looks nothing like me.”

			It was the afternoon, and the Devil, the marquis, some members of the Devil’s entourage, and I were at the Royal Academy.

			The Devil stood in front of an enormous painting depicting a scene in Hell, according to the accompanying placard. It was titled The Devil Surveys His Domain.

			A skeletally thin man dressed in black, his face gaunt, was in the middle staring eerily at the viewer. He brandished a fearsome-looking spear in one hand, while the other rested on one of the heads of a three-headed dog, similar in appearance to the one I’d seen at the bazaar. In front of him danced gruesome creatures with scabbed, scaly skin and enormous black holes where eyes should be, while the background was studded with ominous gray clouds and intermittent fires.

			It was a compelling painting, to be sure, but the painted Devil looked nothing like the man resplendent in lavender satin fuming in front of him.

			“I would be embarrassed to be seen in public in that clothing,” he said, pointing an accusatory cane to the canvas. The snakes at the end of the cane hissed, and I jumped; I had guessed that they were alive but hadn’t truly comprehended just what that would mean in terms of actual snake behavior. “That jacket is an abomination,” he continued, stepping so close his nose was nearly touching the painting. “And I have never looked like that, not even when I was merely a demon, like my son.”

			Interesting. I hadn’t realized the Devil hadn’t always been the Devil; did that mean the marquis would eventually take his father’s place? In which case, where would his father go? I didn’t think demons had regular lifespans, so perhaps they simply just stopped doing their devilish duties? Like a devil’s retirement?

			The idea of the Devil sitting at home and drinking tea, criticizing his successor on how he was running Hell, made me snort, and I had to pretend to sneeze so as not to draw attention to myself.

			“Hastings?”

			I turned to regard the marquis; his amber gaze was sharp, his eyes narrowed as he seemed to be reading my thoughts. Since I knew he could not, I had to conclude he was just that observant.

			“Nothing, just a little dust,” I said, retrieving my handkerchief.

			He gave me a skeptical look but didn’t question me further.

			“What do you think of this?” the Devil demanded of his son.

			The marquis took a deep breath, then stepped forward to stand beside his father.

			“It’s not you,” he said simply. “There’s no reason to get bothered by it. In fact,” he continued, his voice getting deeper as he spoke, “aren’t you pleased that it seems that nobody knows just what you look like? Or what Hell looks like?” He gestured to the painting. “This rendition comes from the fears of the artist, and it is a frightening image. It’s just not the real thing.”

			I wondered, for a moment, what the real thing looked like, and then realized, no, I absolutely did not want to know, because then I would be aware of what Hell looked like, and that was not what I wanted at all.

			The Devil’s expression turned sulky as he continued to stare at his portrayal in oil. “I suppose,” he said at last. “But I am thinking we might want to commission a portrait while we are here so that people know the truth.”

			And because, I thought, you are so vain you need people to see what you actually look like. Vanity was a sin, after all, so it stood to reason the Devil would have it in spades.

			“You’d have to sit for hours for a portrait,” I pointed out, fairly certain the Devil would not want to do anything of the sort. “And it might be difficult to find an artist who would accept the commission, since—” I let the words hang in the air, hoping I wouldn’t have to finish my hastily uttered sentence.

			Since you might consign an artist to Hell if you didn’t like the finished product.

			“Good thinking,” the marquis murmured.

			I felt a warmth creep over me at his praise. Drat. I should not be letting this man affect me so.

			But here I was, and I couldn’t deny it. I was absolutely charmed by him, and I wanted to kiss him again, even though I didn’t trust him at all.

			Well, I thought, at least I had Lily to talk all this through with. I imagined she’s had similar situations. Though I supposed her advice might be to just act on what I wanted and not restrain myself, so perhaps she would not be the best person to talk to about it.

			Or she was the best. I was so muddled I didn’t know what to do.

			I did know, at least, that this was all temporary. It had to be, given the circumstances.

			“Hastings?”

			The marquis’s voice roused me from my thoughts, and I shook myself back to my duties. “Yes, my lord?”

			“My father wishes for some refreshment.” His expression was exasperated. I had some sympathy—it couldn’t have been easy to have the Devil as a father, even if one was also a demon. Knowing your father could incinerate you on the spot for staying out past curfew was substantially worse than having an allowance cut off or not being permitted to see certain friends.

			“I am confident we can find a tea shop—” I began, thinking of treacle tarts and such, but he cut me off.

			“Alcohol. To put it plainly, he would like to get as rousingly drunk as possible.”

			I blinked. I wasn’t accustomed to anyone being so forthright in their murkier desires, but then again, this was the Devil, and it was his stock-in-trade, so I supposed it wasn’t unusual.

			“Of course. A pub? I’m afraid I’m not familiar with the gentlemen’s clubs, what with them being—”

			“Gentlemen’s clubs,” he finished, a wry smile on his face. “A pub will do fine. As long as it is somewhere not too noticeable.”

			Now, if he had made this request of a lady who was not a species ombudsman, he would have been sorely disappointed because it was not as though ladies routinely knew of inconspicuous places to drink in Greater London. But because of the nature of my business and the need to generate accord, I had become familiar with some of the more understanding establishments throughout London. Not that I was boasting.

			“I know just the place,” I said.
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			Some thirty minutes later our party was seated in an alcove in the Badger and Whistle, a place I’d used to handle some conflict resolutions when mere words weren’t enough.

			The owner, a satyr named, simply, Joseph, didn’t blink when we entered, for which I was grateful. Thus far, the Devil’s presence in London had not been publicized in the newspapers, and I wanted to keep it that way. I had to hope the people passing out the flyers hadn’t reached a lot of the general public or at least were seen as untrustworthy fringe elements.

			I didn’t know what kind of reception he might receive, but I did know the government would not welcome the publicity, especially so close to the opening of the Exhibition. Vendors and attendees were already starting to arrive for the event, and London’s vast populace was swelling with even more people. That was, species. Beings.

			Another thing that the Great Revelation had brought about—one couldn’t just refer to people anymore. Not the highest concern, but still something I had to keep in mind in the course of my daily duties.

			Joseph himself arrived at our table, bringing a pitcher of ale and some glasses, and then began placing them on the table in front of us. The Devil immediately poured himself a glass, downed it, and poured himself another before Joseph was finished.

			As usual, the Devil reminded me of a much-indulged debutante who only thought of herself. Debutantes were the Devil in disguise, I thought, then began to laugh to myself.

			“Hastings?” the marquis said. That acute observational talent at work again. He’d managed to sit beside me, and now I felt secure in knowing it was deliberate. I didn’t know why I was so fascinating to him, but I reciprocated the fascination, so I accepted it.

			“Nothing,” I said, waving my hand.

			Joseph returned with another pitcher and more glasses, and soon all of us had ale. The Devil continued drinking as though he were under a deadline, and I darted the occasional glance at him to see if—or when—the alcohol would begin to affect him.

			Would he become more or less devilish?

			“Don’t worry about him,” the marquis said in a low voice. “He won’t cause any trouble—he’ll just start telling everyone at the table how much he loves them.” He nudged me. “Even you.”

			I laughed as I picked up my glass and took a sip. Joseph brewed his own ale, and I’d yet to figure out what he added to make it taste just slightly different from others—coriander, maybe? Or perhaps it was allspice? Whatever it was, I liked it a lot. I had to be cautious when doing business here, since the ale was so tasty, and I was supposed to be professional.

			“Your father reminds me of nothing so much as a debutante having her first season,” I replied. “Which is redundant, what with saying both debutante and first season,” I muttered.

			Now it was the marquis’s turn to laugh, a full-throated laugh that made everyone at the table, even the three-headed dog, look toward us.

			“What is it?” the Devil demanded, his eyes already slightly glassy.

			“Miss Hastings just recounted an excellent joke, that is all,” the marquis said, making me wince.

			“You,” the Devil said, pointing a finger toward me, “tell us your joke.”

			“Thanks,” I said, leaning my head toward the marquis as I spoke in a low, sarcastic tone. “This won’t be awkward at all.”

			“Miss Hastings is too shy to speak in front of everyone,” the marquis said smoothly. “And I don’t think I can do it justice. Shall we get some more ale?” He rose and went to the bar, gliding elegantly through the crowd. I couldn’t help but admire how smoothly he handled himself, even if I was annoyed he used me as prevarication.

			I really should not be admiring him at all.

			He returned, a pitcher in each hand, and placed them on the table, close to his father. The marquis caught my eye and winked at me, then sat back down.

			That wink did some damage to certain parts of me.

			The Devil wasted no time in downing the rest of his glass and making inroads on one of the pitchers while the rest of the party started in on the other. The beings there were the ones who’d accompanied us to the bazaar—a few minor demons, with horns and tails and a vague smell of smoke; the aforementioned dog; and a few others I couldn’t readily identify but thought were just demon subgenres.

			“You haven’t met everyone, have you?” the marquis asked, just when the Devil had started petting the three-headed dog on his right, cooing about what a good boy he was.

			“No, I haven’t met anyone,” I said. “Except you and your father.”

			He frowned. “We’ll have to fix that, then.” He jerked his chin to the demon sitting to the left of me. “That is Phenex—he is my father’s personal accountant.”

			I nodded at the demon, who was a grayish-blue color and wore a black suit with a white shirt. If it weren’t for the horns and the skin color, he’d look like a respectable clerk in an office.

			“Phoenix like the bird?” I asked.

			“Not spelled the same, but yes,” he replied, his voice raspy. “A pleasure to meet you, miss. We did like going to the bazaar the other day. I purchased some pens and some pen wipers I haven’t been able to find in Hell.”

			Apparently I had found the one individual who did like pen wipers. Would wonders never cease, I marveled. Although, appropriately, that one individual resided in Hell, which was where pen wipers should be, in my opinion.

			“And next to Phenex is Keres; she is tasked with most light punishments.”

			The demon seated to the left of Phenex was more in line with what I would have thought the Devil to look like; she was taller than everyone but the marquis, with a coldly beautiful face, sparkling silver eyes, and azure-blue skin. Her horns curled up and back from her high forehead, and her hands had sharp, pointed talons.

			I shuddered thinking of what “light punishments” could mean.

			And shuddered even more realizing that if “light punishments” were a thing, then so, too, were “heavy punishments.”

			“Nice to make your acquaintance, Keres,” I said.

			She didn’t say anything in reply but gave a regal nod in response.

			The marquis turned to the demon on his right, but by now the Devil was in full inebriated-debutante mode, so had hold of the demon’s face and was gazing at it lovingly while squeezing its cheeks. “How would I torture sho well wishout you?” he crooned, slurring his words.

			The marquis sighed. “I guess that is it for the introductions. I’ll make certain you meet everyone else later on.”

			I averted my gaze from the spectacle to my right, taking a hasty sip of ale.

			“We should start our investigation,” the marquis said, taking my elbow as he stood from his seat.

			“Now?” I blurted. “But we’re—”

			“They’re all going to be completely pissed very soon, and they likely won’t be rising until late tomorrow. We might as well go off on our own. You’re hungry, too, aren’t you? I doubt you expected to go drinking with the Devil after the museum.”

			My stomach growled as he spoke, and I shot a guilty glance toward him.

			“Let me feed you,” he said with an accompanying smile. A smile that was resonant with more than just a conversation about food.

			Well. That made me feel all sorts of fluttery things.

			“Yes, well, that would be nice,” I said, aggravated to discover I sounded faintly breathless.

			Why couldn’t I keep my general swooniness around this man to myself? I didn’t want to let him know just how his presence made me feel. And yet here I was, being breathless and likely blushing.

			Drat.

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			An Incomplete Guide to Navigating Supernatural Species in the Post-Revelation World, or Nobody Likes Pen Wipers

			We’ve spoken earlier about how all the species are different, and bearing differences in mind is what will keep the species who are living alongside one another from accidentally committing a solecism or worse still.

			But there is the other side to that; what are the things that species have in common? Those common interests are what bonds a community. After you’ve established that you harbor no ill intent and have no more than the usual prejudices (because everyone has prejudice; to deny it is to believe oneself perfect), it can serve the relationship well if you discover what you have in common.

			Topics that can be easy points of agreement include the weather, tea, certain types of pastries, favorite colors, and what one thinks of Mr. Dickens’s novels.

			Topics to avoid include politics, dangerous species, Queen Victoria and her drinking habit, and pen wipers.

			Because, on the last point, if you even have an opinion on pen wipers, you are bound to be vehement, and there is only a 50/50 chance the other being will agree with you.

			No one wants to ruin a relationship because of a pen wiper.
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			Nine

			“So how did you come to be an escort?” the marquis asked when we had placed our orders. We had walked about twenty minutes from the pub until we’d arrived at a small tavern, one that promised home cooking and plenty of it. My main concern was that anyplace we went be quiet and discreet, since the marquis’s appearance was so striking—even without the knowledge that he was a demon—as to cause a stir. This place was cozy and dimly lit, so I thought it should be safe enough.

			“A species ombudsman,” I corrected.

			He waved a hand. “Whatever. How were you chosen, out of all the unremarkable humans in London?”

			Well. That didn’t sound very complimentary. Perhaps he wasn’t all that taken with me after all. Perhaps he was just amusing himself by dallying with—

			“Not that you aren’t good at your job, mind you,” he added hastily. “You acted quite quickly at the bazaar and weren’t intimidated by the encounter with creatures you’d never seen before.” His expression was admiring, and I softened. “I would have thought you might have chosen something easier to do. Or at least more traditional—aren’t most women your age married already?”

			My eyebrows rose. “You mean, would I rather be tied permanently to a man who can dictate what I do, what I wear, where I go, how I act, and who I know rather than sort out disagreements between beings, create a better understanding among species, and ensure that humans continue to have a say in the world?”

			His mouth twisted into a wry smile. “And be temporarily tied to some men who can dictate where you go, though not any of the other items?”

			I laughed. “Exactly.” I took a breath as I considered it. “I am not from a wealthy family. My father provided for us but not enough for an impressive dowry, if I had wanted to get married in the first place. He was a solicitor, but he was not very good at collecting money from his clients. My mother did needlework to supplement our income. I tried to do the same, but I am dreadful with a needle.” I held my hands out and gazed at them ruefully.

			“One thing I have always been good at is clarifying people’s positions. I think it is because I take after my father. I would listen to him making his cases and assist him when I was older. So when I heard the government was in need of someone for this ombudsman position, I applied.” I shrugged. “I cannot be a solicitor, and this is the next best thing.”

			“I wonder how you came to get the job. Surely—”

			“Surely a man would be a better fit?” I said sharply.

			“That wasn’t what I was going to say,” he replied. He looked as if he found my ire amusing, which was even more annoying. “I was going to say that surely your government would believe a man to be more suitable. Even though that is not true. We do have those same prejudices in Hell, of course, but not to the same extent. Look at Keres—she wields extraordinary power, and she is female. Though we do muck it up with having beings in Hell who are neither male nor female, which makes it all the more meaningless. The gender division, I mean.”

			My eyes widened as he spoke. I wouldn’t have thought Hell of all places would be more tolerant of women’s independence than London.

			But here we were.

			“I got the position because nobody else applied,” I said simply. “Other humans were initially too terrified to even speak to other species, beyond necessary conversation. There were obviously some exceptions, but those people had already carved out professions for themselves.” I shrugged. “I was one of the few who met those two criteria.”

			“It is our good fortune you are our species ombudsman, Hastings,” he said, nodding his head deferentially.

			I basked in the appreciation. I knew I was good at my job—Mr. Connors had told me so—but there were few others who recognized the importance of what I was doing. Who knew that if I weren’t so successful at mediating conflict that London, and possibly then the world, might escalate into an interspecies war? It sounded self-aggrandizing, but I had spent many sleepless nights after a particularly difficult workday running through the scenarios of what might happen if I wasn’t successful.

			That was why I wanted more people—or beings—in my profession, beings I could train with my experience. But I was getting ahead of myself. Right now I had to make certain the Devil wasn’t the target of another assassination attempt, or I—or everyone in London—might be subject to the whole roasting-over-an-open-fire thing.

			“Do you like what you do?” I asked.

			“What I do?” he said, frowning.

			“Yes.” The server arrived just then with our food, placing the plates on the table in front of us. We’d both ordered shepherd’s pie, one of my favorites, which he had requested because he’d never had it. It was surprisingly enjoyable to introduce someone to things one took for granted.

			Perhaps that was how he was feeling After the Kiss. Perhaps he liked introducing me to the deliciousness of kissing and was momentarily intrigued by how clueless I was.

			Apologies to Fred the greengrocer once again for my lack of skill.

			And in exchange, here I was introducing the marquis to a dish made of ground meat and mashed potatoes. Not quite the same thing.

			He took a bite, then drew his head back in surprise. “That is excellent,” he said. “It looks like a proper mess on the plate, but then you eat it, and—” At which point he closed his eyes and chewed, his expression one of utter pleasure.

			I swallowed as I regarded him, his beautiful face, his strong throat with its Adam’s apple, then the spot where his neck met his shoulders. He eschewed a cravat today, unlike most other human-presenting men of my acquaintance (Mr. Connors sometimes wore a bandanna around his neck, but that was entirely different), so his neck was bare.

			The sight of it was almost as shocking as it was for a lady to show her ankles. At least, I knew I felt a flutter as I looked at it.

			“Seen enough, Hastings?” he said in a smug tone.

			I jumped, then met his eyes again, feeling entirely guilty.

			“It’s fine,” he continued. “I don’t mind in the least. I am accustomed to being looked at, after all.”

			Of course. A timely reminder that this was a powerful, beautiful being who was far out of my world, someone who wouldn’t normally deign to speak to a nonentity like me. It wasn’t that I didn’t value myself, but I knew where I stood in this new world’s hierarchy, which was to say, slightly above horses, which could at least move very quickly, and slightly below the most rudimentary troll, who at least could look intimidating, if nothing else.

			“And I very much like being looked at by you,” he added in a much warmer tone.

			Oh. I felt my insides flutter and hastily swallowed a bite of pie. It was quite good; he was correct.

			“You didn’t answer my question,” I said, my voice strained. “About if you like what you do.”

			“What do I do?” he said, making it sound as though that was the first time he’d thought about it. “I suppose I do something similar to you, though not in an official capacity. I smooth things over in Hell. I ensure my father doesn’t have to bestir himself too much—he is really quite lazy; he hates to have to think—and I settle petty differences between demons.”

			I gave him a look of astonishment. “It sounds as though you do precisely what I do. Do you enjoy it?”

			He pondered it for a moment, those exquisite eyebrows drawn together in thought. “I think I do. I wouldn’t want to just sit around and torture people all day, like my father does.”

			I shuddered. “I thought you said he was lazy?”

			He shook his head. “That is sport to him. He sees it as his duty, a very pleasant duty, to dole out the punishment those arriving in our domain deserve. We’re as punitive and judgmental there as you are up here, you see.”

			I bristled at the comment but realized it was the truth, even though it stung. Prior to the Revelation, there had been various types of inequity among humans, depending on wealth, status, race, and gender; after the Revelation, the inequities were still sorting themselves out, but it was easy to see a clear ranking emerging, with humans at the bottom and vampires—Queen Victoria in the lead—at the top. The old inequities were still there, of course, but altered due to the change in the world.

			“I wonder if I can persuade the cook to share the recipe,” the marquis said, scooping up another bite of pie on his fork. “It can be difficult to find certain vegetables, though finding fresh meat is never a problem.” His accompanying grin made my insides quake for a moment, and not in a good way, as I thought about what type of fresh meat he might be talking about.

			Never mind that, I told myself, squashing it away in a tiny part of my brain. If I allowed myself to get drawn into the specifics of life in Hell, I’d never be able to concentrate on what was happening up here, which seemed hellish enough at the moment.

			“So who do you think might be the mole?” I asked.

			“Mole?” he said, sounding confused.

			“The spy,” I clarified. “The one who knew where your father would be and told that information to whoever sent that assassin.”

			“Mole,” he repeated. “Something operating under the cover of darkness. Clever. I like that.”

			“Yes, well, we can discuss etymology at another time,” I said impatiently. Not that I didn’t appreciate a curious man who wanted to learn more; I did. Just not now, when we were supposed to be figuring out who might be wanting to harm the Devil, which would cause chaos throughout the country.

			I rather thought the word sourcing could wait.

			He shrugged. “There are, as you have observed, quite a lot of beings in my father’s entourage. He brought his entire staff—his accountant, whom you met; his two assistants; his secretary; Keres; her assistants; his punching bag; and Jirzinar, who’s the one in charge of dark punishments.”

			Not heavy punishments, as I’d supposed.

			“Jirzinar prefers to keep to himself, so you haven’t seen him yet. And then he also brought a few lesser demons because he loves a good sycophant, and they are excellent at sycophancy,” he said, his lip curling. “Cerberus the dog, and likely some others I’ve forgotten.”

			“That seems daunting,” I said, sounding…daunted. “We also can’t overlook the fact that someone might be tasked with observing your father’s movements. The Queen might have ordered it, for example, or that duke. I can see him wishing to be apprised of what the Devil is doing while here.” I considered it. “I am the representative from the government, at least the official representative, but there could be other people involved. People I am not aware of.” An unsettling thought but one we had to consider.

			“I have thought of that,” he said. “But as you pointed out, very few were aware of the change in plans, and while the Queen or someone else may have a spy keeping track of our movements, we can only investigate the beings we know about for now.” His expression was grim. “I examined the knife—it was made of iron.”

			“Oh,” I said, realizing what that meant. “How dangerous—?” I began.

			“Iron can harm us,” he said. “It will kill a lesser demon. Steel is more commonly used for knives here—the person who threw that knife knew enough to choose a knife made of iron. That points to someone who knows more about us than the average individual.”

			“Oh,” I said, prickles of alarm running through me. “That means it wasn’t just a random attack, then.”

			“No.”

			He produced a pad of paper and a pencil from God knew where—or rather, Devil knew where—and began to write the names in a column. “It shouldn’t be too difficult to figure out the mole, to be honest. The lesser demons aren’t all that intelligent, so if it’s one of them, they’ll slip up soon.” He raised his head to look at me. “I doubt it is them. They seem to have only one purpose in life, and that is not to be put into Jirzinar’s hands.”

			I flinched, wondering if this Jirzinar was in charge of roasting unsatisfactory ombudsmen as well. I’d been too preoccupied with other things to think about it recently, but it was still a very real threat. I couldn’t see the marquis risking his relationship with his father and his standing in Hell to save me if I’d done something to incur roasting. My kisses weren’t that good.

			“It’s not Cerberus, since he can’t communicate very well. Only my father understands him.” He scratched a line through the dog’s name. “So that leaves the assistants. I forget their names, as well as—Phenex, Keres, Jirzinar, and the punching bag.”

			My eyes widened. “Um—I thought you meant an actual punching bag.”

			“I was listing the beings who’d arrived with my father—why would I list that as well?” he asked, giving me a questioning look.

			A look that made me feel as though I had the intelligence of an ant.

			“Yes, well, I couldn’t imag—” But then I thought about it, and I could imagine it. “So—does this punching bag individual like their work?”

			The marquis’s lips curled into a knowing smile. “Very much so. You understand, there are certain types who like—”

			“Stop right there,” I said, holding up my hand. I had heard enough from Lily to know what he was talking about. “So the punching bag is not one of our likely suspects, which leaves the two nameless assistants, the other assistants, the secretary, the two people I met, and this Jirzinar person.”

			“Not a person,” he clarified.

			“Fine,” I said, waving a hand, feeling exhausted by the length of the list of our suspects. “So how do we ascertain who is more or less likely out of those?”

			He thought for a moment, then gave me a look that unsettled me all the way down to my toes. “We’re going to have to host a party.”
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			“A party, hmm?” Lily’s speculative look made my unsettled feelings bloom all the way into full-blown terror. It was the day after I’d spoken with the marquis. He’d brought me home and left me at my door like a gentleman, despite my secret wish he’d try for another kiss. I knew it wasn’t because he didn’t want to—the desire in his eyes was palpable—so there must have been something else going on, and that made me uneasy. Or uneasier, since I was already fairly rattled by everything.

			Let’s just say I couldn’t stop thinking what duties the Devil’s punching bag had to perform.

			“Despite what you’ve said about him, I doubt the Devil will want something tame, like a tea party,” Lily continued. Her expression turned thoughtful. “Though there are innovative things to do with—”

			“No,” I said firmly. “I do not want to hear what it is you are about to say. I told him yes, since we have to reveal the mole before the being does any real damage, but I don’t want to get even more petrified about what might happen.”

			Hannah placed teacups in front of both of us, and I took a grateful sip. “Thank you.”

			She nodded at me as she sat down in her special seat. “You need it.” It wasn’t a question. “And you’re still going to go to that anti-Devil meeting? The one from the flyer?”

			I’d brought the flyer home and told my housemates what I planned on doing. Lily was very excited about rigging me up in disguise, while Hannah really wanted to attend as well, but her diminutive stature made it impossible for her to achieve any disguise other than “Fairy dressed as _____.”

			“Yes, that’s in three days.”

			I suppose it wasn’t technically what I should have been doing, sharing the details of my current…detail with my housemates, but I knew neither one of them wanted to assassinate the Devil, nor did they want London to become the battleground for internecine warfare, so they were not in cahoots with anybody.

			Besides, it wasn’t as though Lily couldn’t just go dig up any information she wanted on her own; she was a succubus, after all, and could obtain things no mere mortal (like me) or even mere supernatural (like Hannah) could.

			There was something to be said for sexual power.

			Which I absolutely should not be thinking about in connection to myself, but here I was. What if the marquis was stringing me along for some sort of nefarious purpose? Using his devil-given gifts and extensive charm?

			But to what goal?

			I supposed that was what I should be discovering, what with my covert double spying for Mr. Connors. If there was such a plot, I needed to know about it before it could be implemented.

			“I wish things were simpler,” I groused, finishing my tea. “I wish I just had to solve a conflict between a mountain-owning troll and a lair-needing dragon or something. At least there I’d know precisely what danger I’d be in. Here I have no idea what is happening. Just that I’ll be attending a party given by the Devil, which is not something I ever imagined—or wished—to say.”

			If my friends were less like themselves and more sympathetic, they would have given me consoling looks and possibly another cup of tea.

			As it was, they exchanged glances with each other and then burst out in laughter. “Oh, it is terrible to be you,” Lily said, fluttering her lush eyelashes. “To have to go to a party with a handsome Devil.” She spoke in mock horror, putting her hand up to her chest as though in sympathy. I knew better.

			“You’ll need another gown,” Hannah observed. “You can’t go in the same one twice. And this time,” she said, nodding at Lily, “it should be one that is a bit more…abundant.”

			I blanched. “What does that mean?”

			Lily rose. “Don’t you worry about that. I know precisely what it means. And I know precisely the gown for you.” She walked toward her rooms.

			“The party isn’t for at least a week, perhaps longer,” I called out in panic.

			“Let her go,” Hannah said. “She is having a lot of fun with this, she is not very friendly with others of her kind, and so she doesn’t get to share her interests.”

			“You mean to say that all of this”—I made an expansive gesture—“is like being a succubus?” I sounded horrified. I wasn’t a prude, but I was definitely more modest than Lily.

			Hannah rolled her eyes. “Of course not, you idiot. But it is akin to it, what with being something you need to look good for, and there is the sexual element.”

			I put my palm up to her. “Stop. No. I can’t be discussing all of this with you.”

			Hannah’s beautiful eyes widened in feigned innocence. “No? Well, then, who else should you be discussing this with?”

			Fine. She had a point. It wasn’t as though either one of my friends would think the worse of me. If they did, then they weren’t my friends.
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			An Incomplete Guide to Navigating Supernatural Species in the Post-Revelation World, or The Old Rules Don’t Apply

			Before the Great Revelation, there were accepted ways of doing things and accepted people to do them. Chefs in great houses were always men; men were also always the ones in charge of equine matters, while women were assigned tasks relating to housework and children.

			In addition, certain classes only did certain things. If a gentleman created an enormous mess, did he then clean it up? Of course not. Even if he was impoverished (as so many aristocratic families tend to be, what with the not-deigning-to-work thing), he would scrape a few pennies up so he would not have to sully himself with the tidying.

			But things are different now. At least, they should be.

			If a lady wishes to take a turn in the kitchens because she yearns to make the perfect soufflé, she should be allowed to—and have her wish be viewed not just as a quaint aberration. If an impoverished aristocrat wishes to change his situation and use his hands for work, he shouldn’t be mocked.

			Everything is different now. The rules should be different too.
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			Ten

			The anti-Devil meeting took place, appropriately enough, in a church located about a half mile from my offices. The marquis had told me the night before I wouldn’t be needed today—it seemed the Devil wanted a day off from revelry—so I’d spent time in the office doing paperwork, mainly tracking how some of the past conflicts I’d resolved were going and deftly dodging some of Mr. Connors’s questions.

			I really wasn’t cut out for this double agent spy thing. I was normally plainly honest, so when Mr. Connors asked me my impressions of the Devil and his son, it was difficult to respond indifferently.

			I did get to tell him I thought the Devil was akin to a preening debutante, which was delightful. Mr. Connors laughed so hard he barked, and his tail knocked over a stack of books he’d placed on the floor.

			While that was enjoyable, he pressed me on my thoughts on the marquis, and I couldn’t very well tell him that certain Hastings lady parts were all aflutter because of his dark hair, golden eyes, and rakish good looks. Or that the marquis had indicated a certain interest in me that had manifested beyond the professional.

			Or that the marquis and I were working on a covert operation to discover who had leaked the Devil’s location to an assassin.

			That would be the big item, I supposed.

			I was therefore exhausted at the end of my workday, but I wasn’t going to skip the meeting on the slim chance that one of the conspirators would be there and would let something slip. At the very least, I would be able to discern just how frightened some of the populace were and what types of species were the most frightened.

			I had deliberately worn my fussy housekeeper gown that day so I could be as innocuous as possible (I didn’t need to be in disguise after all, despite my housemates’ dismay) and entered the meeting a few minutes after the announced starting time of seven o’clock.

			There was already a substantial number of beings there, which was concerning. If this many individuals were perturbed by the appearance of the Devil in their midst—when their Queen was a self-professed blood drinker—then it seemed that Hell–England relations might not go as smoothly as I might have hoped.

			“Take a flyer.” A fairy handed me a piece of paper at the door, then nodded to one of the corners of the room. “There’s some space over there—there might even be a seat left.”

			“Thank you,” I said, moving in the direction she’d pointed to. Along the way, I passed mostly humans, but there were a few other species, ranging from a trio of harpies to an ogre or two, as well as some werewolves (or extremely hirsute individuals, but I tended to think they were the former).

			I found a chair, an old rickety thing that looked as though it’d been in use for a good long while, and held my breath while sitting down. Thankfully, it didn’t collapse. I scanned the flyer, which repeated some of the same verbiage from the original one I’d seen, plus added some details:

			The Devil wants to drag you back to Hell with him!

			Likely not, I thought, since he just had to wait until death to get the ones he wanted. What would be the point of taking people early? Also, I couldn’t imagine the Devil—who did seem quite lazy, despite his enthusiasm for all things torturous—would want to bestir himself enough to drag anything back with him, unless it was potent alcohol, a flattering portrait of himself, or the most excellent treacle tarts.

			What other creatures has he brought to pollute our streets?

			Well, that I could answer. Demons and a drooling dog. Not really worth getting in a fuss over, what with our current situation.

			Honestly, it seemed that our world had learned very little from the Great Revelation. The whole point was that there were other creatures in the world, and that meant we had to remain open-minded about possible additional creatures in the world. It really wasn’t that hard, but some people refused to let go of their prior prejudices, or they just couldn’t wrap their heads around any kind of change.

			I had to say, I was feeling quite grumpy about this whole thing. Or perhaps it was because I hadn’t eaten enough—I had come to the meeting directly after leaving the office. Usually I would be home by now, munching on a bit of cheese or something as I figured out what I wanted for dinner. If I was lucky, Hannah would have cooked something already. She made an excellent savory pudding.

			“If I might have your attention, please?”

			It was one of the harpies, a woman with an appropriately beak-like nose, whose wings were exposed through some clever tailoring. She followed her words by clapping her hands and then uttering a sharp whistle, which silenced everyone in the room.

			I took that opportunity to survey more of the attendees.

			“As you know,” she began, “we have learned the Devil is in London.”

			Several people booed.

			I noticed other beings who seemed to prefer anonymity—hats pulled low over their faces or cloaks disguising their figures—and decided to observe them more closely. Perhaps they were just modest dressers, or they were beings who didn’t want to be seen attending this kind of meeting. If it was the latter, I needed to know.

			“He has the temerity to come up here, to be welcomed by the Queen, a vampire who can defend herself if he were to attack. But what about the rest of us?” she asked, swiveling her position to address every corner of the room. “We are undefended, and the Queen did not see fit to warn us so we could protect ourselves. We only know he is here because of a disturbance in Saint Aloysius’s Church—” And then she gestured to another of the harpies, and I recognized the woman who’d been so reluctant to help at the bazaar.

			It wasn’t a secret secret that he was here—after all, he’d been gallivanting around London like any other tourist, doing typical tourist things—but it somehow didn’t feel right that the church harpy would run around inciting everyone’s anti-Devil sentiment. There was a reason the government hadn’t treated it as an official visit. I wasn’t surprised to see the now-sober vicar from Saint Aloysius’s as well; he looked less terrified than the last time I saw him. A petty part of me wanted, however, to go up to him and tell him the Devil wanted to thank him in particular, just to see how he’d react.

			“Where more of Hell’s citizens emerged from a portal that mysteriously opened while the Devil was there,” the harpy continued.

			Another reason to continue to be mad at the marquis for testing me. If the Devil’s visit to the church had just resulted in some sales of jam and a few parasols, perhaps the church harpy wouldn’t have gotten so alarmed. The vicar would have been, but he would have been on his own.

			Humph.

			I noticed one of the incognitoed attendees looking around at the other beings as I was, and I focused more closely on them.

			They were most definitely not human, though I couldn’t say what they were. Their skin had a ghastly pallor, as though they’d been kept from the sun, but they didn’t have a vampire’s unmistakable haughty aura (really, they were absolutely full of themselves all the time. No wonder, they could kill anyone within seconds, but did they have to swagger about so we were just as aware of their lethality? It made polite conversation a bit strained).

			“What is the Devil doing here in the first place?” the harpy continued.

			Nobody would believe me if I told them. Especially the treacle-tarts bit.

			“Is he going to try to lure us to his home?” she demanded.

			The individual I was watching looked up suddenly, meeting my gaze, and I gasped. It was one of the Devil’s demons, one of the ones I hadn’t met the other night. They nodded in recognition, and I did the same in return.

			“Is he going to try to take over London?” she continued.

			They began to make their way over to me, and my mind started racing as to what I would say—I supposed it wasn’t entirely odd I was here, given my assignment, but I hadn’t told the Devil or the marquis I would be attending, and that seemed like a deliberate omission.

			Because it was.

			“Hello,” the being whispered, stooping down when they reached my side. I rose from my chair and leaned against the wall.

			The harpy was now in full-on ranting mode, mostly repeating what she had said earlier, albeit in different ways, so I didn’t have to pay full attention.

			“Hello,” I returned, also speaking quietly. “I’m—”

			“I know who you are,” they said. “I’m Az’gen. You can call me Az.”

			“Nice to meet you, Az,” I said.

			A few of the attendees in front of us turned and glared. I made an apologetic gesture and resumed listening.

			Eventually, another speaker, this time a human, got up and spoke, urging the attendees to be cautious and stick together when out late at night. Good advice at all times, I wanted to point out, not just when the Devil was in town.

			The third speaker, the vicar from Saint Aloysius, returned to the harpy’s themes of drumming up fear against the Devil’s presence. I knew he was truly frightened, so I couldn’t blame him, but I wished he were less hyperbolic about the whole thing.

			I kept searching the crowd, wondering if there were any other infiltrators, but by now there were so many in attendance it was hard to see everyone.

			I’d have to stick by the exit and see if I could identify anyone else as they left. Though I’d have to somehow shake my new friend—I didn’t want to share that I was mole hunting in addition to anti-Devil surveillance gathering.

			Finally, the meeting broke up, just as I was rolling my eyes for what felt like the hundredth time at the speaker’s overblown language. Honestly, thus far, the Devil wasn’t any worse than a reasonably bad human. He just had horns, a tail, and the methods to enact his punishments—both light and dark. The harpy from Saint Aloysius’s piped up to say she had brought some holy water, which would protect against demons and the Devil in particular, and she began to distribute it as the participants made to leave.

			“Miss Hastings,” Az said, while we were making our way out, “please don’t tell them I was here.” They sounded nervous. “I, um, saw the notice about the meeting, and I have been thinking about finding a new position, and I wanted to gauge the general sentiment about His Evilness and Hell. Given this, though,” they said, gesturing to the disgruntled crowd, “it sounds like I might be stuck there for a while.” They sounded so mournful I couldn’t help but sympathize. On the other hand, I imagined the Devil himself would be rather pleased at how dimly he was viewed by the general populace. Or perhaps not, given his generally vain self.

			I hadn’t realized a denizen of Hell could be just another employee and might have the freedom to hunt for another position. Did that mean they took a salary? Did they get days off? Oh my goodness, did Hell have unions?

			“What do you do there?” I asked. “Perhaps I could keep my eye out—”

			“I assist Keres in her work. I’m a stakeholder,” Az replied.

			“Pardon?” As far as I knew, stakeholders were the people who held money during betting. It didn’t sound like a sustainable position to me. Nor did it seem light-punishment related.

			“A stakeholder,” Az repeated. “I hold the stakes when souls are being nailed to them.”

			My stomach roiled. Perhaps it was a good thing I hadn’t eaten after all.

			“I don’t know that we have that kind of job up here,” I said in as delicate a manner as possible. “We don’t generally—”

			“But you do have executions,” Az said, sounding almost gleeful.

			“Mm, yes,” I admitted.

			“Those skills are transferable,” they replied. “It’s all pretty much the same thing.”

			It was beginning to sound as though the only difference between here and Hell was the elevation.

			We were at the exit by now, and I was wondering how to gracefully disengage myself when a hand reached out and grabbed me. I yelped—not my finest moment—and turned to see the marquis, his good looks almost entirely obscured by an enormous fake mustache. He was wearing clothing that looked as though it had been chosen by someone who liked taking risks—I’m not saying that navy and pea green don’t go together, but they are definitely a choice—and his hat was an old battered thing that he might’ve found on a dust heap.

			“Hastings.”

			He sounded annoyed. Mad, almost.

			“My lord.”

			His lips, or what I could see of them, given the obstruction, thinned in distaste. But I was not going to call him Marcellus in front of my new friend Az. Actually, I should not be calling him Marcellus at all; that would be a level of intimacy that would invite more intimacy, and I already felt tempted enough.

			And there I went again, thinking about kissing him. Stop it, Hastings, I reminded myself. The mustache should have been deterrent enough. That it wasn’t meant I was very far gone.

			“She’s coming with me,” he told said new friend, who looked terrified. Rightly so, since Az had just mentioned not wanting anyone to know they had been at the meeting.

			The marquis tightened his hold on my arm, but I resisted, yanking away from him. I still wanted to observe everyone leaving, after all.

			“I don’t want to leave ju—” I began, but he leaned in and stared into my eyes.

			“Come with me. Now.”

			I could tell he was using his demon power on me, and it was effective—I started to walk with him, though I could feel every fiber of my being screaming against it. It was as though he’d wrapped ropes around my body and was tugging me along with an inescapable force that was impossible to resist. It felt quite unpleasant, to be honest.

			Interesting. When he’d used the power on me before for the kiss, I most definitely didn’t feel this reluctance within myself. That must have meant I wanted to kiss him, even though I hadn’t truly acknowledged it. Or he hadn’t used it in the first place?

			I’d have to test his power—what it could and couldn’t make me do.

			Or not. Because who knew what else he might persuade or command me to do?

			I probably shouldn’t answer that.

			Though it honestly wouldn’t take much to get me to want to do more of that with him. Or even that.

			I couldn’t lie to myself about what I wanted. Even though it was likely the worst idea I’d ever had.

			“Where are we going?” I asked.

			“You didn’t eat.”

			“How do you know that?” I asked, surprised.

			“I know things about you, Hastings.”

			If I weren’t so intrigued by him, that comment would have been terribly creepy. As it was, it was only slightly creepy. But I was still intrigued.

			It was sadly hypocritical that if a less attractive person had said the exact same words, I would have drawn the blade from my cane right away. But because it was him, I was only mildly irked.

			“I assume you are hungry too, then,” I remarked.

			“Famished.”

			We walked in silence for a bit, with me looking around for an eating establishment where we would go relatively unnoticed. Given his getup, however, I didn’t think that would be possible.

			“Where did you find those clothes, by the way?”

			He glanced down at himself. “These things? Zeglas, one of the demons you didn’t meet, lent them to me.”

			“Remind me never to ask Zeglas for fashion advice,” I said dryly.

			He laughed, and I couldn’t help but join in. This moment felt incredibly normal, walking arm in arm with a charming gentleman along a London street at night. That I was a human and he was the Devil’s son didn’t seem to matter; for now, we were just two people on our way to dinner.

			It couldn’t last, of course. I didn’t mean the whole walking-to-dinner thing; of course that would end. I meant the feeling-normal thing. There was no chance any of this was sustainable, which I had to remind myself, even when he was being the most charming and the most kissable person I’d ever met.

			Which was all the time.

			Except, perhaps, for right now with that egregious thing on his face.

			“Can you remove that?” I asked, gesturing to the offending item.

			“You don’t like my facial flora?” he said, twirling one side of the mustache.

			I shuddered. “It’s hideous. Hellish, even.”

			He tilted his head back and laughed even harder than before, making me grin in satisfaction. It was thrilling to be able to make a demonic creature burst out in laughter, of all things, when demons from Hell—as far as I understood—were not generally known for being humorous or even possessing a sense of humor in the first place.

			“Oh, over there,” I said, pointing to a chophouse across the street. “I don’t know it, but it looks as though it could be fine.”

			“I like that you are willing to take a risk, Hastings.” His tone was resonant with meaning, and I felt it through my whole body. “But first—” He stopped and put his hand back up to his mustache and yanked it off, dropping it on the pavement.

			I stepped forward and ground my heel into it, a bright smile on my face. “There. Now as long as everyone we see is colorblind—”

			“Poor Zeglas,” he murmured, shaking his head.

			“If he were truly poor, perhaps he would have to sell some of his clothing,” I retorted, causing the marquis to break into laughter again.

			We crossed the street, him still chuckling, me feeling the warm glow of our whatever-it-was alongside the knowledge that it was only fleeting.
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			An Incomplete Guide to Navigating Supernatural Species in the Post-Revelation World, or Never Talk Down to an Elf

			While this guide is directed primarily toward humans (written, as it is, by a human), we don’t want to exclude other species from our directives. Which is, rather, the whole point of the guide in the first place.

			Don’t exclude.

			We could begin and end the guide with those words, but it would end up being rather short and also rather dictatorial, neither of which we wish to be.

			Also it wouldn’t be productive, because being lectured isn’t a very effective way of getting one’s point across (do you hear that, Charlotte Yonge? Samuel Richardson? Thomas Hardy?).

			Don’t exclude.

			Don’t lecture.

			Don’t condescend.

			Words of advice for anyone in their life, regardless of their interactions.
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			Eleven

			The chophouse was quite busy, which augured well for the quality of the meal. We sat down, ordering chops, of course, since there wasn’t anything else on the menu. The server brought us ale, which was good, though not as delicious as Joseph’s.

			“Why did you go tonight?” he asked, then took a sip. “More importantly, if you were going, why didn’t you tell me?”

			I shifted in my seat. “Well, I didn’t want you to jeopardize your own situation by insisting on accompanying me, which I knew you would. And,” I continued, gesturing toward him, “I was correct. You’re here. And you knew where I was going to be, since you knew I hadn’t eaten.” I shrugged. “It wouldn’t be unfitting for someone in my position to attend such an event regardless. I do wish I had been able to observe more of the attendees, however. You exercising your power to make me leave meant I couldn’t stay.” I frowned at him, but he only smiled in return.

			“I already took care of that, Hastings. Az’gen was there, as you know. Besides that, no one else from our group went. I would have been able to tell.” He gave me a narrow look.

			“Besides, we already have a plan. I’m going to throw a party, and you’ll be there, and we can observe everyone and see who might want to thwart my father.”

			“You mean assassinate him. Thwart makes it sound like they plan on swapping his sugar for salt.”

			He scoffed. “It’s not as though anyone could actually kill him. The assassination attempts are merely to make him aware of the danger, to make him do something reckless.” He exhaled. “My father doesn’t always—that is, never—thinks before he acts.”

			“Like a spoiled debutante,” I murmured.

			I hadn’t thought about the fact that the assassination attempt was just that—an attempt. That the spectacle was the point, not the result.

			So why did someone want to make a display of trying to kill the Devil? Was it to threaten him? Or was it to expose him to somehow weaken the government? Or perhaps something else I hadn’t thought of yet?

			And who had threatened the Queen?

			The chops arrived as my head was starting to hurt from thinking about it, and soon we were both engrossed in the enormous plates of meat in front of us. I hadn’t realized just how hungry I was until I found him giving me a curious look.

			“What?” I asked after I finished chewing.

			“You moaned.”

			“I— No, I didn’t,” I said, feeling my face start to flush.

			His smile was utterly wicked. “You did. It was quite an interesting sound, Hastings. I’d like to hear it more often.”

			Oh dear. This was what I was trying to avoid. Though I knew I couldn’t. There was just too much of whatever-it-was running between us. Thankfully, we were in a public spot, or I might have been tempted into something entirely scandalous.

			And I also had more chop to consume. Priorities.

			I focused my attention on my food rather than on the Adonis seated across from me.

			When I felt as though my stomach was about to burst, I finally looked up, only to see him staring at me.

			“What? Do I have something on my face?”

			He grinned. “You mean besides your nose, eyes, and mouth? No. I was just looking at you. You’re very pretty.”

			I blushed. “Thank you. Though I am not.”

			One eyebrow rose. “Are you saying I am wrong?” His voice was haughty, and I snorted.

			“Of course not, my lord marquis, sir,” I replied in a mock-subservient manner. “I would never do anything so disrespectful, sir.”

			He shot me a look of disbelief, then picked up his glass and drained it, signaling to the server for another.

			“Have you decided when your party will be?” I asked, taking a sip from my own glass.

			The chophouse had gotten less busy, so it felt almost relaxing, which was a novel feeling since getting this assignment. I hadn’t had time to even walk Dante—Hannah had been taking care of him—much less sit idly after a meal.

			“In a week or so. I’ve spoken to the person in charge at Clarence House—he said we’re welcome to use their public areas. The only restriction he listed was no fire, which limits things a little.”

			I did not want to ask.

			“And you’ll be inviting?”

			“The Queen and Prince Albert, of course, plus that obnoxious duke.” He waved his hand. “Your boss—that dog—plus that other one.”

			“Lord Hennawi,” I supplied.

			“And I suppose some other beings who want to come gawk at His Evilness.” He already sounded bored.

			“Will it be a party like—?” I began.

			“Like one of yours here?” he interrupted. “I imagine. Music, dancing, food, drink. Just, hopefully, not as tedious. Oh, and if you want to invite anyone, if you’ve got friends.”

			I brightened, thinking how much fun Hannah and Lily would have. “Yes, that would be—”

			“As long as they aren’t gentlemen,” he added with a scowl.

			I was secretly pleased he seemed to be jealous. “No, they’re not. My housemates.”

			“That’s fine, then.”

			We settled our bill—he paid, despite my protestations—and he hailed a hackney to take me home, ignoring my insistence I could walk. He took my hand, guiding me inside the coach, holding it for an extra moment. I knew I wasn’t imagining the electricity between us, especially when he sat beside me, his shoulder against mine. My breath caught as I anticipated our being alone.

			“I don’t want you to be in any danger, Hastings,” he said, when we were inside the coach.

			“Any more danger, you mean, given that I am consorting with a demon,” I pointed out. Danger I was willingly entering into. Danger I was welcoming, if I was being honest with myself.

			“Not just any demon,” he replied. “You are consorting with me.”

			And then he slid over on the seat, wrapped his arms around me, and lowered his mouth to mine.
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			I knew somehow that he wasn’t using any of his demon power this time. He didn’t have to. I wanted to kiss him as badly as he wanted to kiss me.

			His lips pressed against mine gently at first; then his hold tightened on me, and his mouth pressed harder as his tongue licked my lips. I opened for him, and our tongues clashed in a sort of tongue duel, both of us devouring the other. It felt manic, intoxicating, and entirely subsuming.

			My whole body was aflame, and I ached everywhere, wanting his touch on me. Dangerous for any single woman cavorting with a gentleman, much less for this single woman cavorting with this demon. Still, I couldn’t resist sliding my palms over his back, digging my fingers into his shoulders as I edged closer to him.

			He let go of me for a brief moment to haul my body onto his, so I was seated crossways on his lap. He broke the kiss to bury his head into my neck, biting and sucking the skin there as I leaned my head back against him, likely making that same moaning sound he’d noticed before.

			His mouth moved lower, to my upper chest, and one hand went to my shin, stroking under my skirt as I bit my lip to contain the overwhelming feelings. I hadn’t done everything with Fred the greengrocer, but I knew what happened between men and women, and I could understand why many found it so difficult to stop once they started.

			Thank God we were in a moving carriage and not alone with access to some sort of horizontal surface where we could be supine.

			“Hastings, you drive me mad,” he murmured against my skin. “I’ve never felt like this.” I didn’t know if that was true or if he was just saying it, but it was gratifying to hear nonetheless.

			His hand was now at my knee, and I mentally urged it higher, never mind my modesty and what a proper young lady would want. It was a new world, and I was a woman of the New World. As long as I didn’t harm anyone or myself, I should be able to do as I pleased.

			Though the last part—harming myself—did apply to heartbreak, and if I allowed myself to develop feelings for this being, I would face an inevitable heartbreak.

			But I couldn’t think on that now. Not when his mouth had returned to claim mine, not when his fingers were caressing my thigh, not when I could feel the evidence of his arousal underneath my bottom.

			I wriggled, and he groaned, low and deep in his throat. Good to know that demons reacted similarly to humans in some ways—my experience with Fred the greengrocer was useful after all.

			His hand gripped my thigh, and then one of his fingers flicked me there, and I gasped.

			“You like that,” he said, his voice a low rasp.

			“Mm,” I replied. “I do.” I wanted him to know he had my consent. I wanted him to continue.

			He kissed me again, as feverishly as before, his fingers beginning a rhythmic stroke that threatened to tear me apart. I put one hand up to his hair, raking my fingers through it before sliding my hand to his chest, placing my palm flat.

			“Oh, lord,” I gasped, as his fingers hit another critical spot.

			“Say my name,” he urged.

			“Marcellus,” I said on a gasp. “Marcellus,” I said again, this time more of a cry as I climaxed, his fingers working their magic as I reached my peak.

			He made a noise of satisfaction, and then his movements slowed until they finally stopped, his kisses gentler, his touch softened.

			He, however, was still hard underneath me, and I felt momentarily guilty for not having done anything to assuage that.

			Not that it was practical, what with being in a hackney and all; unlike women, men’s moments were a lot messier, and one needed—in my experience—a few sturdy handkerchiefs to take care of the aftermath.

			“My goodness,” I said after a few moments.

			“Don’t you mean ‘my lord’?” he said smugly.

			“I believe I already gave you credit, Marcellus,” I replied, emphasizing his name.

			“Indeed you did,” he said, giving me a soft kiss.

			“But, er, aren’t you uncomfortable?” I asked, my cheeks heating yet again. I shouldn’t feel embarrassed about asking after his pleasure, not after climaxing by his hand, but here I was.

			I was British, after all.

			“I am, but nothing I can’t solve myself,” he replied smoothly. “When I get home and I’m alone in my room. I’ll think back to how you felt in my arms”—he kissed my neck—“and how you sounded when you came”—he nuzzled my ear—“and how you tasted,” and he put his fingers in his mouth and licked them, keeping eye contact with me the whole time.

			If I hadn’t already been weak-kneed and sitting down—on his lap, no less—I would have fallen to the floor on the spot. I was almost tempted to beg him to do it all over again, since my body felt ready for a second round, but I knew we were very close to my home.

			“What time do you need me to come tomorrow?”

			“Rather a dangerous question, don’t you think?” he said, his tone entirely filthy.

			I knew I turned scarlet then. “I mean—”

			“I know what you mean. Ten o’clock. You can help me plan the party.”

			The hackney slowed, and I pulled the shade away from the window to see we were approaching my house. I slid off his lap, being extra careful not to damage any of his parts, and tidied myself up as best I could.

			I knew Lily’s nose would be able to scent what had happened, so the chances of my not sharing were slim to none.

			He leaped out of the hackney first, paid the fare, and then assisted me out.

			“Thank you for a memorable evening, my lord,” I said, a mischievous tone in my voice.

			“Memorable indeed, Hastings. And I thought I told you to call me Marcellus.”

			“Only on certain occasions, my lord.” I looked up at him. “And on those occasions, you may call me Cora.”

			His gaze was on my mouth, so palpable it felt as though he were kissing me all over again. “Good night, Cora.”

			I nodded, then walked into the rooming house, my whole self tingling with all sorts of new feelings and emotions.
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			An Incomplete Guide to Navigating Supernatural Species in the Post-Revelation World, or Always Wear Paste Jewelry Around a Dragon

			Everyone has their flaws.

			There was that woman we mentioned earlier who paired red with yellow, and another recent example of navy blue with pea green; I myself can be impatient with people who are being deliberately obtuse.

			And supernatural species are no different. They will have their strengths and their flaws. The difference, however, is that their powers mean they can react to something in a tangible manner that will affect others in more than just a momentary way.

			So be conscious when engaging in interactions. Be aware that not everyone wants to hear your loud discourse on the joy of waking up early first thing in the morning. Or that commenting on how tiny a fairy appears is likely something they’ve heard many, many times before, and you don’t need to point it out.

			Just don’t poke the bear. Or the bear shifter.
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			Twelve

			Hannah and Lily were waiting for me when I went inside. I should have known; those two were as eager for information as any scandal sheet. Dante barked excitedly a few times as I entered, then jumped up for pets. I sat in a kitchen chair and braced myself for the inevitable inquisition.

			“Well?” Lily asked, her eyes bright.

			“You tell me,” I said. “I’m sure your sniffer there can reveal things I might not want to say.”

			She smiled. “I wasn’t going to mention it, at least not right away, but yes. How do you feel about him?”

			Hannah brought me a cup of tea, then sat on my other side. “Yes, how do you feel about him?” she echoed, sitting in her chair.

			That was a far more difficult question to answer than what I had done with him in that hackney. Though actually that wasn’t a difficult question—I knew how I felt about him, but I didn’t know what that meant about how I felt about him.

			Not that that made any sense.

			It was just—I certainly hadn’t expected, when I’d taken the ombudsman position, to be thinking about my own personal choices in relation to the beings I dealt with. I’d assumed I’d stay neutral, as I was supposed to. But here I was.

			I took a sip of tea as I considered how to answer Hannah’s question. “I don’t know,” I admitted. “I certainly like him. I wouldn’t be doing”—and I made a vague gesture—“all of this if I didn’t like him. But it’s not as though there is a future. I mean, he lives in Hell.” And he’ll be taking over as the Devil for his father, if I understood correctly. “I can’t imagine ever leaving London, let alone moving to Hell.”

			“It’d be warm,” Hannah pointed out.

			I laughed. “Yes, and it’s likely even more crowded than London.”

			Lily put her hand on mine. “We support you in however you feel or whatever you want to do with him, Cora.”

			It was rare to see Lily serious. Usually she was ribaldry and joy, so the effect was jarring.

			“I’m fine, I promise.” Even though the pain of his departure already made me ache. And not in the nice achy way he’d made me feel before.

			“Oh!” I said, remembering. “The marquis is throwing a party, and he’s said I can invite people also. I want you two to come. Plus,” I said, realizing as I spoke, “you can help me find the mole. That’s the whole point of the party after all.”

			“Are you sure it’s not so you can waltz with your demon?” Lily asked, returning to her usual self.

			I gave her a pointed look. “That will be a bonus. And you’ll be able to hunt there too.” There would be plenty of beings filled with all sorts of desires, perfect for Lily to quench her thirst.

			“That sounds lovely,” Hannah said, clapping her hands. “I know you get to go out often, Lily, with work, but the last time I went to anything was—I can’t remember.”

			“I think it was when your ex–fairy friend took you to a dance hall, only her obnoxious brother came, and it was clearly a romantic setup,” I said.

			Hannah scowled. “Yes. And I wouldn’t mind something to take the place of that. Plus we can all get dressed up!” She clapped her hands again, and I smiled. It was wonderful to see my friends happy.

			“Well,” Lily said, rising, “now you’ll have to look at what I found for you to wear, Cora. And we’ll figure something out for you,” she said, nodding toward Hannah.

			She returned within a few moments, a gown draped over her arm.

			I’d expected scarlet red or gold or some dramatic color, but it wasn’t; it was emerald green, simply made, but of the most lush satin I’d ever seen. She held it up, and I could see its fairly low neckline and accentuated waist, along with the tiny puffy tulle sleeves.

			“That is lovely,” I said.

			“I imagine most of the other guests will be wearing black, white, or red, given their hellish home,” she explained, drawing her hand over the fabric. “I want you to stand out, so I thought of this one. With the right jewelry and white gloves, you will look exquisite.”

			“I will. Thanks to you.” I went to her and, careful of the gown in her arms, wrapped her into a hug. Hannah got up and joined us, and soon we were all crying and laughing for some reason, even though nothing traumatic or particularly joyful had happened.

			There was a wonderful relief, I thought, when we were settled back down with tea and biscuits, to having people in your life that were as close as family but without all the difficulty family could bring.

			If nothing else, I was grateful to the Great Revelation for bringing individuals like Hannah and Lilith—and, yes, Marcellus—into my life.

			I just had to keep doing my job well so that life wouldn’t be turned into chaos.
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			Chaos was a good way to describe the days leading up to the party.

			Not only did I have to keep up with the Devil’s schedule of activities, which included sampling all the varieties of ices in London (lemon was a favorite, though Keres preferred chestnut), strolling around the financial district to “get a glimpse of his future inhabitants,” and playing croquet (the Devil, to no one’s surprise, cheated), but I also had to keep up with Marcellus.

			Marcellus was, interestingly, quite a stickler when it came to planning out the details. Like his father, he wanted the absolute best in everything, but unlike his parent, he was, startlingly, willing to put in the work to achieve that goal. He’d decided the theme for the night would be Hell on Earth, which meant lots of black and red decorations (Lily had been absolutely right in her guess on color), as well as certain thematic choices, such as having the lesser demons head out into London society to personally deliver the invitations rather than hand them to any of the Queen’s staff.

			That was certain to cause some consternation, I thought, but I didn’t share my concern aloud. And now there would be no keeping the Devil’s presence in London a secret, but that cat was rather out of the bag anyway, so it didn’t matter.

			The Clarence House ballroom could accommodate two hundred people, so Marcellus added more to the guest list so the event would be perceived as a success.

			“Won’t that make it more difficult for us to find our mole?” I asked. We were in the ballroom, seated at a long table that would eventually serve as a buffet. The room was mostly bare of furniture, save a few random chairs, and the doors were shut, giving us privacy. Above were three enormous chandeliers, their candles unlit, however, as it was daytime. The drapes were open to let in the sunlight, such as it was, and it felt very cozy, despite the relative spareness.

			We were working our way through visual depictions of the seven deadly sins—we’d made fake pound notes for greed, and Marcellus said he’d ordered live snakes for envy, though he promised they would all be in cages. I did not ask about the live snakes already in attendance at the end of his father’s cane. We were in a fix about what to do for sloth; the obvious answer was “nothing,” but that was far too clever. I suggested getting comfortable seating and perhaps even a bed or two, but Marcellus seemed to think some of his hellish companions might take that as an actual invitation to sin. And besides, that might seem like it was echoing lust, which would be quite inappropriate, given that this was the equivalent of an office party.

			The gluttony angle was obvious—Marcellus and I had been tasting treats prepared by the Clarence House chef multiple times a day since we had decided on the day of the party, so much so that I wasn’t hungry for dinner when I went home. I had been bringing food home, in fact, which made both Hannah and Dante quite pleased (Lily was usually at work in the evening).

			“It’s not as though we haven’t narrowed down the possible list of culprits already,” Marcellus replied. He was focused on arranging a vase full of peacock feathers, for pride. I didn’t ask how he’d gotten them, except there was a notice in the papers about a countess whose prize peacocks were suddenly shedding.

			Marcellus denied having anything to do with it.

			I didn’t believe him, especially because he winked as he denied it.

			“But you’ll have to host and watch over your father and such,” I pointed out. “You won’t have time to go mole hunting.”

			“I can do many things, Hastings,” he said in a knowing tone. One that made my insides wobble.

			There hadn’t been much of that in recent memory since we had been far too busy during the past week. I was both grateful and disappointed, since I needed to sort out my feelings, but also, it felt so wonderful I wanted more.

			Yes, I was a contradiction. And I was a red-blooded female in thrall to a ridiculously handsome demon. Some things can’t be helped.

			“The thing I can’t entirely understand,” I said, returning to our earlier line of conversation as I tried to push those thoughts away—I was fashioning a mini pitchfork out of some wire as I spoke (that would be for wrath; Marcellus had brushed aside my concern the attendees would use them to poke one another during the party, because “I don’t care if they damage one another”)—“is what is the purpose of the assassination attempt? Your father cannot be killed, can he?”

			He paused in his own work, which was comparing the list of invited guests with those who had RSVP’d. The Queen and Prince Albert had already said yes, so it really didn’t matter who else agreed, but he wanted to invite more people if there was enough room for them. “The real sin,” he’d said, “is an empty ballroom.”

			I’d just shaken my head.

			“He cannot be killed, per se, but he can be harmed, as I can.” Marcellus still had a bandage on from where the knife had nicked him. “If he was gravely injured, that would cause chaos. If he reacted poorly—as you saw he did, but if he actually acted on his feelings—that would also cause chaos. If he jumped to conclusions about who was behind it, that could also cause chaos.”

			“So you believe the point of the attempt was not to actually harm your father but just to cause chaos?” I asked.

			“Isn’t that the obvious conclusion?” he asked, returning to his list. “You said something similar when we met with the Queen—that fomenting discord between us and the monarchy would destabilize things enough to allow somebody to gain more power.”

			I tapped my cheek in thought. “So not only should we look for the mole, but perhaps the mole is an unknowing mole, and the real culprit is the person who wants to benefit from the discord. I also wasn’t certain how vulnerable your father was. But someone is aware he could be hurt, even if not outright killed. That seems as though it is important information.”

			He looked up sharply. “You can’t tell anyone he is at all vulnerable, Hastings.”

			I rolled my eyes. “It’s not as though we all aren’t aware the Queen could take him out herself, Marcellus.” I slipped and used his given name, even though we weren’t being intimate at the time. “In fact, I imagine there are a few of the species in London who would pose a credible threat, even to the Devil himself.”

			I’d given it some thought, and I reasoned Marcellus would be intelligent enough to reach the same conclusion, once he considered it. The Queen was a vampire, the most powerful vampire in the world, and what was more, she had an entire nation at her disposal. It wasn’t enough anymore to be dominant in and of oneself; now that everything was out in the open, what mattered was the combination of sheer power, influence, and diplomacy. The Queen far outweighed the Devil in several aspects.

			I warmed to my topic as I laid it out for Marcellus. “The whole point of the Great Revelation is that it both levels and upends all that we knew before about hierarchy. Yes, before, the Devil would have been the most fearsome creature to encounter—once we all knew he was real—but now that we know all sorts of creatures are real, we have to adjust our perception of what is fearsome.”

			He leaned back in his chair, gazing at me thoughtfully. “Hmm. I hadn’t thought about that. You’re exceptionally perceptive, Hastings.”

			I warmed at the compliment. Especially because it wasn’t about my appearance—I knew he was a flirtatious rake (redundant but true), so he was going to say what was necessary to achieve his flirtatious-rake ends, but he didn’t need to say I was intuitive to get me to kiss him or whatnot.

			Especially whatnot.

			Drat. And here I was thinking about whatnot again, instead of matters relating to national security and interworld diplomacy.

			“Though I will not be sharing your insight with my father,” he added, his tone wry. “He would not be pleased to hear he is not the most powerful being. That would send him into a tantrum that would undoubtedly cause chaos.” A rueful smile curled his lips. “Sometimes I wish he were less debutante-ish.”

			“But then he would be more like the gentleman in the painting. Dour and grim. That seems far less pleasant than what you have now.”

			“More predictable, though,” he said, sounding chagrined. “But the thing is, now that we know the chaos is the point, who wants to cause the chaos?”

			I spread my hands out. “Who doesn’t? Besides the Queen and my bosses. Everyone is still jockeying for position post-Revelation, and maybe someone thinks they can move up if they cause some friction between Victoria and your father.”

			“You don’t want to cause chaos,” he pointed out.

			“No, but I’m included with my bosses. Besides, I’m human. Humans don’t have enough leverage to even think of causing chaos. Except, perhaps, for the very wealthiest ones. Money is its own supernatural power, after all.”

			He smiled at that. “You’re a revolutionary, Hastings.”

			I snorted. “Hardly. Just a realist. Trying to see the world as it is, not as people wish it to be. Or rather, as beings wish it to be.”

			He gave me a narrow look. “I repeat. A revolutionary. I think that is why I like you so much.”

			I lowered my head back down to my work, not willing to engage with him on that topic, at least not now. Because if he was talking about how much he liked me, I might have to think about how much I liked him, and I wasn’t certain I wanted to address that, even within the confines of my own mind.
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			An Incomplete Guide to Navigating Supernatural Species in the Post-Revelation World, or Some Sirens Just Want to Sing, Honestly

			If you are a human being of a certain age, it is likely you were subjected to tomes instructing you to set an example of moral piety, be stoic in the face of adversity, and comfort your parents and siblings with your unflagging devotion to leading a good life.

			All of this before you were ten years old, mind you.

			But these works were written before the current world came about, which means they are obsolete. Yes, you should lead a “good life,” but what does that mean?

			It means being true to yourself and being kind to others.

			It means acknowledging that others have different goals and desires, and those differences don’t make them better or worse. It just makes them different.

			It means that there might be situations that appear harmful at first but are really just a different perspective.

			Perhaps the siren singing at the opera house doesn’t want to lure people to their doom; she just wants to be heard.
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			Thirteen

			“Miss Hastings, come in, come in.”

			Lord Hennawi was seated behind his desk in his human form, but he rose as I entered, coming to greet me. He shook my hand and then guided me to a seat in front of a low table where a tea tray was arranged. Mr. Connors was there as well, his eyes bright, his tongue lolling out of his mouth.

			“Can I ask you to serve us some tea, Miss Hastings?” Lord Hennawi asked, sitting in one of the chairs on the other side of the table. He crossed his legs in an elegant posture and then folded his arms on top of his knee.

			“Of course, my lord,” I replied. Some things hadn’t changed post-Revelation; women were still expected to serve gentlemen (or djinn or shugmonkeys) if there was tea involved.

			I made quick work of the tea service, pleased to discover Lord Hennawi’s choice in tea was excellent, and we were soon munching on tea biscuits as I mentally prepared myself for the meeting.

			“Well, Miss Hastings,” Lord Hennawi said in an expectant tone.

			“Well, my lord. Sir,” I said, nodding toward my boss, whose tail gave a little twitch. “As you know, the Devil and his son are planning a party, and I am assisting.”

			Lord Hennawi frowned. “Yes, that has us in a bit of a muddle. Why exactly are they throwing a party? It’s not as though there aren’t enough events for them to attend. I understand they’ve been invited to many things, now that the word is out about their being here.” He cleared his throat. “Our concern is that they are planning something.”

			“Besides the party, that is,” Mr. Connors added with a wink.

			I gave a wan smile in return.

			“Well,” I began, glad I’d anticipated the question, “the Devil is apparently quite conscious of his image, you see. And his son wants to ensure that his father maintains a good reputation during his visit, and he’s seen—the marquis, that is, not the Devil—the flyers that have been circulating throughout the city.”

			Lord Hennawi shook his head. “Yes, most concerning. We had hoped they would not attract notice, but of course the public is thirsty for any kind of gossip.”

			“By controlling his father’s image, the marquis hopes to dispel any rumors about the Devil wishing to disrupt Her Majesty’s rule.” That made me think—we should probably get ahead of the tabloids and invite a few of their editors to the party so whatever was printed would be based on fact and not secondhand information.

			Whether Marcellus would agree or not was another question, but I would have to persuade him. I didn’t want an angry mob storming Clarence House and leaving carnage in its wake. That would be chaos indeed.

			“Do you believe that to be true?” Lord Hennawi pressed. “That the Devil has no designs on this world?”

			I thought about treacle tarts and pub visits and the as-yet-to-be-done visit to the circus and nodded my head. “I do, my lord. The Devil, it seems to me, just wants to see the sights. He doesn’t show much interest in anything that doesn’t directly involve him, as a matter of fact.”

			“The Queen and the Duke of Astelwyth expressed some concern to the contrary,” Lord Hennawi said. “Which is why we asked you to report on any unusual activity.”

			“Of course,” I replied.

			“But also,” Lord Hennawi continued, after taking a sip of tea, “since the Devil seems more interested in our world, the Queen wants to make certain that if there are any alliances to be made, that he make them with us and not with anybody else. Do you know if he’s had meetings with any other representatives?”

			I blinked. I hadn’t even thought of that. I bet the Devil hadn’t, either—he didn’t strike me as very diplomacy-minded. His son, on the other hand, was all smoothness and strategy. I wouldn’t put it past him to have had such thoughts and not told me. It wasn’t as though we entirely trusted each other, and for very good reason—he’d already lied to me about the initial portal outbreak, and he wasn’t going to compromise his world just because he liked my face. Or wanted to kiss me. Or other things. Nor was I, even though he was absolutely tempting.

			But tempting enough to throw away my future?

			No face was beautiful enough for that.

			“I have not heard of any such meetings,” I said carefully. “But I will report back if I do.”

			“Yes, thank you. And, um, perhaps you could ask the marquis—it seems, from what you say, that he is the more business-minded one in the family?—if he would want to meet privately with the Queen? As a representative for his father, of course.”

			Well. That was interesting. It seemed Lord Hennawi recognized the marquis as the one to speak to about these matters. We truly did have the same job, though his wasn’t an official title.

			Nice to know we had more than lust in common. I mean, I knew that, and we hadn’t done the lust thing recently anyway, so this was just another reminder that my heart was in serious danger.

			“What does the Queen want to gain with increasing diplomatic relations with Hell?” Mr. Connors asked.

			Lord Hennawi’s expression tightened. “I am not privy to Her Majesty’s thinking, but I believe she wishes to ensure that the sun truly does not set on the British Empire.”

			I snorted in disbelief, then froze as I realized I’d revealed my “revolutionary ideas.”

			“For what it is worth, Miss Hastings, I agree with you,” Lord Hennawi said. “While I think it is beneficial, of course, to be on good terms with our neighbors, no matter where they are, I don’t think it behooves us to make deals with the Devil. So to speak,” he added, when he realized what he’d said.

			“But I would prefer if this conversation was kept to ourselves,” the djinn added hastily, tendrils of smoke curling up behind his head. “Perhaps the Queen has something else in mind.”

			“I will not say anything, my lord,” I assured him. “And you wish me to ask the marquis for a private meeting?”

			“Yes.” Lord Hennawi nodded. “It should have happened before, but the Queen wasn’t entirely certain what the Devil wanted in coming here, and she wished to gauge his intent before revealing any position of her own, you see.”

			I didn’t, but then again, I wasn’t a crafty royal vampire. I was just a human who had to muddle through the world with only a few borrowed items of protection and a multifunctional cane with an impressive tea ball.

			I truly was in over my head, wasn’t I? And yet I was having the most fun I’d ever had since obtaining my position. My regular life would feel much duller when the Devil—and his tantalizing son—returned to Hell.

			“I will report back when I have his answer,” I replied. “Oh, and I wanted to ask,” I began, hoping I could word it carefully enough, “do you know if there is anyone else assigned to watch over the Devil and his entourage? The marquis mentioned seeing a suspicious character when we were at the Royal Academy, and I didn’t know if it was just a coincidence, or if there was something of which I was not aware.” I did not want to bring up the whole Tower of London incident, at least not until I knew more.

			I had to just ask, didn’t I? Imagine how ridiculous I would look if it ended up that there was someone assigned to this task, and I didn’t know about it. And I thought I would be able to tell if either of my superiors was lying to me, at the very least.

			Lord Hennawi and Mr. Connors looked at each other, then at me, and then both shook their heads. “No, Miss Hastings,” Lord Hennawi said, “we have left this duty entirely to you. We did not wish to provoke the Devil’s wrath by observing him beyond your scope. If the Queen ordered it done, it is without our knowledge.”

			“It would be very foolish indeed,” Mr. Connors added.

			“I agree,” I said. Mr. Connors, thus far, had been absolutely truthful in all his dealings, so I trusted his answer. Lord Hennawi was more of a mystery, but at the end of the day, he was a supernatural being who was also a member of the aristocracy, so he wanted to keep the peace between the two factions. He wouldn’t want to disrupt things, either, I didn’t think.

			I finished my tea, wishing I had the temerity to stay for a second cup, and made my way home.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			“What is it, Hastings?”

			I was in the Clarence House ballroom again, arranging black and red roses evenly among a variety of vases. The black roses had been dyed, so I was wearing gloves that were slowly turning a nasty shade of gray.

			Marcellus was sorting and counting our various pieces of folderol to see if we needed to make more. I was hoping not—we’d already made quite a few items, and frankly I was not the craftiest person, so I was getting bored and irritated.

			Or perhaps that was because I remained unkissed during these days leading up to the party. I understood—we were busy—but I was also frustrated. He’d been so…forthcoming during our carriage ride, and I was craving more.

			Especially since we were alone at the moment. Marcellus, apparently, had no patience for any of his father’s entourage, so he’d tersely declined any offer of help. And the Clarence House servants knew well enough by now not to disturb His Demoness.

			A tiny part of me was hoping that was because he had other things in mind, but thus far, it was just flowers and folderol.

			Besides, I knew we had to focus on our tasks at hand. Namely, the party and whatever conspiracy might be swirling around the Devil and his companions.

			The juxtaposition of the two opposing trains of thought likely made my expression odd, which was why Marcellus had asked me the question in the first place.

			“It’s—” And I shook my head as I gathered my thoughts.

			I’d been thinking about the attempt on the Devil’s life at the Tower of London; the assassin had been able to escape quickly, and the knife was made of iron, not the more common steel. That suggested a level of competence and planning beyond just an angry anti-Devil being.

			“How are we going to go about trying to find the mole?” I asked. “And what if the mole doesn’t realize they’re a mole at all? What if they just revealed the information by chance, and there is someone who is not part of your entourage who is behind the plot? What if”—and my eyes widened as I realized what I should have realized when he’d first suggested having a party in the first place—“what if there’s another attempt during the party?”

			Marcellus gave me a smug smile. “I am counting on that.” He leaned back in his chair, folding his arms over his chest. Today he wore a casual outfit, for him, which meant his neck was bare. He’d removed his coat and rolled up his shirtsleeves, which also meant his forearms were exposed. I stared greedily at them, noticing the lean muscles that shifted when he moved and the veins that ran up the inside of his arms.

			But then I realized what he’d said.

			“Wait. You’re counting on that?” I said. “What if someone gets hurt?”

			He shrugged. As though it didn’t matter, once again reminding me of the enormous difference between the mortality of a human and that of a demon. “I doubt anyone will, but if they do, then we’ll have even more reason to be able to punish the culprit.”

			“You can’t!” I said. “I don’t mean punishing the culprit, although actually that would be up to our government,” I temporized, “but you can’t let anyone try anything in the first place—we have to stop any possible attempt if it means someone might get hurt.”

			“I don’t see why,” he said in a matter-of-fact tone. “I’ll protect you—none of us can actually get seriously harmed. My father might lose his temper, which could cause some trouble, but then we’ll know. Isn’t that the whole point?”

			I took a deep breath before speaking again. “It’s— No, Marcellus. It’s far too risky. There are going to be regular beings there, beings who had no idea that they stepped into trouble when they accepted your invitation. It’s unethical.”

			He gave me one of those menacing smiles I hadn’t seen since I first met him, and I felt an unease shift through me. “You are not naive, Hastings. You know we are not ethical. If there is a potential danger to my father or myself, I will do anything—anything—to thwart it.”

			I bit my lip at his words, hearing the truth behind them. I was dealing with a dangerous creature, a demon from Hell, and I needed to remember that. Just because he was charming and handsome didn’t mean he wasn’t also cunning and duplicitous.

			So I’d have to be on my guard and do my best on my own to ensure nobody was harmed during the party or in general, because there wasn’t anybody else who was going to do the same.

			“Right now you’re telling yourself you’ll do it all on your own because I won’t.”

			I froze.

			“I’m right, aren’t I?”

			His expression had returned to its lazily flirting one, the one I hadn’t seen that much in recent days. The one that usually incited inappropriate feelings inside. I wasn’t virtuous enough to say those feelings weren’t currently present as well, but they were joined by a trepidation that I couldn’t—and shouldn’t—shake.

			“I have an obligation to keep people—and beings—safe,” I said in a low, quiet voice. “It is in my actual job description, in fact. For the world to maintain whatever delicate peace it has, the various species have to tolerate one another and not get harmed. Your desire to allow this to happen, just to stir up a hornet’s nest, is foolhardy. And puts me and my job in danger.”

			I expected him to wave my concerns away, but to my surprise, his expression dimmed, and he frowned in thought.

			“I hadn’t thought about the implications to you, Hastings,” he said.

			I kept my gaze steady on him.

			“I suppose I will do my best to stop any action before it starts, if I can. I want you to keep your position. If only because I don’t want to be responsible for you losing it.”

			Well. It was something, even if it wasn’t done with the best intentions. But then again, he was a demon—he didn’t have best intentions. At most, he might have middling intentions or intentions that happened to align with what might be good just by chance.

			“Thank you,” I replied.

			Now we just had to get through this party and see what we could discover.

			Without any harm coming to the Devil, his son, his entourage, any casual onlookers, or me.

			I really longed for an easy dispute between cat and dog shifters or something like that.
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			An Incomplete Guide to Navigating Supernatural Species in the Post-Revelation World, or Never Try to Put a Saddle on a Centaur

			There are some beings out there that you are just not going to like, regardless of how hard you try. And that’s fine! There are some that nobody likes—zombies and ghouls, for example, or any creature who’s mindless except for one thing, and that thing is eating or destroying beings like you.

			We are not mindlessly (see what we did there?) saying you have to like all other beings. We are not entirely altruistic and high-minded, after all. We encourage you to be open-minded, yes, but also reasonable. There’s no need to bend over backward to find something good in something that is entirely bad.
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			Fourteen

			“You look lovely,” Lily said, adjusting the pendant hanging at my neck.

			It was finally the day of the party, and it couldn’t have come a moment too soon—Marcellus had grown increasingly on edge as it drew closer, which meant he was more demonic in general, which reminded me more of who and what he was, which definitely dampened my desire.

			But didn’t wipe it out completely, so I was entirely conflicted inside myself: mad that I was weak enough to still want this not-so-good creature, annoyed that he was too distracted by his party planning to see what I wanted, and generally hungering for something I couldn’t get.

			It was so bad that Lily had taken to suggesting various cures for my ailment, as she called it, which she could sniff out when I returned home.

			Mostly her cures were things I knew about but certainly didn’t want to discuss with anybody, even with one of my closest friends. But she had my best interests at heart, so I listened and tried to keep my face from overheating.

			“Thank you,” I said, looking down at myself. The gown was truly lovely; its simplicity made the lush emerald-green color and heavy satin fabric stand out even more, and I felt like a particularly strong blade of grass standing in a field. Or a grasshopper, but less buggy.

			Or something like that.

			Lily was dressed for the party as well, wearing a provocatively cut gown in a vibrant scarlet, with diamonds adorning her ears, throat, and wrist. Hannah wore a silvery gauze gown and had piled her hair on top of her head, fastening it with a few silver-plated combs. Her eyes were wide with excitement, and I was pleased I could bring her somewhere that wouldn’t be a fairy-heavy event, since she wasn’t as fond of her own people as she could be.

			Which was to say, hardly at all.

			Between the two of them, Lily and Hannah had done my hair as well, smoothing it back into a long, low coil at the back of my head, anchoring it with a jade tiara Lily had received from a well-traveled admirer.

			“Now remember, you two,” I said, as Lily was leaning over to adjust her already plentiful bosom, “please be careful. You know there is someone, or someones, who harbor malicious intent toward the Devil, and if they act—”

			“We should attack them with our hairpins?” Lily said brightly.

			I groaned as I closed my eyes. “No, the exact opposite.”

			“We should…do their hair with our hairpins?” Lily replied with a mischievous smile.

			I glared at her as Hannah burst out into her heartiest wheezing laughter.

			“No, I’m sorry, Cora,” Lily said, holding her hand out in a placating gesture. “It’s just that you’re so fun to tease.”

			I crossed my arms and tapped my foot as my friends shifted their expressions into serious ones.

			“I want you to keep yourselves safe. Stay alert and observant, yes, but keep yourselves safe.”

			“I expect to be occupied during most of the party,” Lily announced. “It’s seldom that I get the kind of caliber of being this party will have, and I want to take full advantage.” Her eyes grew dreamy. “It’s been a long time since I’ve been with a vampire. The last one I was with had me seeing stars for a few days after. I do wish I had gotten her name.”

			Hannah and I blinked at each other, then just nodded toward Lily.

			“But I will observe as much as I can,” Lily continued. “In between everything.”

			“Well,” I said hastily, wishing certain images weren’t playing themselves over and over in my mind, “thank you. And, Hannah, I hope you will be able to have fun there as well. I mean, not the same kind of fun as Lily—”

			“More’s the pity,” Lily murmured.

			“But Marcell—I mean the marquis, has invited quite an interesting group of people. The Queen and Prince Albert, of course, and my bosses, but also a variety of newspaper people and various authors and painters and other artists.”

			“Oh, do you suppose Mr. Dickens will be there?” Hannah asked excitedly. “Or one of the Rossettis?” When Hannah wasn’t ascertaining the veracity of various jewels at her work, she had her nose buried in books or was making her way through art galleries and museums.

			“I am not certain, but I imagine those people might be intrigued enough by the Devil, or vice versa, to have been invited and actually attend.”

			Hannah clapped her hands together in glee, and I smiled to see my friend so happy.

			“What will you be doing, Cora?” Lily asked. “Indulging in a little bit of amorous congress with Marcell—that is, the marquis?” she said, imitating my words from a few moments before.

			“Absolutely not,” I said as firmly as I could. “We are—that is, the marquis is doing all of this so we can see who talks to whom, who is acting suspiciously, and if we can identify the mole within his father’s entourage. Not so I can—”

			“Engage in some convivial society,” Lily said, finishing my sentence. “Unfortunate.” She ran her gaze over me. “Looking like that, I’d be surprised if your marquis didn’t decide he’d rather do something other than hunt out spies and such. It sounds dreadfully boring.”

			“Thank you?” I said. “Anyway. We should go—we cannot be late.”

			We left the boardinghouse, hailing a hackney cab so we wouldn’t ruin our gowns before we arrived, my heart pounding in anticipation of what lay ahead. Of everything—and everyone—that lay ahead.
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			The usual butler greeted us at the door, his eyes widening when he saw Lily. I didn’t blame him; she was rather a lot even when she wasn’t dressed in such glorious garb.

			We made our way to the ballroom, and even though I’d seen it before, I gasped as I entered.

			It was stunning. All the chandeliers were lit with black and white candles, the glow flickering off the walls and reflecting off the windows. The bouquets of black roses—which I’d finally managed to finish, ruining no fewer than seven pairs of gloves in the process—were arranged in silver-plated vases against the large mirrors Marcellus had brought in. There was a long table set against the wall opposite the entrance, loaded with all the food the kitchen had spent so much time preparing over the past week.

			Other tables held representations of the seven deadly sins, and there were already a few guests oohing and aahing over them. Musicians played in the background, and I knew they would be playing compositions by Niccolò Paganini, Franz Liszt, and Giuseppe Tartini, among others, because those composers’ works were associated with the Devil, for musical reasons I didn’t understand. Tartini’s work, Violin Sonata in G Minor, was usually referred to as the Devil’s Trill Sonata, which made the connection explicit, at least.

			I was very impressed with Marcellus’s attention to detail, even if I was disappointed he wasn’t paying attention to detailing me.

			Perhaps, once this was over, I could waylay him and see what we could get up to before cooler heads prevailed. And since he was a demon and ran hot, and I was a human who couldn’t stop thinking about him and what we could do together, I had no doubt that cooler heads would not prevail. Which was rather the point.

			“Cora!” Hannah nudged me, which informed me she must have been trying to get my attention for a while. Drat my wandering mind. I had a mole to find, not a—what had Lily said?—a demon to engage in some amorous congress with. At least not now.

			“What is it?” I asked, turning to my friends.

			“Introduce us,” Lily said, jerking her chin toward where the Devil, Marcellus, and a few of the other demons stood.

			“Yes, of course.” I led the way, conscious of my gown, and my feelings, and how wrong all that was—I should be thinking of my job and the danger and keeping the country safe, and instead I was thinking about his mouth.

			Priorities, Cora, I reminded myself.

			But his mouth, Cora, I also reminded myself.

			We arrived just as both sides of me were preparing for some sort of ideological standoff. I wasn’t prepared for the look in Marcellus’s eyes when he saw me.

			“Oh my,” Hannah breathed in a low tone.

			“My goodness,” Lily said.

			My friends exchanged meaningful glances, and I felt myself heat inside.

			“Good evening.” I addressed the group, but my gaze couldn’t help but stray to him. “May I introduce my friends? This is Miss Lilith Wright and Miss Hannah Green. This is Lord Satan,” I said, giving a little bow as I spoke, “and the Marquis of Hell.” I glanced at the other beings gathered there—I knew Phenex and Keres, but I didn’t know the others. I didn’t see Az’gen; I presumed he wasn’t part of the Devil’s inner circle, since he was one of Keres’s assistants.

			The Devil’s eyes lit up as he saw Lily. “Well, isn’t this a pleasant surprise,” he said, advancing toward her. “I didn’t realize such a grand creature would be in attendance tonight. You must tell me how you know this lowly human.” He took her hand and tucked it into his arm, but not before giving me a dismissive look.

			I tried not to make a face at him—I didn’t think that would be wise, given that he could still roast me at any time—but it took all my skills as a mature adult not to stick my tongue out at his retreating back.

			“Don’t mind him,” Marcellus said, coming to stand beside me. “He’s just irked I told him he couldn’t engage in lustful activities on the sofas there.” He nodded toward the far corner of the room, where I could now see there was indeed an inviting sofa, a few plumped-up pillows carefully arranged atop it.

			“How is Miss Hastings as your guide through London?” Hannah asked in her most tinkling fairy voice, one she employed outside the house.

			Marcellus met my gaze. “She is lovely.” My heart fluttered; I knew he wasn’t talking just about my guidance skills. He turned to look at Hannah. “How do you know Miss Hastings?”

			Hannah uttered a trill of fairylike laughter, her polite company laugh. “She rescued me from a particularly difficult encounter. We have been friends and housemates ever since.”

			“Oh, you live together?” Marcellus asked, sounding intrigued.

			“You didn’t know that?” I said, pivoting to shoot him a direct gaze. “I thought you knew everything about me.” It still rankled me that just because he was attractive, I wasn’t put off by the fact that he was essentially a stalker. I had to face my hypocritical self. It stood to reason; I always found Jane Eyre’s Rochester romantic rather than dangerous.

			I just hoped I wasn’t the one to end up in the attic.

			“Yes, you should come dine with us sometime,” Hannah said.

			I gaped at her. Not even I had the audacity to invite a demon to dinner, and here she was, all diminutive beauty of her, casually asking him over for a roast chicken and potatoes. She caught my eye and smirked.

			“I would enjoy that,” he said smoothly, his eyes crinkling at the corners as he registered my dismay. I caught my hands behind my back so I wouldn’t end up wringing them, which would just incite both Marcellus and Hannah into more disconcerting-Cora behavior.

			“Yes, well, my lord, is there anything I can help with?” I glanced around the room. Guests had started arriving, and the doorway was yielding a steady stream of bodies of all types. “Do you know when the Queen will be here?”

			“No idea,” he said, shrugging. It was clear he didn’t view her as a threat, even though he should. “But you’ve reminded me we need to circulate to make certain everyone is being well cared for. And so we can see how all the various beings interact with one another—someone is bound to slip up, aren’t they?”

			He held his arm out to me, and I stared at it a minute before taking it. I felt my breath hitch at the contact and cursed myself all over again for having such a visceral reaction to him.

			“Excuse us, Hannah,” I said, working hard not to sound breathless. “Try some of the punch—it is excellent.”

			She nodded, a knowing smile curling her mouth, and I narrowed my gaze at her, but she just laughed that trilling laugh again and flew off, her wings fluttering behind her.

			“That obnoxious duke is over there,” Marcellus said. “We might as well see what he has to say.”

			Well, that would dampen any fluttering feelings I might be having.

			We made our way over to the duke, who was standing in all his lofty superiority next to the buffet table. Two other men, clearly his underlings, stood beside him, both visibly on alert. The duke’s lips thinned as he saw Marcellus, but he pasted on a smile as we approached.

			“Good evening, Your Grace,” Marcellus said. “We are so grateful you were able to attend tonight.”

			“Good evening,” the duke replied. “My secretaries, Hall and Smith.”

			The two men bowed; I didn’t know which was which, but that was fine, since they resembled each other so much. Both were in their early thirties; both looked harried (likely from working for the duke); both had medium-brown hair and wore nondescript but well-tailored clothing. They both mumbled something polite, but I couldn’t make it out.

			Marcellus gestured to me. “And this is Miss Hastings. She is your government’s ombudsman; she is tasked with taking care of us while we are in London.”

			The duke glanced around, his general air of dissatisfaction on full display. I might never get accustomed to how rankled certain people seemed in general. How hard was it to be happy, or at least somewhat content, when you had wealth, standing, and most of your teeth? That was, I hadn’t examined the duke’s teeth, but I assumed he had most of them. I knew he had the other two things; he had vast wealth as well as the Queen’s ear, and surely that compensated for a molar or two.

			“The Queen should arrive within the hour,” he said out of nowhere. But that answered my earlier question, at least.

			“Have you discovered any more about the demons flowing in through—Cornwall, was it?” Marcellus asked in a deceptively mild voice.

			The duke frowned. “No. You haven’t, either, I presume. Even though they are your people.” He sounded entirely skeptical.

			In this, at least, I didn’t blame him; if there were demons in London and demons in Cornwall, one would think that to be connected, given that demons had not been around at all until recently. At least to the government’s knowledge. I’d have to ask Marcellus later.

			“I have not,” Marcellus said. “It is my suspicion that some other entity has caused them to flow through the portal, since it was not us who opened it. And you wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”

			The duke bared his teeth, and Marcellus gave him that sharp smile that always made me shudder. And not in a good way.

			“Have you discovered who might have sent the letter to the Queen?” Marcellus asked.

			The duke’s expression grew even grimmer. “No.”

			Marcellus made a noncommittal noise. “Pity.”

			“Where is your father?” the duke asked in an abrupt tone.

			“He is otherwise engaged,” Marcellus said, waving his hand in the air. “He will greet you when he is free.”

			Indeed, I thought. Otherwise engaged with Lily, who might keep him occupied for a while.

			I felt my cheeks heat as I thought of it, which of course Marcellus noticed.

			“Well, thank you for an interesting conversation, Your Grace. Shall we step outside, Miss Hastings?”

			“Uh—certainly,” I said. I didn’t think going outside would get us any closer to discovering—well, anything—but perhaps he had another plan in mind.

			He guided me to a set of windows that went from floor to ceiling and pushed the handle on one to open it outward.

			We stepped out into the night air, and it was immediately cooler, thank goodness. The breeze fluttered my gown. We were on a small terrace that ran the length of the room but wasn’t very broad. He took my hand and moved us out of sight of the windows, then turned to face me. The moon offered a soft pale light, contrasting with the warm golden glow emanating from the ballroom.

			“What—?” I asked, but my words were caught in my throat as he claimed my mouth.

			He pushed me against the wall, his hands at my waist, his mouth demanding, pressing. He slipped his leg in between mine, and I instinctively shifted so his thigh was there, right where I wanted him.

			I grabbed him, wrapping my arms around his waist, sliding my palms up his back and down to his ass, which I gripped, hard, eliciting a groan from him, deep in his throat. His tongue was ravaging my mouth, but I was countering as well, sucking and licking him with the pent-up, frantic desire I’d had over the past week.

			My lower part ached. I desperately wanted him there, but then again, I wanted him everywhere. I drew one hand back and thrust it between our bodies, lowering it to where he was hard against me. I ran my fingers along its length, heedless now of any possible interruption, not caring for the scandal, willing to lose my position if it meant I could have this glorious man.

			Well, no, scratch that. I’d prefer not to lose my position, but I just couldn’t stop. Not when he was so desperate, so needy, not when I was the same, when we were practically fused into one, my back ground into the wall behind me because he was pushed against me so thoroughly.

			Eventually I gripped him, and he froze, arching his back as he exhaled, breaking away from my mouth for a moment. “Cora, love, don’t stop, don’t—” he said, as I began to stroke his length. I could now answer that, yes, demons (at least this one) were built similarly to humans. Except a bit larger.

			My other hand went to his waist, yanking his shirt out from where it was tucked into his trousers, then slid up under the fabric to caress his skin.

			He was hot. So hot, and so hard, and so muscular, and my fingers wanted to explore every single plane of him, wanted to follow that exploration with my lips and my tongue, wanted to drive him to madness as he had driven me before.

			“Why now?” I murmured, pressing my mouth against his neck. He’d worn a cravat tonight, but there was still a swath of skin exposed. “We haven’t since—”

			“Since I made you come in the carriage with my fingers,” he said in a husky voice. “Do you know I’ve been reliving that every single night since? I’ve been pleasuring myself to the memory, Cora. I hope you have too.”

			I had. I’d taken Lily’s advice—and purchased some of the items she’d suggested—and had several intense moments alone in bed, though they hadn’t quite compared to the real thing. But still.

			“Why now?” I pressed. “You haven’t seemed to want to—?”

			He uttered a rueful chuckle. “Oh, I wanted to. But I knew if I started again, I wouldn’t stop. But tonight, with you in that gown and with me unable to think of anything else—I knew I had to do something, or I wouldn’t be able to concentrate. And I have to keep him safe, even though all I want is to fuck you, Cora.”

			I gasped at his crude words. And also thrilled at them. I liked hearing him talk so vulgarly. I ached to hear him tell me everything he wanted to do to me. To have him tell me what he wanted me to do to him.

			I wanted.

			“Well, that isn’t very practical this evening,” I said in as reasonable a tone as I could manage, what with the all-consuming lust and such.

			He laughed, a full-throated laugh that made me smile.

			“But we can do more,” he said, his words a threat and a promise, as he suddenly swooped down to the ground and ducked under the skirts of my gown.

			I yelped, then put a hand to my mouth to silence myself.

			He grasped the back of my thighs, then pressed his mouth to my skin, moving his lips up until he reached there. I was holding my breath, and I gasped as he blew air onto my quim.

			Dear lord—no, wait, dear demon—was he going to…?

			Oh, yes, he was.

			He took a long, slow lick from the bottom to the top, and my legs quivered. I braced my hands on the wall to keep myself upright.

			A few people had stepped out onto the terrace but weren’t close enough to discern that the bottom of my gown was wider than it should have been, thank goodness. While I was generally annoyed at the width of ladies’ skirts—they tended to knock things over, and once I’d lost a full ounce of expensive tea I was still mad about—but tonight I was grateful that they were so broad. The other guests nodded at me, and I nodded back, hoping nobody would try to make conversation or anything.

			Because I was likely to tell them to go the Hell away, so to speak, and I didn’t think that would be appropriate.

			Then he began to lick me rhythmically on that very spot I had spent several pleasurable minutes working on myself during the last week. It felt much better when he was doing it—I had to imagine it was because it was him, not because there was that much of a difference in the impact.

			Though now was not the time for analysis, given that I was currently unable to think. What was my name? What was my favorite color? Did I even like tea at all?

			I had no idea.

			It felt so good, I never wanted him to stop, and yet it was building to something I couldn’t wait to arrive. The dichotomy was startling.

			I smothered another moan as he kept up his onslaught, his rhythm growing faster, more intense, as I felt my body start to shake and tremble. If it weren’t for his hands at the backs of my legs and my own hands supporting my body on the wall, I would have fallen.

			And then—and then—I flew apart, my whole body suffusing into a spiraling warmth.

			I didn’t scream. I didn’t make a sound at all, in fact. That made the sensation even more delicious because it was so dangerous.

			My eyes closed, and my chest heaved, and I let my head fall sideways so it rested against the wall. Likely disarranging my hair but, frankly, I didn’t mind. About anything at the moment but, in particular, not about my coiffure.

			Then I heard him move, and I glanced around, my eyes wide.

			“Wait,” I said in a whisper. “There are people out here.” We didn’t need to be caught now, not when the action was all over.

			I heard my skirts rustle, and he slid out sideways, to my left, in the shadows, still crouching beside me but not underneath any longer. He rose elegantly, then mimicked my posture, pressing himself against the wall, likely hidden from view because I was there already.

			“How was that?” he asked in a smug tone.

			I punched his arm. “You know how it was, you self-satisfied rogue.”

			He chuckled.

			“But again,” I continued, “what about you?” I cast a look down his body, seeing his very visible erection. “We can’t have you going back into the ballroom like that.”

			“What are you going to do about it?” he asked in a challenging voice.

			“Challenge accepted,” I said.

			His expression was surprised—did he think I was just going to walk away?—as I drew off my gloves and put them in the pocket of his jacket.

			I twisted to the side so he was fully obscured. Now the only thing people would see was my back, and I doubted anyone would come inquire after me. I was only a government worker, after all, and there were demons and fairies and dukes and succubi inside, with the Queen expected any moment.

			I put my hand to the placket of his trousers and began to unbutton them, then slipped my hand inside, finding his rigid length and wrapping my fingers around it.

			It felt warm and hard, and I sensed the rush of power as I squeezed.

			He groaned, and I leaned forward and kissed him to smother the sound. “No noise,” I admonished in a whisper. He gazed at me through heavy-lidded eyes, and I bit my lip at how sensual and erotic he looked. Honestly, I felt ready to go again, though that would be entirely selfish. But still.

			I began to stroke him as before, and his body tightened, his eyes closing and his face twisting into an expression of deep, controlled concentration. Or pending ecstasy, I wasn’t certain.

			I ran my fingers down lower to cup his ballocks, and he jerked in surprise, his eyes snapping open to me. “I know a few things, too, my lord,” I said as I caressed the surprisingly soft skin. Thank goodness for Fred the greengrocer and his instruction as to what made beings with penises feel good.

			He hadn’t been so adept with beings with vaginas, but that was fine; Marcellus (and Lilith) were teaching me plenty about that.

			I retuned my attention to his shaft, stroking it firmer and harder now, following his reactions to gauge what I should be doing and how much.

			He was panting now, and I leaned into his neck, breathing in his warm, spicy, smoky scent, feeling the inherent power in having this man—this demon—so close to orgasm at my hands. I increased the speed and pressure yet again, and he arched up, the tendons in his neck standing out, his teeth clamped on his lip, his eyes closed tight.

			And then he spilled his seed and growled, a noise I caught with my mouth, kissing him with a savagery I didn’t know I had in me.

			Eventually, his breathing slowed, and his eyes opened, and he met my gaze, a slack, sated look in his eyes. I did that, I thought. “What are we going to do about the mess?” he asked in a low, husky voice.

			I pulled out my gloves and put one of them on, using the other one to wipe carefully, since I knew he’d still be tender there. Then I tossed both gloves into the hedges and wiped my hands together. I doubted anybody would notice, this late in the evening, that I wasn’t wearing gloves. Though if they did, they’d likely chalk it up to my being a commoner. “There,” I said. “But why risk it now?”

			“Because,” he replied, speaking in a gruff tone, “I haven’t been able to think of anything else, and I couldn’t wait any longer. It’s been agony, and I knew if I didn’t touch you, I would do something drastic.”

			“You mean like take me out on a terrace and ravish me?” I said in a wry voice.

			“I mean like shred your clothing in that ballroom and hoist you onto one of those sofas and fuck you until we both see stars, Cora. I’ve saved you, both of us, from a very embarrassing situation.”

			“Oh, well, then thank you, my lord,” I replied in a mockingly formal tone.

			“And now we can get back to work,” he said.

			I adjusted my skirts, patted my now completely disarranged hair, and waited as he tucked his shirt in.

			“Ready to go back in?” I asked.

			“Mm. But I still want to fuck you until we see stars, Cora.”

			With those words ringing in my ears, we reentered the ballroom.
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			An Incomplete Guide to Navigating Supernatural Species in the Post-Revelation World, or Don’t Ask a Dragon to Light Your Cheroot

			One thing that is universal, we suspect, among all creatures is the ability to fool oneself about oneself. (No, we’re not talking about the red/yellow woman from earlier; she should just know better.) The times when you convince yourself that, no, you weren’t really that rude when you told the height-challenged being that you needed someone who could help you pick apples above your head. Or that, no, you weren’t being selfish when you took the best subsequent apple from the bin; you just didn’t want everyone else to get too full for their dinners.

			It is natural, dare we say human, and supernatural to think oneself is better than one actually is. Sometimes one might be as good as one thinks, but those times are rare (angels excluded but since angels aren’t thick on the ground like the other species are, we’re not including them here).

			Just bear that in mind when you pass judgment on others. Sometimes their intentions aren’t as bad as their actions might seem.
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			Fifteen

			“What now?” I asked when we were back in the ballroom.

			I caught a glimpse of myself in one of the tall mirrors and winced—I didn’t look as though I’d just been doing precisely what I’d just been doing, but I definitely looked rumpled.

			“Now we observe,” Marcellus replied. He snagged two glasses of something from one of the passing footmen and handed me one, then tapped his glass against mine. “To memorable terraces,” he said with a wink. I rolled my eyes at him before taking a sip.

			It was champagne, and the bubbles went up my nose, making me sneeze. He laughed, taking the glass from me and then handing me a handkerchief while he glanced around the room.

			I took it, wondering why he hadn’t offered it before. Hmm. Likely because he hadn’t been thinking straight?

			That made what happened feel even better—I was impressed with myself that Lord Aplomb had been so wits addled he couldn’t remember his handkerchief.

			“Over there,” he said, looking down at our glasses, “to your right. It’s one of the duke’s henchmen talking to one of Keres’s assistants.”

			“Is it Az’gen?” I asked, beginning to turn around.

			“Don’t move,” he said, returning my glass. “You are not good at this spying stuff,” he said in a reproving voice. “You need to be discreet.”

			“Oh, now you say we need to be discreet,” I began. “Not back then when you took me out onto the terr—”

			He glared at me, and I clamped my mouth shut.

			“It’s not Az’gen,” he replied. “I don’t remember this one’s name, but I find it unusual that they would be talking to the duke’s man. What can they have in common?”

			“Oh, I don’t know,” I said with a shrug. “Working for a person who believes in light punishments, hierarchy, and likely not making enough money for what they do?”

			He flicked his finger on my nose. “Enough out of you, my revolutionary. We’ll look around elsewhere, but we might have found our mole.”

			It couldn’t be that easy, I thought. Though maybe it could—maybe this assistant did have something in common with the duke’s secretary and let it slip the Devil was going to the tower that day. Maybe the secretary himself mentioned it, not knowing what he’d said either.

			Everything felt so random, but the reality was, there had been an attack on a very powerful being, one who, with one flick of his pronged tail, could upend the delicate balance the supernatural species and humanity had worked out since the Great Revelation.

			“There you are.” Hannah hovered to my left, her eyes bright as they darted between me and Marcellus. “I didn’t see you for a bit. I need to speak with you. Can you accompany me to the retiring room for a moment?”

			I nodded, handing my glass back to Marcellus. I could fix my hair there too. “If you’ll excuse me?”

			“I should hear what she has to say—” he began.

			“No, you shouldn’t,” I said, cutting him off. “If there’s something you need to know, I’ll tell you. You just go be demonic for a bit, and I’ll be right back.”

			I didn’t wait for his reply. I just followed Hannah as she made her way to one of the side entrances.

			“Well, what is it?” I asked when we were safely inside the room.

			The ladies’ retiring room was for that business, of course, but it was also a place for women to rest for a moment or repair their hems or share a bit of gossip or make sure there wasn’t anything stuck in their teeth—basically, being able to do things that gentlemen didn’t need to see or didn’t want to see, lest it disturb their vision of ideal womanhood.

			Needless to say, I normally just used the retiring room for that business.

			Hannah and I were seated on two large tufted chairs, the faint scent of clashing perfumes in the air, as ladies went in and out, applying powder or exchanging barbs masked as compliments or vice versa.

			“I don’t know if it’s anything, but I was near a human, one of those religious types,” Hannah began.

			“You mean a deacon or an archbishop?” I asked.

			Hannah shook her head. “I don’t know what he was, just that he was churchy. Fairies don’t have that kind of thing, so I’m not all that familiar with it.”

			I motioned for her to continue. “Anyway, he was standing with another churchy type, and the two of them were talking. They didn’t see me, so I could hear what they were saying. They were talking about the flyers and the meetings—it sounds as though there have been more of them—and saying the results have been good, with more humans becoming aware of the Devil’s presence in London and how dangerous it is. The important one told the other one to keep the pressure on and that something had to happen soon.”

			“Did they say what had to happen soon?”

			Hannah shook her head. “No. That was all they said.” She looked at me. “What do you think it means?”

			“I think the church—or at least some of its leaders—must be behind the public swell of resentment against the Devil.” I gave a rueful laugh. “It’s not as though that isn’t the whole point of the church, though, so we shouldn’t be surprised they’d be so adamant against his being here. I don’t know if they would go so far as to attack him, however, because the Queen supports his being here, and the church can’t win against the Queen.”

			No one could win against the Queen. We all knew that already.

			“But if someone was at that meeting and found out where he was…” Hannah mused.

			“Indeed,” I said. “I’ll tell Marcellus what you said.”

			“And now,” Hannah continued, her tone changing, “you have to tell me where you were.” She nodded her head toward me. “And how your hair got that way.”

			I blushed, and she gave me a sly look. “I’ll tell both of you later. I don’t want to have to repeat myself, and I know Lily is going to want to know all the details.” Heaven help me, but I might just explode into flames recounting the events to my friends.

			But I supposed if I could engage in the acts themselves, I could talk about them. Or at least I should be able to. Whether I could was another matter.

			We left the retiring room, but not before Hannah straightened out her wings and helped me make my hair look less of a disaster.
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			“Well?”

			Marcellus was standing in the exact same spot as before, which made me secretly pleased; I liked that he wanted to know what Hannah’s information was or that he just wanted to keep being with me. Maybe it was that he was tired (he wasn’t tired) or that he didn’t care for anybody else in the room (that was very likely), but no matter what, it made me happy.

			Hannah had flitted off to see if she could chance upon any other interesting conversations and also to check in on Lily. I warned her that Lily might not want to be checked on, but Hannah just dismissed me with a hand wave. I hoped neither Lily nor the Devil—or whoever Lily’s current partner might be, I had no idea if the Devil was still meeting Lily’s needs—got angry.

			“Hannah says the church is behind the flyer distribution and the meetings. Or at least some church higher-ups.” I exhaled in frustration. “But the Saint Aloysius vicar was at the meeting we were at, so we already knew some of them were anti-Devil. It’s not exactly news that the church has antipathy toward the Devil. It’s rather the basis for all Christianity, in fact.”

			“Did they mention knowing anything about my father’s whereabouts?”

			I shook my head. “No.”

			Marcellus’s expression was annoyed. “There might be something worth following up there, with the church—it’s just that I certainly can’t barge in and investigate, not without causing an incident.”

			“I can, though, should the need arise,” I pointed out.

			He frowned. “That would be too dangerous.”

			I scoffed. “I can certainly handle a few deacons or whatever, sir.”

			A look of realization lit up his face.

			“What is it?” I asked.

			“I know a way we can keep you safe. If I just—”

			“Come here, you!” Everyone in the room turned as the Devil roared from one corner of the room. I did as well, squinting to see his expression. He was looking at Marcellus, who gave an exasperated sigh, then walked toward his father.

			“I can’t tell if he’s angry or not,” Marcellus murmured.

			I turned around to see Lily, who looked healthier than she had before. I knew why, and I expected I looked healthier, too, and for the same reason. “Oh, Cora, what have you been doing?” she crooned, catching sight of me.

			“Never mind that,” I said, taking her arm. “Were you with him until now? Did you find out anything?”

			She shifted her shoulders in what would have been a shrug in a normal person but looked like an invitation to seduction on her. “Not much. I was speaking with one of the other demons, a female—”

			“Keres?” I asked. “Blue, with horns?”

			“Yes, that’s the one.” Lily’s smile grew dreamy. “The Devil was good fun, but not quite as fun as Keres. I promised to visit her tomorrow for a return to—”

			I held my hand up. “I don’t need to know the details of your love life. Just—did she say anything that might indicate she spoke about the Devil’s whereabouts to anybody?”

			Lily’s expression was sultry. “She didn’t speak much, if you know what I mean. We just—let’s just say I had quite a good time. But no. She didn’t say anything at all. Quite close-mouthed, except when she wasn’t.” And then her smile grew positively salacious, and I had to close my eyes because her beauty and sexual essence were at their peak, and I didn’t need to be distracted.

			Plus she was one of my best friends, and I didn’t want to go there with her.

			“Right. Well. So Keres isn’t the mole. What about the Devil?”

			I opened my eyes to see Lily shrug again. “He was fine. A bit selfish, but he served his purpose. He spoke quite a lot about himself and mentioned how much he is looking forward to the Exhibition—I almost didn’t believe it when you said that, but it’s all true. He seems like a great child, but then there are parts of him—”

			“Stop. No more, Lily. I cannot.”

			She laughed, then nudged me. “So you don’t want to know about your future father-in-law’s prowess?”

			My entire body felt as though it had been flung into a fire. “He is not my future father-in-law. And, no, I absolutely do not. This is—the marquis is returning to Hell, and I am not going there. Not now, not ever.” Unless I did something terribly wrong, like perhaps partake in convivial society with the Marquis of Hell when I should be making certain the empire was safe, or something like that.

			Then I might find myself there after I’d departed this mortal coil.

			She jerked her chin toward where Marcellus and his father were speaking. “I saw how he looks at you. That’s not just lust, Cora. I’ve seen enough of that to know. That is the look of someone who is besotted. You should think about what you will do when he asks you to make your choice.” She held up her index finger, as though making a point, when I was about to speak. “Not if, when. Because he will.”

			Oh dear. This was not something I wanted to contemplate, not now when we had a few possible leads but nothing substantive. We needed to focus our attention on getting Marcellus’s father out of danger, not on satisfying our urges.

			But what had he said? I knew I had to do something, or I wouldn’t be able to concentrate. The same was true for me; I had been thinking of almost nothing else all week, but after, I was able to focus on the information we’d learned.

			Right. Focus. I needed to focus. Which meant I needed to clear my head and get to thinking.

			“I need to check in with Marcellus—that is, the marquis. What about you?” I asked.

			Lily jerked her head. “Looks like he’s returning. I’ll go find Hannah.” She strode away in a red satin whirl, the guests she passed stopping to stare. Lily had that effect on people—much like Marcellus did.

			“Did she have anything to say?” Marcellus asked as he came to my side.

			“Nothing I wish to share with you,” I said primly.

			He grinned. “Nothing I haven’t heard or seen before, you mean.”

			I blushed. “Never mind that. I was hoping the Queen would be here by now. We have a lot to— Oh, I forgot!”

			“What is it?”

			“Lord Hennawi, he asked if you would like to meet with the Queen.”

			He frowned. “Me specifically?”

			“Yes, he rather got the impression…” I said, trailing off.

			“I see. Yes, it’s probably preferable that I present things to my father rather than have the two of them set their egos against each other.”

			Just then, the pleasant butler announced, in his stentorian ogre voice, “Her Majesty the Queen! And Her Royal Consort, Prince Albert!”

			The two appeared at the doorway, the Queen in a flouncy cream-colored gown that made her look like a petit four, while Prince Albert’s muttonchops made it hard to look at anything else.

			“Excuse me,” Marcellus said, going forward to greet them. The Devil sped by me as well, smoke trailing in his wake, while the other important demons—Phenex, Keres, and a terrifying one I could only imagine was Jirzinar—followed.

			I couldn’t hear what they said, but there seemed to be general pleasantries exchanged, with the Queen even smiling at one point. Marcellus gestured toward the table with the greatest number of desserts, and the three demons who weren’t the Devil or his son cleared a path.

			Jirzinar was tall and broad, their (or it? I wasn’t certain) skin a grayish-tan color. Their face was mostly brow ridge, looking more like a primate’s rather than a human’s, with black eyes with no white. It was very creepy, and I’d even seen chimeras up close. They were sparsely covered in fur, and they didn’t have legs, per se, but one clump that rolled along the ground.

			I repressed a shudder as they went past. I hoped I wouldn’t have to have anything to do with them. Not just in the roasting-Cora way but in the interrogating-for-the-purpose-of-investigation way as well.

			The Queen glanced at me as she walked past, and I was struck by her power—even a glance was enough to make my knees wobble. She was short and rather dumpy, and wasn’t the most attractive person I’d ever seen, but she possessed a presence that couldn’t be denied.

			I would hate for her to be disappointed in my work. Almost as much as I’d hate to be spit roasted by the Devil.

			“She said the party theme is quite clever,” Marcellus said, coming back to my side. The Devil had cornered a footman and was busily draining every glass of champagne on the terrified servant’s tray. “So at least that part is working out.”

			“We’ve got quite a lot more information as well,” I said.

			One side of his mouth curled up. “Not to mention the terrace.”

			“Don’t mention the terrace,” I replied, blushing. I wondered if Mrs. Collins had any mixture to keep a person from blushing. Though that might just have the side effect of turning me into a bar of soap or something.

			“I’ll keep mentioning the terrace as long as you react so appealingly,” he said. He paused. “Or until we have a better memory to replace it.”

			My eyes widened, and he laughed. I was tempted to punch his arm again, but there were guests around, and I didn’t think that would be appropriate.

			“Speaking of Lord Hennawi,” I said, in a desperate attempt to change the topic, “have you seen him? Or Mr. Connors?”

			He shook his head. “No. Not that I remember precisely what they look like. One is the tall, slithery one, and the other is the dog?”

			Not the most flattering descriptions, but fairly accurate. “Mm, yes. I should go see if I can find them. It is quite a crush—you succeeded in having a successful party.”

			“Of course I did.”

			I rolled my eyes, then went in search of my bosses.
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				An Incomplete Guide to Navigating Supernatural Species in the Post-Revelation World, or There’s Something Fishy About Mermaids (and Mermen)
 (We’re not proud of that, but we’re leaving it as is. Or maybe we are secretly proud of it. You decide.)

			
			We’ve talked a lot about making negative assumptions about other species. But what if you’re making positive assumptions? That can be just as bad. Let us explain.

			If you believe fairies, for example, to be delightful tiny creatures that can bestow gifts at children’s births, but aren’t also bearing in mind that they can be capricious beings who can take offense at a perceived slight and then ruin lives in retribution, then you’re in as much danger as when you taunt an ogre for being ugly (don’t do that, by the way).

			Or if you treat a centaur, a mermaid, or a shifter as being entirely human instead of acknowledging the other part, you might run the risk of offending that other part somehow or mistaking a behavior that gets you in trouble.

			Assumptions are dangerous.
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			Sixteen

			I struck off through the crowd, which was now thoroughly soused, thanks to the excellent alcohol Marcellus had provided, to find my bosses, hoping they wouldn’t be soused themselves. I started my search in the corners, since I knew Mr. Connors didn’t like parties or crowds, and I figured he would know where Lord Hennawi was (I had no idea what Lord Hennawi’s feeling was about crowds or parties).

			I was pleased to find Mr. Connors in conversation with one of the duke’s assistants—not so much because of the individual but because Mr. Connors was in conversation.

			“Good evening, Miss Hastings,” he said as I approached.

			“Good evening, sir.”

			“Have you met Mr. Hall?” Mr. Connors said. “He works with the Duke of Astelwyth.”

			“Yes, the duke introduced us earlier,” I replied. The gentleman nodded.

			“Mr. Hall has been telling me about some of the improvements the duke plans to make. Given the circumstances, the duke feels it might be wise to improve our borders, to prevent undesirables from entering the country.”

			“We want to preserve Great Britain as it is,” Mr. Hall said with marked enthusiasm. “The Great Revelation has changed many things, but we don’t want it to change who we are as a people.”

			“What type of undesirables?” I asked. I tried to keep my tone neutral, but I already felt wary of this plan—there were so many ways this could go off the rails.

			He spread his hands out in explanation. “The type that would come in and influence certain species against us, against our government. We want a unified people.”

			“You mean species,” I corrected.

			His expression tightened. “Yes, species, of course.”

			“This will help in your work, Miss Hastings,” Mr. Connors said with enthusiasm. “There won’t be bad apples for you to have to resolve conflicts with. If all the species have the same nationalism at heart, it will be easier to negotiate.”

			That wasn’t true at all, but this wasn’t the place to debate it. Mr. Connors had always seemed a bit naive to me, and this conversation was proving me right. It was something I liked about him—he seemed eternally optimistic that all the species could get along, even though it was clear there were some that were just diametrically opposed but had to tolerate one another to survive. I’m looking at you, cat and dog shifters.

			“Is this about the portals the duke mentioned?” I asked. “It seems that some demons crossed through in Cornwall, I believe.”

			Mr. Hall grimaced. “Yes, well, we don’t want any of that kind of activity going on here. If someone comes through—no matter how they come through—we want a full accounting of their place of origin and where they will be when they are here.”

			At its face, it didn’t sound too awful. It made sense, particularly when applied to the Cornwall situation. Nobody wanted demons just appearing, willy-nilly. But neither did we want more scrutiny of what types of species were allowed to enter, never mind who would be the individual who’d make that decision.

			I imagined it would be the duke, and I couldn’t think he would be as tolerant as, say, Lord Hennawi, Mr. Connors, or even the Queen.

			“I see” was all I said. I was too far down the hierarchy to make a fuss about it without knowing more, but I was going to have to keep tabs on this effort as well as the whole double spy thing. I didn’t want my work, and my country, to become as intolerant as I’d heard some other countries had been post-Revelation.

			I could be naive as well, but I had hopes of all of us coexisting. Not so my position would ever be entirely redundant—beings would always have disputes, and there would always have to be other beings to help resolve them; I wasn’t that naive—but so we could live without the constant threat of one species trying to lord it over another (literally, in the duke’s case).

			I knew there were beings on the other side—species separatists—and they were just as dangerous as the duke and his minions. In fact, it was impossible not to find beings with strong opinions about how the various species should interact with one another. It was up to the government, as well as the threat of Queen Victoria’s fangs, to keep everyone in line. Should those impediments be removed, then the chaos Marcellus and I believed was the intent behind the assassination attempts really would come to pass.

			“Have you had fun this evening, Miss Hastings?” Mr. Connors asked, his tail moving only slightly. “I quite enjoyed the theme. Hell on Earth! Quite clever.”

			“I have, thank you, sir.”

			“You assisted in planning all of this, did you not?” Mr. Connors continued.

			“I did.”

			“Oh, so you are friendly with the Devil?” Mr. Hall said.

			“Not with the Devil, per se, sir,” I replied. “I have spent more time with the Devil’s son, the Marquis of Hell.” And by “spent more time,” I meant did all sorts of inappropriate things while also acting as a double agent spy of sorts.

			Oh, I was coming up in the world, wasn’t I?

			“Then perhaps you can assist. The duke wishes to be kept apprised of the Devil’s movements”—at which point my eyes met Mr. Connors’s—“but discreetly. He doesn’t wish to disturb the Queen.”

			I would need a diagram to figure out how to navigate through the morass I seemed to find myself in. I hadn’t expected, when I’d been given this assignment, that it would be so complicated.

			At least I wasn’t in as much danger of being engulfed in flames as I was at the start of it, I told myself. Silver linings and all that.

			“I will do what I can within the constraints of my position, sir,” I said in as mild a tone as possible.

			“We will contact your office, Mr. Connors,” Mr. Hall said, nodding. He offered a quick bow to me, then strode off.

			“Hmm,” Mr. Connors said as we watched the other man leave, “are you certain you can handle that? Dealing with the duke? Not that I wish to but we could talk to Lord Hennawi, if you think that would help.” His tone was doubtful, however, and his tail gave an anxious twitch.

			“I can manage it, yes.” If I could handle the whole double agent thing as well as doing illicit things with my devilish contact, then yes. Though of course I couldn’t say anything of the sort to my boss.

			There were limits to my unprofessionalism.

			“It’s only two weeks until the Exhibition. It can’t come soon enough—this is very stressful. The tabloids have seized on the Devil’s presence here and are making up all sorts of rubbishy trash about it. Did you know they’re insisting the Devil went to the Tower of London and was appraising the various methods of torture?”

			I winced. “Well…” I began.

			“And that he’s been seen in the park around children?”

			That would be when he was riding the dandy horse. I should have tried to guide him to an isolated area, but the chances of my being able to direct the Devil to do anything were slim to none.

			“Well,” I said again.

			“The staff at Clarence House is apparently terrified of him.” Mr. Connors shook his head. “But they are more terrified of the Queen, and she’s told him he is to be accorded the best service while he is here.”

			“Hopefully the Queen will give them all a holiday after he is gone.” In two weeks. Which would mean the marquis would be gone as well.

			My heart should not be constricting like that when I thought about it. But here I was.

			I’d have to make the most of the next two weeks, then. I didn’t want to live the rest of my life in regret.
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			“Is it time to go yet?”

			A weary Hannah found me around two in the morning. Her wings were drooping, and her eyes were bleary. “I saw Lily about half an hour ago. She said she would meet us at home.”

			My eyebrows rose. “She’s still—you know.”

			Hannah nodded. “She is having an excellent time.”

			“Well, I am very glad she came along, then. I hope she managed to get some information from any of her partners tonight.”

			“Have you found out anything?” Hannah asked.

			I wrinkled my nose. “Not so much but there are bits and pieces. I imagine once Marcellus and I sort it all out—”

			“Sort what all out?” Marcellus said, joining us.

			“Good evening, my lord,” Hannah said. “Your party is quite the success.”

			“Of course it is,” he replied smugly. “Your friend was very helpful with the planning.”

			“Of course she was,” Hannah said, mirroring his words.

			He blinked in surprise at her wit, and I silently applauded my friend.

			“And I realized, my lord,” Hannah continued, “that our landlady’s next communal meal is next week. You should come dine with us, then.”

			Though at this moment, I wanted her to be less quick-witted. The thought of the Marquis of Hell sitting down to eat with my friends and the rest of the boarders at the rooming house made me itch in a prickly, unpleasant way. It would be just another reminder that he couldn’t fit into my life—that though he might come to my house, he would eventually have to leave. Forever.

			The less he was integrated into my life, I reasoned, the better.

			And here Hannah was, encouraging more integration.

			“I would love to,” he said, shooting me a wicked glance.

			“I’m back,” Lily said. I turned to see her approaching from behind me. “What would you love to do?” she asked interestedly, looking between me and Marcellus. I immediately started to blush, and she grinned.

			“Miss Green has invited me to dine with you and your fellow housemates next week,” Marcellus said.

			Lily clapped her hands. “Excellent! Hannah makes a very good pudding, and Mrs. Collins is a good, if basic, cook.”

			“She does make a good shepherd’s pie,” I added.

			His eyes lit up. “Perhaps she’ll share the recipe. I didn’t manage to get it from the cook at that pub we went to.”

			Wonderful. My illicit demonic lover showing such a sweet, normal side of himself made him even more endearing. Which was going to make the next week even more difficult.

			I wish I weren’t so entangled with him, but I couldn’t deny it any longer—I rather thought I might have fallen in love, darn it all.

			I didn’t think there was enough tea in the world that would help me recover from this.
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			I didn’t see Marcellus in the days leading up to the dinner, as it happened, so we didn’t have a chance to discuss what we’d learned—his father received word of some business that required delicate handling, which meant Marcellus had to return to Hell for a few days, giving me the chance to feel what it would be like to be without him.

			It felt awful.

			But I was able to spend time with Dante, whom I’d neglected since getting this assignment, and also spend time with Hannah, as well as cook the one thing I could passably handle—eggs—so she didn’t always have to feed me.

			“I’ve missed this,” I said and took a sip of tea. We’d cleared the plates and were seated at our table, Dante snoozing at our feet.

			“Mm, me too,” Hannah said. “I did enjoy attending the party, but I much prefer staying at home with a cozy fire and a good friend.” Her eyes met mine over the rim of her cup.

			“What would you normally be doing if you weren’t here living with me?” I asked.

			She wrinkled her nose as if smelling something foul. “I’d have to be sharing a room with a few of my sisters, and we’d be fighting over gowns and slippers and then going out to cause mischief. I don’t like causing mischief—it’s just such a bother.”

			She said it in such a fatigued tone I couldn’t help but laugh.

			“Do you miss your sisters, though?”

			She considered it. “Not really. I have a lot of sisters—ten or twelve of them?—and I always felt a little different from them. My mother used to say I wasn’t the right kind of fairy because I was more interested in reading or being alone than flying about and drawing attention to myself.”

			“That must have stung.”

			She nodded. “It did at first, but then the Revelation came, and it felt like an opportunity. To do something that wasn’t what was expected of me. To experience life not just as a fairy but as a being who has her own thoughts and feelings.” She jerked her chin toward me. “You must feel the same way, but it seems human females have a bit more freedom.”

			I snorted. “Not especially. At least, though, human males now have as little freedom as we do, having been reduced to the least powerful members of society. So in that way it is a bit more even, I suppose.”

			She laughed. “I like knowing things like that. I would never have learned about humans without the Revelation. I am terrified of the Queen but very grateful to her.”

			“I haven’t heard of her draining a fairy, so I think you’re safe.”

			“But you’re human, so I’m terrified for you.”

			I gave her a warm smile. “Thank you.”

			Having friends like Hannah and Lily made the prospect of life without Marcellus completely tolerable, even if it would be difficult in the immediate aftermath.
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			“When is your friend arriving, Miss Hastings?” Mrs. Collins asked. It was finally the night of the communal dinner. Marcellus had returned from Hell the previous day, though I hadn’t had the chance to see him, since I was occupied with taking his father to another church bazaar—this time without a portal opening and with a willing vicar.

			He bought up all the strawberry jam, several embroidered handkerchiefs, and an exceedingly hideous tea cozy.

			I was setting the table, laying out the mismatched cutlery beside the equally mismatched dinnerware. The site of the communal dinners was Mrs. Collins’s own room, where she conducted business and received visitors. Once a month she would push her desk to the side and put the leaves into her dining table so it could accommodate all her boarders—currently there were fifteen of us, though that number had sometimes swelled to twenty—and attendance was mandatory, unless one had a very good excuse.

			I enjoyed the meals usually. When I’d gotten my position, it had been beneficial for me to be able to ask advice from some of the other species who lived in the house. They already knew me as a fellow resident, so they didn’t regard me as any kind of enemy, which was the norm, unfortunately, for strangers, particularly humans. I’d learned about pack dynamics from the werewolves, and manners and protocol from the vampires, and had already been comfortable interacting with various species.

			But tonight I was anticipating the meal with equal parts trepidation and longing. Yes, I wanted to spend more time with Marcellus, but I also knew spending more time with him was going to do even more damage to my heart, what with the whole falling-in-love bit.

			I’d tried to talk myself out of it, but I hadn’t been successful thus far. And so every new encounter with him was painfully bittersweet, knowing I would have to say goodbye in a week.

			“Miss Hastings?” Mrs. Collins said, jerking me out of my thoughts.

			“Oh, yes, apologies. I believe he will be here at six o’clock.” I glanced at the timepiece pinned to my waist; it was ten minutes to the hour.

			“Good. I’d like a moment to meet him before everyone arrives.” Communal meals started, for obvious reasons, after the sun went down, and that would be around six thirty or so.

			“He is looking forward to your shepherd’s pie,” I said.

			She gave me a satisfied smile. “I do say it is a good one. I know he will like it.”

			Mrs. Collins was a witch, though she limited her craft to making various brews rather than anything more drastic. She belonged to a local coven, and a few of the other members were also her boarders, which meant that our house was safely warded against intruders and predators. She’d had to disable a few of the wards to allow the marquis to enter, since usually demons were forbidden.

			I was one of only three humans who rented here; humans were still skittish about other species, and though they were learning to coexist, they weren’t yet willing to get chummy with them. Of course I thought that was short-sighted of them, but then again, it was the nature of my work to think so.

			“Mrs. C., can I help at all?”

			Lily arrived in the dining room with an unmistakable glow about her—Hannah and I hadn’t seen much of her since Marcellus’s party. She’d spent a lot of time with Keres, in addition to working her shifts at the dance hall. I was glad to see her well-fed, though I remained terrified of Keres, who was just a tick below Jirzinar in terms of scariness. I supposed I should be grateful Lily wasn’t succubusing with Jirzinar, at least.

			“Miss Hastings and I have it all handled, thank you, Miss Wright,” Mrs. Collins said. “Just listen for the door—Miss Hastings’s beau is arriving shortly.”

			I suppressed a snort at Marcellus being called my “beau.” He was my—well, I wasn’t certain, but I knew he wasn’t a traditional suitor. If anything, he was something that couldn’t be named, since it was so forbidden in so many ways.

			But hearing her say that made me feel all warm inside, which immediately also made me feel foolish. A traditional romance was not in the cards for us, what with one of us making his abode in Hell. Of all the other types of creatures I could have fallen in love with, I had chosen the worst possible type. Even a vampire would have been preferable. At least they lived in this realm.

			Though I far preferred Marcellus’s taste in food.

			“I’ll go listen for your beau, then, Cora,” Lily said with a sly grin. I made a face at her, and she laughed, then headed toward the hallway.

			“Is he here?” Hannah flew into the room, her expression eager.

			“Not yet.” I glanced at my timepiece again. “He should be here any—”

			We heard the knock on the door, and I felt all tingly and nervous and excited. It felt different to have him in my home, meeting my other housemates, eating my landlady’s shepherd’s pie, especially after not seeing him for a bit.

			“The marquis is here,” Lily announced as both she and Marcellus walked into the room.

			My heart skipped a beat as I saw him. He had dressed in modest clothing—likely so as not to overwhelm anyone at dinner—but he was still the most gorgeous individual I’d ever seen, and that was remarkable, given one of my friends was Lily.

			“Thank you for having me, Mrs. Collins,” he said, going to my landlady and giving her an elegant bow. She tittered and put her hand to her mouth.

			“You are very welcome, my lord.”

			“A gift for you,” he said, handing her a bottle of wine.

			She took it, placed it on the table, then gestured to the sofa at one end of the room. “Would you care to sit for a moment? We won’t be seated for dinner until after dark—we have a few vampire boarders here.”

			“Ah, I see,” he said, then went to sit, giving me a quick, intimate glance that further increased my heartbeat.

			“Go join him, Miss Hastings,” Mrs. Collins urged, going to the sideboard to gather cordial glasses.

			“You as well, ma’am,” I replied.

			She nodded, then sat beside Marcellus on the sofa, indicating I should take the chair opposite. “And you, Miss Wright, Miss Green, you can pull the dining chairs over.”

			They did, and soon we were seated in a circle, all of us looking at Marcellus, who didn’t seem at all uncomfortable under the scrutiny. Of course. He likely enjoyed all the attention.

			“How do you find London, my lord?” Mrs. Collins asked. She placed the glasses in front of each of us on the table.

			He paused before answering. “I am surprised to say I find it quite enjoyable.” He tilted his head toward me. “Though that may be because Miss Hastings is an excellent guide.”

			I couldn’t help but smile, ducking my head to hide my pleasure at his words.

			“What have you seen so far?” Mrs. Collins asked. She began to pour some sort of dark purplish liquid into the glasses.

			“The Tower of London, the Royal Academy of Arts. A few pubs.”

			“Oh, not what I would have expected,” Mrs. Collins said.

			“Neither did I,” I said dryly.

			“I’ve realized London is not all that different from my realm,” he continued.

			Mrs. Collins froze in the middle of pouring. “You mean Hell?”

			“Exactly.” His expression was smug, as though well aware of what kind of response his comment would get.

			“What will you miss most when you go back?” Lily asked with a knowing look toward me. I resisted the urge to pinch her.

			His lips curled into a sly smile. “I will miss so many things. Apparently I will miss Mrs. Collins’s excellent shepherd’s pie. I have liked many of the things I’ve done here—” And then he turned to gaze at me with an unmistakable look in his eyes, which made Lily’s eyebrows climb into her hair and Hannah cough as she smothered a laugh. “But most of all, I think I will miss having conversations with Miss Hastings.”

			“Oh, we’re calling it a conversation, are we?” Lily said in an arch tone, at which Hannah elbowed her in the ribs.

			“Anyway,” I leaped in, feeling my face heat, “thank you for the kind words, my lord.”

			“Marcellus, please.” He looked at the others. “Please call me Marcellus as well. We don’t stand on ceremony much in Hell. It feels odd to be my lorded all the time.”

			Another way Hell might be more progressive than London. I’d have to start making a list.

			Mrs. Collins raised her glass, indicating we should do the same. “To old and new friends,” she said and took a sip.

			We followed suit; the beverage was a richly spiced liquor that reminded me of an excellent mince pie, of all things.

			The other residents began to arrive, with the other witches coming first, followed by a werewolf or two, the ogre, the humans, and finally the vampires.

			We settled at the table, Marcellus seated to the right of Mrs. Collins, with me at his right. Lily was opposite us, while Hannah was seated a little farther down, between a witch and a werewolf.

			I looked around at the various beings, all of whom were chatting among themselves, and smiled. I liked being among all these different types. I liked coming in contact with beings who had other experiences than I did; how boring would it be if everyone I met was just like me? I wouldn’t have the opportunity to get scandalized by Lily, or to try to make Hannah laugh, or to ask one of the werewolves what it felt like to shift.

			Mrs. Collins brought the shepherd’s pie out, giving the first serving to Marcellus, then taking care of the rest of us. It was fresh out of the oven and smelled heavenly (so to speak). She watched Marcellus closely as he took his first bite. He made a small noise of satisfaction, then waved his fork at her. “You must give me your recipe, Mrs. Collins. That is the most delicious thing I’ve ever tasted.”

			She gave him a surprised glance. “You cook, my lo—I mean, Marcellus?”

			For the first time since I’d met him, he looked abashed. “I do. There aren’t many who appreciate food where I live, so I cook for myself and Cerberus, my father’s dog. But he’ll eat anything, so he’s not really an accurate gauge of whether something is good.”

			“People up here, not just the dogs, would appreciate your cooking,” Lily said slyly.

			I glared at her. I did not need her to start lobbying for him to stay—that would only cause me to raise my hopes. There was no possibility he would remain up here after the Exhibition, and there was certainly no way I would ever go there. I had my work, and so did he.

			“It is kind of you to say so, Miss Wright,” Marcellus replied. Thankfully, he seemed to miss Lily’s implication. Or he didn’t but decided to ignore it, which was worse.

			And now here I was overthinking everything. All because of a kiss, a memorable carriage ride, and an even more memorable interlude on a terrace.

			To be fair, I’d be thinking about those instances for the rest of my life. It was better than regretting a missed opportunity or wishing I had done something different.

			The table was soon quiet as we all got busy with the important task of eating—even the vampires, who didn’t need to eat anything but blood, but did eat when the food was good enough. Mrs. Collins’s pie was truly remarkable, even better than what we had eaten at the pub.

			When we’d finished, we all helped clear the dishes, and then we returned to the table, Mrs. Collins once again passing around the spicy liquor as well as tea and the wine Marcellus had brought.

			Soon the conversation turned livelier than before, with the werewolves debating heatedly with the witches about hair-removal spells, and one of the vampires showing the ogre how his fangs lengthened. Marcellus was quiet, for once not the center of attention, apparently happy to just observe. I wondered how unusual that was for him.

			“I would like to see your rooms,” he said in a low voice.

			“They’re nothing special,” I replied. “Though you can meet Dante.”

			“Dante?” he said, frowning. “Who is this Dante?” I was secretly pleased to hear a strong note of jealousy.

			“My dog.”

			“Oh,” he said, his expression easing.

			I glanced around, noticing everyone was still involved in their various discussions. “We can go now, if you like.”

			“I would.” He rose, holding his hand out to help me get up as well.

			“Mrs. Collins,” Marcellus said, executing a perfect bow, “thank you for inviting me. I will want your recipe.”

			Mrs. Collins looked both pleased and abashed and put her hand to her chest. “You are too kind, my lo—Marcellus.”

			He looked at the others, nodding toward them. “A pleasure to meet all of you as well.”

			“Do come back sometime, Marcellus,” Lily said.

			He gave me a pointed look. “I will.”

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			An Incomplete Guide to Navigating Supernatural Species in the Post-Revelation World, or Ogres Will Reach Things Down for You If You Ask Nicely

			There are some who believe all members of a certain species behave a certain way. And while it is true that most vampires will perk up at the scent of human blood, it does not define them. Humans like to define others by their own conceptions. Does that make all of us the same, then?

			Of course it does not.

			So, yes, keep in mind that while there are things certain species tend toward—it’s just a fact that harpies’ voices are loud—it’s not a defining characteristic.
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			Seventeen

			“This way.”

			I led Marcellus through the narrow hallways to my rooms, conscious of the worn wood and modest furnishings. I had no idea what his home in Hell was like—and goodness, that was a sentence I never thought I would think—but Clarence House was decorated with all Her Majesty’s taste for opulence, and I doubted he had been in many establishments as plain as this.

			We entered, and Dante immediately came to greet us, jumping up on my legs and barking. I gave him a few pets, then gestured to Marcellus. “Dante, this is the Marquis of Hell. Marcellus, this is Dante.”

			The two regarded each other; then Dante gave a skeptical sniff and then a short bark before returning to his bed by the unlit fireplace.

			“This is our dining room and kitchen,” I said. “Hannah does most of the cooking. I am not very skilled in the kitchen.”

			“I’d like to cook for you sometime, then,” he said.

			My heart fluttered.

			“This,” I said, walking to the left of the fireplace and opening the door, “is my room.”

			He stepped inside, and I tried to see it as he was. My bed was pushed against the left wall, neatly made up with a faded blue coverlet. The bedside table had a candlestick and a few books on it, and there was a rug placed on the floor. I had a rocking chair—one of the few items I’d taken from my parents’ house when they’d moved—and an armoire that held the few gowns I owned. A dressing table was in between the bedside table and the armoire and had a mirror and a few pieces of jewelry as well as my brush on it.

			It wasn’t particularly striking, but it was comfortable, and I liked it. It felt cozy, particularly when I’d had a long day of ombudsmanning.

			“It smells like you,” he observed.

			I sniffed. I couldn’t smell anything myself, but then again, I wouldn’t, since I was with me all the time, and therefore my scent would be ubiquitous to me.

			“I hope it’s not a bad smell,” I said.

			He shook his head, moving closer to the bed. “No, it smells like vanilla and grass.”

			Hmm. That didn’t sound bad at all.

			He picked up one of the books. “Frankenstein?” He looked at me. “Don’t you deal with enough monsters during your working hours?” He had an almost rueful tone; it felt as if he was revealing a vulnerability he hadn’t before. As though he thought he himself was a monster.

			“I don’t think any of the beings I work with are monsters,” I replied firmly. “And the book isn’t really about that, I don’t think. It’s more general, in my opinion. And it’s very well written, so it’s just a pleasure to read.”

			He nodded, then put the book back down, turning his attention to my dressing table. “I see you have a few necklaces, but you only ever wear that one.”

			My fingers flew to the locket around my neck. “That’s because this is special. It’s only in case of absolute emergency, but it will disable any nonhuman within six feet of it. It contains a special mixture of sulfur, holy water, salt, and garlic. The case is silver. I’ve only had to use it a few times, but it was quite effective.”

			“Ah,” he said. “I was wondering if you had any more protection than that cane.”

			“A bit more, yes,” I said. “Though I don’t usually talk about it.” Because then some miscreant might take it with the goal of causing harm. But I figured a demon would have far more effective ways of doing that, so I didn’t need to be precious about it.

			And besides, he would have had plenty of chances to do me harm, and he had done nothing but the opposite thus far. Plus there was the whole pesky “I’ve fallen in love with him, God damn it” aspect, so I couldn’t really pretend there was anything to keep secret anymore.

			Except that. I could not tell him about that.

			He continued moving about the room, his expression making it look as though he was cataloguing everything. I stood awkwardly in the middle, wondering just what it was he was interested in.

			“Your rooms—are they typical for a Londoner?” he asked.

			I shrugged. “I suppose; some families live in lodgings much larger than this. The other residents here have similar rooms. People like the Duke of Astelwyth are just one person and live in houses as big as Clarence House. Why do you ask?”

			He nodded, as though I was confirming something he thought. “We don’t have these types of living arrangements in Hell,” he said. “It can be difficult to find privacy.” He met my gaze, the amber in his eyes glowing especially bright. “I long for that. Privacy, I mean.”

			I felt an ache inside at his words. He hadn’t revealed much vulnerability up to now, but it felt as though he was opening himself up to me. It felt more intimate than the intimate things we’d done—likely because it was clear those things were more common with him, whereas sharing confidences was probably exceedingly rare.

			“I do too,” I admitted. “Though I wouldn’t want absolute privacy.” I thought of some of the beings I’d met, like dragons who still insisted on living in caves, or trolls who resided under bridges. Alone, and not at all interested in changing that. “I am fortunate to have such good friends in Miss Wright and Miss Green. We understand how each other is, and we aren’t intrusive.” I thought of Lily’s and Hannah’s probing questions. “Well, not more intrusive than very good friends are,” I amended.

			“You are fortunate.”

			I gestured to the rocking chair, while I perched on the bed. “Do you have any such friends in Hell?” I asked.

			He sat, then laced his fingers together and looked down at the floor before answering. “Not really. It’s an odd position to be in, being the son of the Devil. I’ve got power, power second to only one, but that means I have an unfair advantage over everyone else. And in Hell, the balance of power is all.”

			“Here too,” I said ruefully.

			“I’ve noticed,” he replied in a dry tone.

			“Speaking of which,” I said, “I’m more convinced that the goal is chaos. Specifically, chaos caused by provoking an irreparable rift between London and Hell. Who does that benefit?”

			He leaned back in the rocking chair, his expression shifting to surprise when the chair moved.

			“Have you never been in a rocking chair before?” I asked, laughing.

			“No,” he said, tentatively rocking some more. “It’s an odd sensation.”

			“Very soothing, I find,” I replied.

			He knit his brows together as he rocked. “I can see that. Conducive to thinking. What were you saying?”

			“Who benefits if the Devil and the Queen have a falling-out?”

			“Anyone who isn’t the Devil or the Queen?”

			I glared at him. “Well, obviously. But what would be the far-reaching consequences?”

			He shrugged, spreading his hands out in a wide gesture. “Chaos is its own consequence, isn’t it? It doesn’t matter what happens as long as there is disruption.”

			I considered it. “Hmm,” I said slowly. “I see what you mean. The goal isn’t the goal, per se, but the disruption. So whomever is behind this is just causing trouble?” I frowned. “In which case it could be literally anybody. Including the Devil and the Queen.”

			“Well, I promise you it’s not my father,” Marcellus said. “He’s far too lazy to think of something like this. And he’d never want to look vulnerable.”

			“I don’t think it’s the Queen either. She would just have to drain a few people to get her point across, not do anything nefarious.”

			“So we can cross two suspects off our list,” he said with a wry smile. “And it’s not you or me,” he continued.

			“We’re making excellent progress,” I remarked. “Now we’ve got four nonsuspects.”

			He grinned. “We only need to rule out another hundred or so beings, and we’ll figure it all out. We can do that in a week, can’t we?”

			The reminder, again, that he would be leaving struck hard, and I worked to keep my expression neutral. I didn’t want him to know the extent of my distress at his upcoming departure.

			“What is it?” he asked.

			So much for neutrality.

			“Nothing,” I said, shaking my head. “Just contemplating how many more London attractions we’ll be seeing in the next seven days is all.”

			He exhaled. “He hates being bored. When he’s bored…well, you remember the black death? He was very bored that month. He was even more delighted when the whole thing lasted for years after.”

			My eyes widened. “That was him?”

			He nodded.

			I shuddered.

			“I should get going,” he said, rising from the chair. “We’ll lay everything out tomorrow—my father will be busy with Jirzinar until the afternoon.”

			I didn’t want to ask with what. Probably better I didn’t know.

			“Yes, of course,” I said, getting up as well.

			He grasped me by the shoulders and stared down into my eyes. His long, inky-black lashes framed the gold. “I am going to kiss you now, Cora,” he said.

			“Yes, you are,” I said, tilting my face up.

			He smiled, then put his mouth to mine.

			I knew by now that he didn’t have to exert any of his power to make me kiss him. Actually, I wanted to kiss him most of the time, an aching want that didn’t ebb, regardless of what I was doing.

			Darning my stockings? Wanting to kiss Marcellus.

			Taking Dante for a walk? Wanting to kiss Marcellus.

			Drinking a cup of tea? Remarkably, still wanting to kiss Marcellus.
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			I slid my tongue into his mouth, gently teasing his. His hands were now at my waist, holding me tight against him. I put my left hand on top of his, dragging it up my torso to my breast. He growled, low and deep in his throat, and then began to caress me, his clever fingers unerringly finding my erect nipple through the layers of fabric.

			Then he moved his mouth to my neck, his hot breath on my skin as he held me close and continued to torture me—exquisitely, of course—with his touch.

			I knew my bed was directly behind us, but I also knew I didn’t have any protection, and I had no idea about demon reproduction, so I didn’t want to risk anything until I learned more.

			And then, I promised myself, I would risk everything.

			Meanwhile, he’d reached to where my neck met my shoulders, and he bit me, gently, and I moaned. My whole body ached for his, so it was a good thing I was intelligent enough to be aware of the consequences, because otherwise I would be begging for him right now.

			“We should stop,” I said, even though by now my hand had made its way to his ass and was gripping it, feeling the hard muscles under the round shape.

			“Yes, I can tell you want to,” he said with a chuckle.

			“Well,” I replied, “I don’t want to, but we should. We’ve got things to do, and this isn’t one of them at the moment.”

			He drew back, and I felt the loss immediately. “Why not?”

			It was a simple question.

			“It’s not the right time,” I said, my voice sounding unconvincing even to my own ears.

			He gave me a skeptical look. “But I’m here, and you’re here, and your bed is just over there. I fail to see the problem.” He narrowed his gaze at me.

			I exhaled. “Of course you don’t, which is where the problem lies. You’re a demon, with demonic morality. I am a human, with human morality. These two things are different. I don’t want to do something where I am uncertain of the consequences, especially something like this—” I said, gesturing to my bed. “And while this is undoubtedly fun”—at which point I reluctantly let go of his ass; I didn’t want to be a complete hypocrite—“I think we both need rest so we can figure out who wants to destroy the fragile peace we’ve worked so hard to achieve. I don’t want chaos to ensue just because you are so pretty.”

			One corner of his mouth curled into a wry smile. “Thank you. You do know we are both adults? That we can make decisions without worrying about any kind of morality? As long as we agree it is all right between us, why is there any need for outside morality?”

			Well, at least with the discussion turning philosophical, I wasn’t quite so ready to leap on him, so there was a benefit to all this, I supposed.

			“I don’t wish to.”

			His lips thinned. “That’s all you need to say, then. I’ll take my leave.”

			I put my hand on his arm just as he was about to turn. “No, it’s not that I don’t wish to, it’s—”

			“I don’t understand you,” he interrupted. “First it’s yes, then no, then yes again. Is this a human thing? I have never been with a human.”

			It shouldn’t have, but it pleased me that I would be his first…human. When it happened, I meant. Because I knew it would happen eventually, just not tonight.

			If he wasn’t a pettish idiot. Which, since he was male in appearance, there was no guarantee he wouldn’t be.

			“Look,” I said, taking his hand in mine. “It is not that I don’t wish to. It is that now is not the right time. We both need to focus—we can’t be too distracted.”

			His expression cleared. “Ah, so it’s not that you don’t wish to. It’s that you are concerned the experience might be so exhilarating we will forget our mission.” He gave me a smug look. “I can understand that.”

			I rolled my eyes as I nudged him toward the door. “Yes, that. You will be so tremendous I won’t be able to focus on anything else.” I gave him another gentle push. “I will see you tomorrow. We can review everything we know then.”

			“Good night, Cora.”

			“Good night, Marcellus,” I replied, shutting the door after him.

			I sighed as soon as I heard the outer door close. That might have been one of the most difficult things I’d ever done, but I couldn’t jeopardize my job, my way of life, and my future for a night in bed with him.

			Though I was sorely tempted.
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			An Incomplete Guide to Navigating Supernatural Species in the Post-Revelation World, or It’s Fine to Rub a Hellhound’s Belly (But Only If They Roll on Their Backs to Expose It First)

			There is no one right way to navigate the world.

			That has always been true but never more true than today.

			We can offer all the advice in the world—and do!—but the best advice we can offer, at the end of the day, is to listen to your instincts and be mindful. Just as there is no one right way to be a human, or a vampire, or a werewolf, there is no one right way to treat a human, or a vampire, or a werewolf. Except with respect and that will vary depending on the circumstances.
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			Eighteen

			I arrived at Clarence House the next day unsure of my reception. Would he be sulky because of my refusal? Or would he be reasonable, given that we had a mystery to solve?

			He was seated in the chair I’d found him in before, the newspaper hiding his face.

			“Good morning, my lord,” I said.

			He curled down one edge of the paper. “Good morning, Hastings.” I couldn’t tell anything by his tone of voice, but I wasn’t going to obsess over it—either he was going to be sensible or he wasn’t.

			Either way, we needed to find who wanted to start trouble among the species. I had a job to do, and it didn’t include worrying about a demon’s emotions.

			“I was thinking we should go somewhere away from here to discuss what we’ve learned,” he said, folding the newspaper and rising from his chair. “I don’t want anybody to have even a chance to hear our conversation.”

			He seemed focused and determined, not at all piqued, and I relaxed. Good to know he wasn’t going to be a child about everything between us. Now, if only I could stop thinking about everything between us, like a constantly running refrain in my brain, everything would be wonderful.

			“Where do you propose we go?” I asked. “Did your father wish to—?” I began.

			“My father has other plans,” he reminded me. “Jirzinar and Keres have some unexpected work to do here, and he’ll be supervising.”

			I shuddered to think of what the unexpected work could be and was grateful for the chance to be far away from it.

			“Then let’s go to Oxford. It’s about half a day by carriage, as long as we’ve got fast horses. I don’t think we’ll be overheard there, and we can stroll around the town and see the university.”

			He nodded. “I never went to university,” he said. He sounded almost mournful. “I had access to all the best books—Ann Radcliffe, Goethe, your Mary Shelley, and penny bloods—but I never received any traditional education.” He grinned. “Some authors live in Hell now, too, so we engage in conversation from time to time. Lord Byron, Coleridge, Blake—those are the ones I talk to the most.”

			Well, that was hardly surprising, but I hadn’t actually thought about the real people who might be down there. “Would you want to go to university, if you had the chance?” I asked.

			He looked startled, as though the idea had never occurred to him. “I don’t know. I’m always curious about things, but I can’t imagine a world where I’d have the opportunity for study. Did you?”

			I snorted. “Have you forgotten I am female?”

			He cocked an eyebrow. “Certainly not, Hastings.”

			I felt myself blush. Damn. I thought I might be getting over that unfortunate habit.

			“No, I did not. My father taught me, however, and that is likely as good as, if not better, than what I would have gotten in university.” I glanced at my watch. “But we should be on our way.”

			“Of course,” he said. He took my arm, and we walked to the exit.

			A hansom cab had just pulled up at Clarence House when we got outside, which was excellent luck. It disgorged its passengers, and Marcellus gestured to the driver that we would be taking it.

			Once inside, Marcellus took my hand in his and put both on his thigh. We looked down at our interlocked fingers.

			“It’ll happen, you know,” I said softly. “Just not until everything is over. And not until I’ve got sufficient protections in place.”

			It felt entirely awkward to be discussing barriers against conception with him, but then again, if I wasn’t comfortable talking about this with him, then I had no business doing that with him.

			Lily would be able to advise me, though her particular makeup made it impossible for her to conceive. I’d asked, early on in our friendship, and she’d explained, in great detail, how succubi were different from humans, even though they often appeared the same.

			I’d been embarrassed for a week after.

			“Whatever is best for you,” he replied. “I realize I might have seemed snappish yesterday, and for that I apologize. I just—” he said, pausing to exhale. “Can’t seem to stop wanting. Wanting you.”

			“Mm. I know the problem,” I replied dryly.

			“Well, of course, I am accustomed to that,” he said in his normal arrogant tone, “but I am not accustomed to being the wanter, in this case.”

			“You’ve experienced many new things since coming to London, my lord,” I said in an arch tone.

			“Saucy wench,” he muttered, and I laughed.

			“Let’s lay out what we know,” I said after a few minutes of silence. “We know chaos is the point; we know the vicar from Saint Aloysius is one of the people behind the anti-Devil pamphlets and meeting; we know the Duke of Astelwyth is a prig who likely wishes to return to the old days and doesn’t trust your father.”

			“Nor should he,” Marcellus commented.

			“We know the duke and the Queen both want audiences with you, rather than your father.”

			“All of that just tells us nobody trusts the Devil when he’s in their midst, which we knew before we arrived.”

			“True, but there’s also Az’gen’s presence at that meeting.” I held up a hand when Marcellus was about to speak. “I don’t necessarily think he was the mole, per se, but that he is casting about for something else to do means there might be other unhappy beings in the Devil’s employ. Can you think of anyone?”

			He narrowed his eyes in thought. “Phenex was dead set against us coming to begin with. Maybe he wants to keep the walls in place?”

			“The accountant? He seemed pleasant to me.”

			His look was one of disbelief. “Hastings, no one is pleasant in Hell. Not even me.”

			I rolled my eyes. “Fine, I am naive. So we should consider Phenex as a possible mole; maybe he didn’t know what he was saying when he revealed where the Devil would be. Or he did and thought if something happened, then all of you would be back home sooner than you thought.”

			“Or he’s looking for a new position or a new boss,” Marcellus said.

			I looked at him, surprised. “Do you think he would want to leave? Isn’t he in your father’s inner circle?”

			Marcellus’s expression turned sour. “More reason for him to want to leave. Working for and with my father isn’t always easy. What with being the Devil and all.”

			“I suppose not,” I said gently. I didn’t want to ask too much more, since I reasoned he would tell me things when he wanted. But again, here he was revealing information about himself I would not have expected to learn.

			Marcellus, the Marquis of Hell, was proving to be more than just a pretty face.

			The cab went over a bump, and we were tossed together, Marcellus automatically trying to keep me from falling off the seat. “Thank you,” I said as we righted ourselves.

			I heard a faint hissing noise and glanced around; it sounded like a breeze rustling leaves on a tree, but of course there were no leaves and no tree.

			“Hastings, I—” And then Marcellus’s eyes rolled up, and he slumped over, his head falling into my lap. I froze for a few seconds, and then I was banging on the roof of the carriage.

			“Stop!” I cried. “Stop!”

			But the driver either didn’t hear me or pretended not to; in fact, it sounded as though the horses were going faster. Meanwhile, the hissing noise was even louder, and I looked up to see a small tube coming down from the roof and a faint mist emanating from it.

			“Marcellus,” I said, lightly slapping his face. He moaned, which was a huge relief—at least he was still alive. Though rationally I knew he couldn’t die, not in a human way, I didn’t know if there were other ways of damaging him. And I didn’t want to find out. “Marcellus.”

			“Mmph,” he said, his eyelids fluttering.

			“Are you all right?” I asked.

			He shook his head. “No. Not. It must be—” And then his head lolled on my lap, and he must have fainted again. I banged on the carriage roof a few more times, but I knew it was likely in vain—if there was something being fed into our cab, chances were good that the driver wasn’t just a regular hansom cabdriver. He’d have to have allowed the miscreant to tamper with the roof and insert that tube or whatever it was.

			“Marcellus,” I said, louder. I slapped him harder this time.

			“Stop that,” he said, his eyes still closed.

			“Is there anything I can do?” I asked.

			“Possession,” he murmured.

			“What’s that?” I said, leaning over him.

			“Possession. If you let me inside your body—”

			It was on the tip of my tongue to say we’d just discussed this, when I realized that wasn’t what he was talking about. “Possession? Like your spirit inside mine?”

			“Mm,” he said in agreement.

			“How can that help? You know what, never mind. I don’t need the explanation—we just need to figure this out now.” I was speaking mostly to myself, since he was going in and out of consciousness. “Marcellus,” I said, and he jerked his head up, his eyes opening for a moment. “Do the possession thing, quickly, before you faint again.”

			“I never faint.”

			“Just do it.”

			He groaned and then squeezed his eyes shut in concentration. I felt an odd pushing feeling on my head, as though it were being pressed on both sides. I heard his voice, too, coming not from his mouth but from inside my head. Let me in, the voice said. I can’t get in on my own. I’m too weak now.

			How do I do that?

			Just relax. Just—

			I tried to slow my breathing, to relax, as he’d said, but it was hard with the carriage still going full tilt and Marcellus passed out on my lap. Still, though, I could feel the pressure on my head easing, and his voice growing stronger.

			That’s it. Just a little bit more. And—there it is.

			I felt him inside me, which was the most bizarre sensation I had felt yet in all my twenty-six years. It was like being in a slightly too small space with someone you knew but weren’t entirely comfortable with, both of you glancing furtively around for something to do or say that wouldn’t be entirely awkward.

			How does this help? I asked.

			I can stay conscious. I can protect us, if necessary.

			How can you protect us? You’re literally unconscious on me.

			With your body.

			I thought it was probably good I wasn’t prone to fainting, or I might have succumbed as well on hearing his words in my head. And then we’d be two unconscious bodies rumbling inside a hansom cab bound for who-knew-where.

			I’ll just have to trust you, I said at last.

			You will.

			The next ten minutes were agony—Marcellus was roaming around inside my human form, commenting on various thoughts of mine I couldn’t keep hold of.

			No, I won’t make you do anything you don’t want to do, I promise…Yes, I could do that if I wished to, but I don’t.

			Not entirely comforting, but I did have his promise, for what it was worth. Which was likely not very much, given that he was a demon from Hell.

			But it was all I had, so I’d take it.

			Thank you, the voice said dryly.

			Rats. I’d forgotten he could hear some of what I thought. Thank God he couldn’t hear all of it.

			But I couldn’t fuss about that now, because the carriage was slowing.

			What do I do with you? I mean your body? I asked.

			Just roll me onto the floor. I’ll be fine.

			I gave him—or rather, his lifeless form—a dubious look but did as he said, easing his body onto the floor.

			The carriage was almost stopped now.

			Just let me take over and don’t worry about any of it.

			Don’t worry? I replied. Are you seriously telling me not to worry? When you’re inside my head and on the floor at my feet?

			Yes came the short reply.

			We didn’t have time to argue, however, because soon the cab’s door was flung open, and two men, both wearing face coverings, came inside. One held a small container that looked like a pitcher but with a smaller spout. The same mist that was coming through the roof was coming through the container. The other held a knife that I had to presume was made of iron, like the stiletto used in the assassination attempt on the Devil.

			These two were not intent on making friends, I could tell.

			You’re remarkably observant, Hastings.

			Oh, shut up, I replied.

			“They didn’t say anything about a human,” Container Man said.

			Stiletto shrugged. “So just take the bloke on the floor and leave her,” he said. Both of them spoke in country accents.

			“You will not take me,” I said, only it wasn’t me speaking. It was him.

			“Wot’s that?” Container Man said. “We didn’t say we were! We’re just taking ’im,” he said, jerking his chin toward Marcellus.

			Within seconds, I was on my feet and swinging my fist at Container Man. I clocked him in the jaw, and he reeled backward, but he rebounded. Huh. That was my hand, but it wasn’t my skill—that was all Marcellus.

			Don’t forget, I have my cane, I reminded him.

			Good thought, he said and snatched it from where it rested against one side of the carriage.

			I bashed it against Container Man’s head—or rather, he did, but I could feel me doing it as well, which was disconcerting because I hadn’t intended to. I’d never willingly inflicted violence on anyone before. Container Man crumpled, his upper half falling onto Marcellus’s legs, his lower half falling to the ground.

			Stiletto charged me, but I was apparently very quick with my hands, and I grabbed his arm, twisting it at an unnatural angle until I heard a sickening crack, and he dropped the knife as he screamed.

			Then I shoved Stiletto out of the carriage and yanked Container Man—who was conscious but bleeding—upright and shoved him out as well. Both of them landed with an audible thud on the ground.

			What now? I asked. Should we contact Mr. Connors and Lord Hennawi?

			So they can know that someone is actively targeting the Devil’s contingent, when we don’t know ourselves who that is?

			Well, yes.

			No, we can’t.

			Why not?

			Hastings, we’re wasting time.

			I got out of the carriage, stepping on the backs of the two would-be assailants as I shut the carriage door. I leaped up onto the driver’s seat and grabbed the reins, then urged the horses forward.

			Do you know how to drive a hansom cab? I asked.

			It can’t be that hard, he said.

			That wasn’t an answer.
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			An Incomplete Guide to Navigating Supernatural Species in the Post-Revelation World, or Don’t Ask a Gargoyle How the Weather Is Up There

			There are times, we have to admit, when what you want and what they want will be in direct opposition.

			For example, say you are a human stranded on an island with a vampire. You’ve found a convenient hedge full of berries, and you’ve been able to trap a few rabbits; the vampire, meanwhile, has been staring at your neck.

			Eek, right?

			Well, yes.

			There are times when you will have to bear in mind that species differences will adversely affect you, and you should do your best to avoid those situations. We wish we had a clever way for you to extract yourself, but we don’t.

			Sometimes a vampire is going to vampire.

			So what we’re saying is, try not to get stuck anywhere alone with a vampire. It won’t work out well (for you, not the vampire; they will be fine).
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			Nineteen

			You do not know how to drive a hansom cab. Let me.

			No.

			Let. Me.

			Finally I was able to wrestle his control to the side and slow the horses—Marcellus had been heedless of anything but speed, which meant we had nearly collided with a merchant hauling potatoes and narrowly missed running over several nannies and their charges.

			I’d been yelling at him throughout, but his demonic morality didn’t care about any of that—the only thing that mattered to him was that we were safe.

			How long do you have to stay inside me? I asked.

			Until the effects have worn off my body. I will check on myself when we get back to Clarence House.

			What did they use to immobilize you, do you think?

			Holy water, probably. I can’t think of anything else that could be made into a mist.

			Clever, I thought, admiringly despite the danger it had put us in. It sounded as though they were going to kidnap you—to what end, I wonder? Why not just kill you?

			I can’t be killed, remember?

			Oh. Right.

			If I were taken, maybe the kidnappers thought they could force my father to do something. A long pause. But he wouldn’t.

			I couldn’t help but think how sad that was.

			It’s fine, Hastings. Things are different there than here.

			Even though you’re always telling me how London and Hell are the same?

			Yes, but my father is quite different from anyone you are fond of or who is fond of you.

			His words made me hurt.

			Just don’t think about it, Hastings.

			But I couldn’t stop. Was he lonely? Did he wish he had a different type of parent? Did he have a mother at all? I had no idea how demonic reproduction worked.

			I was not going to ask, and to my great relief, he didn’t overhear me thinking about it.

			We arrived back at Clarence House about half an hour later, thankfully without harming any starchy vegetables or small children. I leaped down from the seat, to the surprise of the waiting staff. The cabdriver hopped off his seat and began to run as though the Devil himself was at his heels, leaving his horses and carriage behind. He’s inside, I wanted to inform him. But the driver was well gone.

			“Miss, is everything all right?”

			The wizard butler trotted down the stairs, concern on his face.

			“Yes, thank you, we just had a few circumstances occur.”

			A few circumstances?

			Shut up, I didn’t know what to say!

			Obviously.

			“The marquis isn’t feeling well. And the cabdriver also, well, he’s not here, so—” I scurried to fling open the door of the carriage. “I want to check on the marquis. Can you assist?”

			I stared down at Marcellus’s still form, wondering if he’d recovered enough to return inside himself.

			I think so. Let me try.

			“Ugh.” Marcellus let out a groan as he opened his eyes and shifted on the floor of the cab. “Thank you for your quick thinking, Miss Hastings.”

			“My lord, can we help you out? Do you want us to call a doctor? Should we let your father know?”

			Marcellus waved a hand as the butler assisted him out of the carriage. He looked wobbly but was still able to stand.

			Most important, my brain was now my own again. I hadn’t felt him leave, but I had sensed the emptiness when he left—it felt a lot more spacious with just me inside.

			I might almost miss him.

			“No doctor, and don’t inform my father. I will be fine. Uh, can you send the constables to—where were we, Miss Hastings?”

			“On the way to Oxford, my lord. Perhaps half an hour drive from here?”

			“The constables?” the butler said, looking confused.

			“Yes, some ruffians attempted to rob us, but we managed to subdue them. They should still be there. I might have used a bit too much force.”

			The butler’s eyes went wide. “Of course, my lord. Right away.” He called for another footman and repeated the order, then returned to us, while Marcellus looked over at me. “Miss Hastings, if you wouldn’t mind—?”

			I went to him and took his arm, guiding him up the stairs. He leaned on me but not too much, and we went slower than usual.

			“Are you all right?” I asked in a low tone.

			“Fine. I just need some rest and perhaps a whiskey or two,” he replied.

			“We’ll also need to interrogate your Mr. Phenex,” I said.

			“After the whiskeys, Hastings. Priorities.”

			I sighed but figured it was best to give him as much rest as possible before continuing with our investigation.

			Instead of stopping in the lobby, which was the only place I’d been in Clarence House thus far, Marcellus insisted on going up to his rooms, still with me helping him, the butler hovering in the background as we walked up the stairs.

			We reached his floor and walked down the hallway to his rooms. The hallway had a long, luxuriously made carpet, and several large oil paintings of a variety of rural scenes hung on the walls. Gold sconces were interspersed between the paintings, while each door had a gold knob and gold plates indicating the number of each room. The effect was one of quiet, if boring, luxury.

			“Send whiskey up,” Marcellus said to the hovering butler.

			“Yes, my lord,” the man replied, giving me an anxious look.

			I offered him a reassuring smile, and he headed off as Marcellus put the key into the lock.

			The room was enormous, far bigger than I would have expected. It had a massive rug on the floor, this one in hues of dark blue and brown, with solid, dark furniture. The bed was also massive, adorned with ridiculously frilly pillows. I turned to him, and he held up his hand.

			“I know. They are not my choice. I keep putting them on the floor, and every day they’re right back where you see them.”

			I giggled; the image of Marcellus, all gorgeous, dark handsomeness of him lying against pillows someone’s precious elderly aunt would prize made me laugh.

			“Help me over there,” he said, nodding to the sitting area.

			The chair I led him to was a large wingback, upholstered in dark blue and arranged in front of the unlit fireplace. I took the chair on the other side, this one equally large but upholstered in brown.

			“Do you want me to make up the fire?” I asked.

			He leaned his head back against the headrest. “No, the whiskey will warm me enough. I’d forgotten how much that kind of thing wears me out.”

			“Does that happen often, then?” I asked.

			He shook his head. “Not very. But we are vulnerable, and there have been a few instances where someone has exploited that vulnerability.”

			There was a tap on the door, and then the butler entered, holding a tray with a bottle and two glasses.

			“Just there,” Marcellus said, indicating the low table set between us.

			The butler placed it, then looked at him. “Is there anything else, my lord?”

			“No. Just go.”

			The man bowed, then left, as Marcellus poured himself a draught of the dark brown liquid.

			“You could be a bit more polite,” I pointed out.

			He gave me a surprised look. “Polite? How was I not polite?”

			“You didn’t say please or thank you,” I said.

			“Well, I also didn’t growl at him or threaten to eat him, so I think that’s all to the good, don’t you?”

			I gulped. “That’s your definition of being polite?”

			He took a sip of his whiskey and uttered a noise of satisfaction before replying. “Your monarch is a vampire, Hastings. Don’t you think that’s now your definition of polite?”

			“Good point,” I said, giving myself my own serving of whiskey, since Marcellus hadn’t done so.

			He watched as I drank, then leaned over to pat me on the back when I coughed a little. “See? I’m being polite now?”

			I glared at him as my eyes watered.

			“You must feel better,” I said in a dry tone. “Since you’re able to banter with me.”

			He smiled, a dangerously seductive smile that made my knees wobble. It was a good thing I was seated. “Bantering is one of the many things I enjoy doing with you, Hastings.”

			I rolled my eyes at him—something I seemed to do a lot—but of course I loved it. There was something so gratifying about a remarkably handsome person showing their admiration for you. It would be disingenuous to pretend I wasn’t pleased.

			“But the question remains—who is behind all of this?”

			“We need to question Phenex,” he said and drained his whiskey.

			“Not until you rest a bit more,” I admonished. He still looked a little pale, though it was hard to tell—he was already naturally pale, so now he was just whiter than snow. He was certainly a lot whiter than me; I tended to spend a lot of time outdoors, and I didn’t always remember to wear a bonnet or carry a parasol.

			“I’m all right,” he said in a grouchy voice. He made as if to get up but had to sit back down.

			I tried not to look smug.

			“Fine. You win. But I’ll need to interrogate Phenex as soon as possible.”

			“You’re not going to torture him, are you?” I asked, realizing even as I spoke it was a dumb question. Of course he was, if he thought that was the best way to get an answer. His morality, his way of viewing the world, was through the lens of a demon and living in Hell, not that of a young human lady in London.

			“If he tells me what I want to know, of course not.”

			The answer I should have expected.

			“Can you—can you help me to my bed?” He sounded suddenly weary, and I immediately rose out of my chair and went to him.

			We went the few steps to the bed, and I helped him out of his jacket as he sat on the edge of the mattress, then turned a bright shade of crimson as he drew his shirt over his head. He burst out laughing when he saw my face.

			“Hastings, I know firsthand you are not a prude.”

			He drew his legs up and tucked them under the coverlet, then leaned back against a few of the frilly pillows, folding his arms under his head.

			The sight was glorious.

			His chest was lean and muscled, pale, with a dusting of dark-black hair. His nipples were an appealing shade of pink and stood up at attention, as I know mine had a few times during our…conversations. His arms were likewise muscled and, because of the way they were positioned, showed the strength of his arms to full advantage.

			His hair had become mussed while he’d been passed out on the floor of the hansom, so strands of it were tumbled about his face, making him look more feral. Somehow, that made him appear even more attractive.

			I didn’t know what that said about me, but I couldn’t deny the truth.

			“Do you like what you see?” he asked in a sly tone.

			I put my hand on his chest. Oh my goodness, that felt nice. “Yes, you know I do. I hadn’t expected all of this, however.”

			His brows drew together in confusion. “All of what? I look like human males, don’t I?”

			I thought about my previous up-close experience with a male chest. “No, not quite,” I replied with silent apologies to Fred the greengrocer. “I mean, you are made the same way, but this is—this is much more impressive.”

			“Of course it is,” he said.

			I couldn’t resist sliding my palm over all that bare, warm skin. Like the rest of him, he ran hot here too.

			“Careful, Hastings,” he warned. “You don’t want to start something you don’t want to finish.”

			“Or I can’t help but finish,” I murmured. I jerked my hand away, then jumped to my feet. “Right. Well. I should go, if you feel you will be all right.”

			“I’d be better if you stayed with me,” he said, patting the bed next to him.

			“Thank you, but I cannot. When you have rested, will you let me know convenient times for you to meet with the Queen and the duke? I assume both will want to meet as soon as possible, given that the Exhibition is in less than a week.”

			He grimaced. “Sometimes I wish my father wasn’t quite so lazy. Anytime is fine—it is not as though I am otherwise occupied.” He dropped his gaze down my body, and I felt it like a palpable touch. “More’s the pity.”

			I spun on my heel before I did something foolish, like leap on him, and made my way to the door. “I will see you tomorrow, then.”

			His chuckle echoed in my ears as I walked down the stairs to the exit.
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			An Incomplete Guide to Navigating Supernatural Species in the Post-Revelation World, or Never Play Hazard with a Seer

			Should you befriend a being from another species, more than in just a “Good morning, how are you?” sort of way, be prepared to face as many questions as you likely have.

			At this very moment there are likely books similar to this one being written, but by other species, trying to explain what humanity is like and how to navigate the world with them.

			Granted, we’ve been out and about in the world as a species for a lot longer, but there are still mysteries that might be unknown to other species, especially regarding our emotions, herd behavior, and physical makeup.

			(There will be no explaining tulip mania, except that the tulip is, in this author’s eyes, the most beautiful flower.)

			Be patient. Answer questions. Understand that your friend is just as curious about you as you are about them.
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			Twenty

			Hannah and Lily were waiting for me when I arrived home. I held my hand up when I walked into the main area. “Tea first.”

			Hannah scurried to the teapot and poured a cup into my favorite mug.

			“Here,” she said, putting it down on the table.

			I sat, uttering a groan as I felt my body ache. I hadn’t realized how much I’d done that day, what with Marcellus taking over my body and using it to fight. Muscles I didn’t know I had hurt, and I felt drained.

			And lonely, now that I knew what it felt like to have someone else inside my head.

			“Are you all right?” Lily asked, sounding concerned.

			“Mm-hmm,” I said before taking a sip of tea. Dante leaped up into my lap and shoved his nose into my palm. I scritched his ears, and he settled, his comforting warmth even better than the hot beverage.

			“You’ve been gone a long time,” Lily continued. She sat down next to me, peering intently at my face. “And I don’t smell anything untoward. What happened?”

			I told them, leaving out only the part where I wanted to stay with Marcellus in his bed. I figured they knew that already.

			“So this Phenex might be your mole?” Hannah asked, her eyes wide with interest.

			I nodded. “It seems that way. If we can uncover whatever kind of conspiracy this is, we can inform the Queen when we meet with her. She’s asked to meet with Marcellus rather than his father.”

			“I can see why,” Lily said dryly.

			“And if things go as I hope, perhaps we will reach an agreement between us and Hell, meaning we’d be opening up our borders to them and vice versa. I’m no expert on such matters, but I have to think that our mutual interests would be served by better communication.”

			“You sound like a regular diplomat,” Lily said, and I couldn’t tell if it was a compliment.

			“The antis aren’t going to like that. The church definitely won’t like that,” Hannah said. “People have just gotten accustomed to the unusual species who are here; how are they going to react when they’re seeing demons strolling down Bond Street?”

			“Maybe they’ll help them shop for a lovely hat?” I said weakly. I shook my head. “I don’t know, but I don’t think the answer is for us to hide away. If Hell’s denizens don’t want to come up here, that is fine, but if they do, they should be allowed to. Likewise, I imagine there are a few foolhardy souls who would like to get a glimpse of Hell before they die.”

			“Quite revolutionary of you, Cora,” Lily observed.

			I felt my mouth curl into a faint smile. “That’s just what Marcel—that is, the marquis said.”

			Lily rolled her eyes. “You can call him Marcellus here. We know you are on intimate footing with him.”

			I blushed. Would I ever stop blushing about this situation?

			Maybe when he had gone back home. Then I would just be heartbroken, with no time for blushing. A lot of weeping, perhaps. Maybe more tea than usual.

			A traitorous part of my brain had to mention, of course, that if the borders between the two realms were eased, then he could come visit more often. That we could see each other.

			But the fact remained that he was a marquis and I was a nontitled human who worked for a living. The world might have changed substantially, but it was still unheard of for a nobody to be involved with a person of nobility, even if that nobility was punctuated by screams of agony and various torture devices. Not to mention the nobody had pesky standards regarding monogamy and morality.

			“So what are you thinking, Cora?” Lily asked in the gentlest voice I’d ever heard from her. I glanced up, surprised.

			Both my friends wore matching expressions of concern on their faces.

			“Thinking?” I echoed. I knew exactly what they meant, but I didn’t know if I was prepared to discuss it. But I also knew I wouldn’t be allowed not to.

			“About Marcellus. About whatever is happening between you two.” Lily’s brow furrowed. “I know you, and I have never seen you quite like this.”

			I snorted. “I’ve never spent time with a demon before.”

			Hannah reached out and patted my hand. I felt the sting of tears. Why did a friendly touch have to undo me like that?

			“You will have to prepare for his eventual departure, you know,” she said softly.

			“I know that,” I said. I exhaled, then hugged Dante just a bit more closely. “I had no intention of—”

			“Of falling in love?” Lily supplied. She didn’t sound mocking. “Nobody ever does.”

			“But now what do I do?” I asked, spreading my hands out in question. “I certainly cannot move there, and he cannot live here—”

			“Have you asked him?” Hannah said.

			“Uh…no,” I replied.

			Hannah gave me a stern look. “Cora. What do we know?” She began to tick items off on her fingers. “We know that stale macarons are better than no macarons. We know that tea can solve most problems. And we know that we don’t know until we ask.”

			I gave her a weak smile. “So how do I do that? I can’t just go up to him and say, ‘Excuse me, Lord Demon, sir, I seem to have fallen in love with you, but I don’t want to live in your town. Could you stay here with me?’ ”

			“That’s exactly what you say,” Lily said in a firm tone.

			“Also, and we haven’t discussed this, I have no idea how he feels about me,” I added. “What if he has a harem of demons back home?”

			“He doesn’t. I asked Keres.” Wait. Did Lily blush a faint amount when saying Keres’s name? There were things here to ask about as well. But if I did that now, the two of them would accuse me of trying to avoid the topic.

			Which would be true, to be fair, but also I wanted to know. I contained multitudes.

			The fact that he didn’t have anybody in Hell did make me feel a little fluttery, I had to admit.

			“The first thing is to ascertain his feelings.” Lily wagged a finger at me. “And don’t do it when you are”—and then she made a gesture that made my eyes widen—“because people will say anything when they are in the midst of things. Make sure to have that conversation when both of you are fully clothed and not touching.”

			“Good advice,” I said in a strangled voice.

			“If he says he cares for you, then the two of you have to discuss just what that means,” Hannah said. “Things are different there—maybe he sees the two of you as something other than what you see you two as…by the way, what do you see you two as?”

			I tilted my head in thought. “That’s an excellent question. I don’t know.”

			“I can tell you,” Lily replied. “You’re in love with him.” She spoke in a tone that allowed for no disagreement. And since she was a succubus who could discern any number of romantic and other types of feelings, I saw no reason to doubt her.

			Damn it all. I mean, I already knew I had fallen in love with him, but to have it confirmed by Lily’s excellent nose made it even more certain.

			“Fine,” I said in a weary voice. “As soon as we’ve unraveled the mystery and the Devil has seen all the exhibits in the Great Exhibition, I’ll endeavor to see how Marcellus feels. And then figure out what happens next.” I looked at my friends, a wry smile curling my lips. “Just be ready to supply copious amounts of tea and handkerchiefs if things go awry.”

			Hannah and Lily both offered solemn nods, while Dante gave a little whine of support.
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			Thankfully, I didn’t have to ask anything of Marcellus until after all our current concerns were solved.

			Unthankfully, that meant I was there when he interrogated various members of his father’s staff, starting with Phenex. The two men who’d attacked us knew nothing, as it turned out; they’d been hired without knowing anything of Marcellus or his status, nor could they tell us anything about the beings that had hired them. Since that was a dead end, it was even more essential we learn what we could from Phenex.

			It was fairly early in the morning when I arrived at the Clarence, unsure of what the day would bring—the Devil had seen nearly everything on his list, and he had been returning to his more devilish ways, meaning he had been spending a lot of time at those types of clubs and was therefore sleeping in a lot later than when he had first arrived. Marcellus was likewise less busy, though he was still fatigued from the soul-switching thing he’d done when we were attacked.

			“Miss, the marquis said to head straight up to his chambers,” the butler said when I entered. I nodded, then ascended the stairs.

			I heard faint noises as I approached Marcellus’s room, and my steps slowed. If he were in there with someone else…well, that would be awkward. And then I heard a louder sound, this time a whimper, and my chest tightened. It wasn’t that kind of whimper; it was one of pain. Unless Marcellus and the punching bag were in there, I had to guess that Marcellus was interrogating someone.

			I didn’t want to see it, but I also knew it would be cowardly not to. After all, if Marcellus discovered who the mole was through these means, I would benefit. I had the responsibility to bear witness to all of it, even if it was difficult. And I also had the responsibility to stop him if he went too far, no matter what it did to our personal and professional relationships.

			I wasn’t going to stop being human just because I’d fallen in love with a demon.

			I reached the door and knocked, then flung it open.

			Marcellus was inside, standing over a figure seated in a chair. I couldn’t see who it was because Marcellus was blocking my view, but he turned as I entered, and I saw it was indeed Phenex.

			The demon looked quite different now than before; gone was the quiet self-assurance he’d shown at the Badger and Whistle. His eyes were wide with what I had to guess was fear, and his face and neck were sweaty.

			Interesting—I wouldn’t have thought demons would sweat, what with living in a very hot place. Though I didn’t know, did I, that Hell was hot? So much of what I thought I knew was proving to be wrong. Maybe the similarities between London and Hell extended to the weather, so Hell’s residents weren’t naturally acclimated to warmer temperatures.

			“You’re here,” Marcellus said, a grim smile on his face. I did not like that smile. It was one meant to invoke fear, and it definitely invoked it in me.

			I might love him, but that didn’t mean I didn’t know what I was dealing with.

			“I am,” I said. “It seems you are investigating without me.” I jerked my chin toward Phenex, whose glance darted between the two of us. “Have you gotten anything useful yet?”

			“Tell him that I meant no harm,” Phenex sputtered. “I was just talking with those men, and they asked where we were going, and—”

			“What men?”

			Marcellus and I spoke in unison.

			“The men in black!” Phenex yelped. “They were at the bazaar—that is where I first met them.”

			I met Marcellus’s gaze. “The church?” He shrugged.

			“Were these men affiliated with Saint Aloysius’s?” I asked.

			He nodded eagerly. “There are two of them. They do accounting, not just for that place but for many of the other places in London.” It struck me that he wasn’t saying “church”; I wondered if it was because it was an unknown word in Hell (but how could that be?) or because it was uncomfortable for a demon to say.

			“And you, what, discussed different bookkeeping methods? And accidentally told them my father would be at the tower?”

			Phenex squirmed in his chair, which was when I noticed he was being restrained by several thin pieces of wire that were coming close to piercing his skin. “My lord,” I said sharply, “what is this?” I pointed to the restraints.

			Marcellus raised a brow. “I didn’t want him to run off to my father to complain about ill treatment. At least not until we get some answers.” He approached the chair and began to undo the wires. Phenex shrank back, giving him a wary look. “It seems he is offering us some answers, so I will offer him some freedom.” He turned his head to look at me. “It isn’t as though I was torturing him.”

			“No, but you said if I didn’t—” Phenex began, but Marcellus quickly put his hand over the other demon’s mouth.

			“Enough of that. Miss Hastings wouldn’t like it.”

			I appreciated that he respected my feelings. Actually, it made me feel rather warm and squishy inside.

			Wonderful. I was flattered because my demon lover was trying to respect my human sensibilities by not sharing his threats but wasn’t refusing to make them in the first place.

			I was so far gone.

			“Tell us more about these men. Do you know their names?” I asked.

			Phenex rubbed his wrists. “I’m not very good with your names, miss. We met a few times—they seemed quite interested in some of the innovations I’ve made below.”

			“In other words, they flattered you so you’d reveal information,” Marcellus said in a dry tone. “You can go. We have learned enough now.” He held his hand up. “But before that, we’ll want you to meet with them one more time. We need to know who they are.” The look in his eyes was a clear threat.

			Phenex rose, his expression suddenly growing more scared. “You won’t tell the lord and master, will you? It was an honest mistake—”

			“There’s nothing honest about us,” Marcellus cut in. “You know that.”

			“But I don’t want him to think I was being disloyal. I only want what is best for Hell and for him.”

			“You’d better practice putting that the other way around—for him and for Hell, then. I might mention it. I might not. It depends on what else we find out. Now go.”

			Marcellus jerked his head in the direction of the door, and Phenex scurried out, giving me a last, pleading look, as though I could possibly intercede.

			The door shut, and then Marcellus sat in the same chair Phenex had been in, gesturing for me to sit in the chair opposite.

			Just another way he was entirely different from any other gentleman-presenting individual in my previous experience—none of them would have sat before a lady did. Then again, none of them would be concerned about whether I had eaten or would put my pleasure ahead of theirs.

			So I was fine with the whole sitting-first thing, if it meant I got the other things.

			“It’s not surprising the church is likely behind the fomenting-chaos attempt,” he said when I had seated myself. “What we don’t know yet is if this is a coordinated effort or just a few disgruntled God lovers.” His expression was disdainful.

			“I don’t know how we will determine that without causing a serious amount of chaos,” I said, already feeling trepidatious about his finding various deacons, bishops, and other church nobility to question and possibly torture.

			He shrugged. “True. I suppose knowing the source of the leak is good enough. Phenex won’t be foolish enough to continue speaking with those two. Beyond our purposes at least.” I had to suppress a shudder at his clear and obvious menace—if I were Phenex, not only would I never speak to those two, I might never speak again. Better yet, I would leave Hell and perhaps join the church myself, maybe as one of those vow-of-silence types.

			But I wasn’t a demon, so I was likely overreacting.

			“So you’re going to have Phenex meet with them again, and then…?” I let the sentence hang there.

			“I’m going to ask them a few questions, that’s all,” he said, sounding as though he were trying to be disarming.

			It didn’t work.

			“I want to be there.”

			He frowned. “You don’t trust me?”

			I shook my head. “No. I don’t. And if you just happen to hurt—or worse—a member of the clergy, you and your father will be in far worse trouble than merely causing chaos.”

			He gave me an assessing look, then eventually offered a reluctant nod. “Fine. You can be there. I hate to admit it, but you’re right. At least in this case.”

			I suppressed a triumphant smile. I knew there was only so long I could lord it over him, and I didn’t want to push my luck.
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			An Incomplete Guide to Navigating Supernatural Species in the Post-Revelation World, or Always Trust Directions from a Psychopomp

			Some of you reading this might point out that this is not a comprehensive guide. Where is Baba Yaga? Where is Spring-Heeled Jack? Or the ghosts that haunt my mam’s cottage?

			Well, first of all, our title states this is an incomplete guide. As is the case for everyone reading this, our experiences are incomplete. If we were omniscient, we would be God.

			We are not God.

			(We haven’t mentioned God, either, but that is an entirely different type of discourse.)

			Which is to say and repeat what we’ve been saying throughout—everyone’s experiences are their own and unique to their situation.

			(Say hi to Jack when you see him.)
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			Twenty-One

			It didn’t take long for Phenex to arrange a meeting with his contacts. I kept the details from my superiors, despite my misgivings, because I didn’t want the government to have to be in the position of reprimanding the church.

			That usually didn’t work out well, in my experience. And in the experience of all human history.

			They met at a small tea shop near the Clarence, too small for Marcellus and me to go unnoticed, so we lurked outside until we saw the two black-clad gentlemen enter a few minutes after Phenex had.

			We’d promised the demon not to tell the Devil of his duplicity, mostly because we did believe him to be an unwitting dupe in the scheme, which wouldn’t matter to the Devil if he was hellbent—so to speak—on retribution.

			Once they’d been seated, we entered. Marcellus took a seat at the nearest table while I drew a chair up to theirs.

			The two strangers looked terrified when they saw Marcellus, then relieved as they saw me.

			“Good morning, sirs,” Marcellus said, using his smoothest tone. “I see you have made the acquaintance of my father’s assistant. But he doesn’t know your names. What are they?”

			The two glanced at each other, and then both tried to rise but froze in midair.

			“No,” Marcellus said softly. “You can’t leave.”

			I could feel the pulse of his power throbbing around me and wondered when that had happened—when had I become so attuned to him that even when it wasn’t directed toward me, I could feel it?

			Did being in love with someone mean that I was in sync with him? Or was it something else that came from being trained as an ombudsman?

			The two men sat down again, the fear on their faces now palpable fright.

			“You told someone of our whereabouts. I want to know who you told.”

			The power pulsed again. It felt like a band wrapped around my head, and I winced.

			“Are you all right, Miss Hastings?” Marcellus asked. I hadn’t realized he’d been paying attention to me at all.

			“I am, thank you, my lord.”

			“Who did you tell?” he demanded again. The band pressed harder, and I closed my eyes against the pressure.

			“The archbishop, my lord,” one of the two said in a faint voice. “We don’t know why he wanted to know, my lord. We promise we don’t.”

			Marcellus snorted. “Even if I were to believe that—which I don’t—I have to imagine you’d have a fairly good idea why.” He dropped his power, and I relaxed in my seat, blinking as my head returned to normal. “The question is now, what do I do with you?”

			“Please, my lord, we are very sorry. We didn’t know it would cause a problem,” the other one said. They were basically indistinguishable from each other, both wearing the garb of their professions, both in their forties, both medium size and medium height.

			“Your archbishop—his name?”

			“Archbishop Martins,” the other one continued. Of the two, he looked more scared. Though that was like comparing white tea to Ceylon—both were delicious; it was hard to make a comparison.

			“My lord, if we are to come to harm,” the first one said, showing courage I would not have expected, “that might cause some difficulty.”

			Something Marcellus and I both understood well, which was why we were being so discreet in our investigations thus far. I knew Marcellus wished he could cause some difficulty, since he’d wanted to harm these two for daring to share the details of his father’s whereabouts. Not to mention it had resulted in the attempt on his own person as well, in the holy water–mist attack.

			But by now I knew Marcellus was more of a diplomat than a demon, though his demonic side always lurked underneath.

			“Well, we will see about that,” he said noncommittally. I knew it was to keep the two of them uncertain of what he might do, but I also knew he truly couldn’t do anything, not unless someone from this realm sanctioned it. And that would take a lot more proof and awful consequences than just an attempted assassination. “You may go,” he said, and the two of them scrambled out of the tea shop, knocking over a few chairs in their mad rush to leave. Only then did I realize we hadn’t gotten their names.

			“You got the information you wanted, didn’t you?” Phenex said, giving Marcellus a hesitant look. “I have to—”

			“I don’t want to hear another apology,” Marcellus said curtly. “You’ve done enough damage. Just go.”

			Phenex nodded, leaving more leisurely than the other two but no less determinedly.

			“What now?” I asked, expecting he’d want to go chase down Archbishop Martins straightaway.

			“We should eat,” he said, surprising me. I guess he wanted to be well-fed before doing any chasing down.

			I gestured to the server, and I placed our orders. “Two teas and a serving of biscuits, preferably with chocolate.”

			“Yes, madam,” she said, then went to fetch the food.

			“We pay a call on this archbishop. If it stops there, then we inform your government and let them handle it.”

			“How do you suppose an archbishop was able to commission an assassin?” I mused.

			He gave me an incredulous look. “Because members of the clergy couldn’t possibly know a member of the underworld?”

			I flinched at my own naivete. “Of course. Never mind.”

			He smiled at me, then patted my hand. “There, there. If coming to London has taught me anything, it is that you shouldn’t judge anyone based on your preconceived notions.”

			“Isn’t that what I am supposed to say?” I retorted.

			“We should go confront—that is, speak to this archbishop,” he said with a grin.

			“Not until after tea,” I replied.
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			We returned to the Clarence with a plan to contact the archbishop discreetly, finding out what his plan was and who else might have been involved.

			As soon as we entered, however, those plans changed.

			“Marcellus!” the Devil roared as he spotted his son.

			Marcellus thrust me behind his back in a surprising (for him) show of chivalry and approached his father. “Yes?”

			The Devil pointed to a heap of something in the corner. It looked like a pile of rags, but I realized, on closer and more horrified inspection, that it was a being. And that it was, specifically, Phenex.

			Oh dear. This was not what we wished for at all.

			“Why didn’t you tell me about what he did? About the second attempt on us? The carriage incident?”

			Marcellus took a breath before using his most diplomatic tone. “Because I didn’t see the point of bothering you with it. You are here, are you not, to enjoy the sights and sounds of London? To partake of its various delights? The assassination attempt on you was amateurish and not worth your attention.” He shrugged. “I didn’t want to bother you with the other thing. Miss Hastings and I handled it.”

			I held my breath when he mentioned my name. If the Devil knew that his son and I were intimately involved, things could get very hot for me. Literally. I had no idea what the Devil would think of a demon/human association, but I couldn’t think it would be positive.

			“You thought wrong.” The Devil strode over to the heap that was Phenex and kicked it, eliciting a faint moan. “He came bleating to me about it, to tell me that it was an innocent conversation, that he’d only wanted to gain their trust to learn more about the world up here. As if we need their knowledge,” he scoffed.

			So after begging Marcellus not to tell his father, Phenex went and…told his father. That didn’t seem very smart. But then again, I wasn’t a demon working for the Prince of Darkness, so I couldn’t gauge what the proper employee–employer relationship should be.

			“Do you want me to go to work?”

			It was the first time I’d heard Keres speak. Her voice was low and resonant, and if smoke sounded like something, it would sound like her.

			“Eventually,” the Devil said, at which point the Phenex heap moaned. I wanted to point out that Jirzinar hadn’t been mentioned—at least not yet—so the punishment would be light, not heavy.

			“So this archbishop told the assassin where to find me, and coordinated the carriage so they could try to poison you. Where is this archbishop?” The venom dripping from his tone did not bode well for God’s servant.

			At this point, I decided to try to ameliorate the situation as best I could. After all, it was my job.

			“Sir, if I might,” I said, popping out from behind Marcellus, “could we take all of this up with the Queen? She would be very interested to know that one of the church’s high-ranking members is interfering with her honored guest. I presume she would not take it very kindly, and she would be grateful that you and your son were able to locate the perpetrators.”

			Marcellus had initially been scowling at me when I started to speak, but by the end his expression had eased, and I thought I saw an approving look in his eyes.

			“Yes, Father, that is what I was coming to speak to you about,” Marcellus added. “I didn’t want to say anything to you about any of this until there was solid evidence, but now that you know, we should go to the Queen and see what she would like to do.”

			The Devil looked thoughtful, an expression I hadn’t seen on his face before. “Hmm. If I go to her and reveal the scheme, she will have no choice but to commend my forbearance in not scorching this impertinence and instead bringing it to her attention.”

			I knew “scorching this impertinence” was not a euphemism. I also knew that if he did scorch the impertinence—in other words, murder the archbishop—it would cause far more chaos than the archbishop himself likely intended.

			We had to prevent that from happening.

			“Maybe she will gift me a present, like one of her blood sources. I’ve heard she has two dozen of them stored at Buckingham Palace—she likely wouldn’t miss one or two.”

			The nonchalant way he mentioned offering people as a present made me physically ill, but it wasn’t any different from what was practiced in other countries, so I couldn’t blame it entirely on his being from Hell.

			Also, this was the first time I’d heard about the Queen’s secret stash, which made me feel even queasier.

			“Set up a meeting as soon as you can,” he ordered Marcellus. “Find this archbishop and bring him as well.” His mouth curled into a wicked smile, showing all his gruesome teeth. “I want to see what he says.”

			With the crisis almost averted, I felt my knees wobble, just as Marcellus took my elbow. “Are you all right?” he asked in a concerned tone.

			“Fine, thank you.”

			“More tea?”

			I gave him a weak smile. “That would be lovely, thank you.”

			He met my gaze, and what I saw in his amber eyes made my breath catch. I saw actual, real care. I wouldn’t dare call it love—I had no idea what love looked like—but it was more than infatuation. It was something.

			I needed all this to be over so I could ask him how he felt, as my friends had suggested.
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			“It sounds as though you handled it well, Miss Hastings,” Lord Hennawi said as he took his teacup from me.

			Mr. Connors wagged his tail in appreciation.

			“Thank you, my lord,” I replied as I finished preparing my superior’s tea. “The Queen was most receptive to a meeting, and the archbishop will be there—it is tomorrow, since we did not want the archbishop to get word of what the meeting was about prior.”

			As soon as Marcellus had learned his father, and therefore his entire entourage, knew about the plot, he sent a few of the lesser demons to track down and imprison the two churchmen who’d informed Phenex so they wouldn’t have a chance to alert Archbishop Martins about what we knew. He’d promised me no harm would come to them, and I had to take his word.

			Even though I still couldn’t entirely trust him. The fact remained that he was a demon, and he was going to be a demon, no matter how much I loved him.

			“The Exhibition opens in a few days,” Lord Hennawi said, with obvious relief in his tone. “And then we will return to our ordinary business. Things will seem much duller, won’t they, Miss Hastings?”

			“We’ve had a few interesting cases come in while you were assigned to this task,” Mr. Connors said. “There’s one involving some selkies and a wood sprite. I’ve managed to settle it for now, but it needs your expert touch, Miss Hastings.”

			I offered a wan smile. Yes, things would be duller. A lot duller. And not in a good way—I was going to be alone and feel lonely, in a way I hadn’t realized before the Devil had arrived in London.

			Unless…

			But I couldn’t even think of that. It would take a lot of compromising, and if there was one thing I knew about both demons and humans, it was that neither species liked to compromise.

			I just had to see where things went and be fine with the result, no matter what happened. Perhaps I would look back on this month with fond reminiscence as I made my way in life with a human partner and never had to deal with conflicting moral codes and dangerous powers.

			There was something appealing about settling for safe. It sounded far less glamorous, but in the post-Revelation world, safe was far rarer than unpredictable.

			“Does the Queen wish for our presence at this meeting?” Lord Hennawi asked. “We have not gotten word, but it being so soon, I was not certain. We are fine if we are not present.” It sounded as though they would be more than fine if they were not present—likely they were anticipating, as was I, the Queen unleashing her particular kind of fury on the archbishop for his betrayal.

			“I don’t think that is necessary, my lord,” I said, and my superiors’ expressions eased.

			“Well,” Lord Hennawi said, placing his empty teacup back on the table, “thank you for taking such excellent care of our guests.”

			Indeed I have, I thought ruefully. Such excellent care that I am already mourning their departure.

			“Yes, well, it is all part of my job,” I said in what I hoped was a modest manner.

			“Nobody could do it better,” Mr. Connors enthused. I gave him a grateful smile.

			I was fortunate in my work; I had to keep that in mind, despite my about-to-be-broken heart.

			I rose and took my departure, grateful for the excellent tea, my accommodating superiors, and my newfound ability to keep some of my true feelings hidden.

			Not in that order.
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An Incomplete Guide to Navigating Supernatural Species in the Post-Revelation World, or Don’t Expect a Demon to Stop Being Demonic Just Because They’re Charming. In Fact, That’s Part of Their Demonic Charm.

			
			Having absolutely no power can be freeing.

			How, you might ask, as you watch harpies and dragons and fairies flit about the sky, while centaurs get to the shops way faster than you on your two feet, and the local ogre is able to move a heavy piece of furniture by himself, while you struggle to shift a bookshelf?

			Because, I will say, having powers means having responsibility. You’ve got to use your powers responsibly. If you don’t have powers? You don’t have to be responsible with them.

			This is reductive reasoning, of course. And there are plenty of supernatural beings who do not use their powers responsibly, but given the balance of power, those beings will eventually have to account for their mishandling of their gifts.

			Our Queen—and her eventual successors—will guarantee that.

			And that, predictably, is what some species would like to change.
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			Twenty-Two

			The meeting with the Queen and the archbishop was scheduled for just after sundown. I had spent the day squiring the Devil to a horse auction, a literary salon, and an afternoon tea, which meant I was already exhausted by the time we arrived at Buckingham Palace.

			The Devil, however, was in fine fettle, no doubt expecting archbishop evisceration at the hands—or fangs—of the Queen.

			We were ushered into the same room we’d met in prior. The Queen and Prince Albert were there already, as was the Duke of Astelwyth. The latter already looked annoyed, which seemed to be his default mode, particularly when it came to matters relating to the Devil.

			The archbishop was the last to arrive.

			He was a tall, stout man, perhaps about fifty years old, wearing his churchly garb and a matching pious expression. I didn’t pity him, per se, but I had to admit to feeling a twinge of sympathy for what he was about to endure.

			I didn’t wish evisceration on my worst enemy. Not that I had one; perhaps the closest would be the family neighbor who’d asked my father for my hand in marriage because “I need a good, sturdy girl to have my children and milk the cows.”

			My father had told him where to go with his proposal, thank goodness.

			Eventually, he’d married the village widow, who’d made him milk the cows and do all the other work on their property while she passed judgment.

			It seemed to be a happy match, so I couldn’t hate him for that long.

			Queen Victoria was seated at one end of the room, again on something that raised her up higher on her seat so she could look down her nose at the rest of us, who stood in front of her, arrayed like some sort of display.

			The Devil kept darting furious looks at the archbishop, who appeared to completely ignore the Prince of Darkness, while the duke ignored the Devil. I kept my attention firmly fixed on Her Majesty, as did Prince Albert, and Marcellus was equanimous with his attentiveness, regarding all of us in equal measure.

			“Thank you all for coming,” she said at last. “We will not ask you to sit. This should not take that long.”

			The archbishop finally seemed to understand that this might be about him, since he took one wary glance toward Marcellus, then jerked his head back again.

			“We have heard, Archbishop Martins, that you have received information as to our honored guest’s whereabouts while he has been here in London,” she continued, nodding toward the Devil. “And what is more, we are aware that there have been two attempts on the Devil’s person—or his son’s—during those times.” She paused; then her mouth opened to reveal her fangs, which made my blood run cold.

			And that only made me wonder if she caused that effect on particularly hot days so she could have a refreshing beverage.

			“We will hear your explanation,” she finished.

			There was dead silence in the room for a long moment.

			“Your Majesty,” the archbishop said, his voice heavy with condescension, “there is a simple explanation.”

			Another pause.

			The Queen’s fangs lengthened, and I held my breath.

			“You see, we in the Lord’s service are very concerned about the presence of the Devil among our flock. I merely wished to monitor his movements, so I discovered where he would be so we could respond appropriately should there be anything untoward.”

			That word again—untoward. It was difficult to see how there could be anything more untoward than multiple types of species now roaming the earth with impunity, but likely that was what had the church up in arms in the first place.

			“And the knife that my son caught?” the Devil said, visibly irate. Smoke wafted from his head and his hindquarters. I didn’t want to think about the latter too much. “Was that part of your monitoring as well?”

			The archbishop held his hands out in a placating gesture. “I understand some of our members might be a bit too zealous in their devotion to the Lord. I told some of them these details, and I am sorry that they were not responsible with the information, but—”

			What he was about to say was cut off abruptly as Queen Victoria swooped down from her chair, grabbed the archbishop by the shoulder, forcing him to kneel, and then bit him, hard, on the neck. His eyes widened, and he managed to blurt out “The Lord will judge me” before his expression went blank as he died in front of all of us, Queen Victoria draining him of every drop of his blood.

			She lifted her head, her fangs dripping, and gave a ghastly smile. “But I will judge him first.”

			The whole thing lasted for perhaps five minutes at most, but it felt like an eternity. I couldn’t look away, even though I was horrified, and I felt as though I was going to vomit, but then Marcellus wrapped his arm around me and drew me close to him, murmuring something low and soothing.

			I had no idea he could even be soothing, so the shock of that was enough to keep me from emptying the contents of my stomach onto Queen Victoria’s plush Oriental carpet.

			When the Queen finally let go of him, the archbishop’s body swayed, then toppled onto that same carpet, but with no blood spillage, because it was all gone. Handy for housecleaning purposes, I supposed.

			She wiped her mouth with a lace-trimmed handkerchief, as elegantly as if she’d just taken tea and not a member of the clergy, then returned to her chair, assisted by Prince Albert, whose fond gaze was even fonder.

			“That should take care of that,” she said. She arched a brow at the Devil. “Are you satisfied, my lord?”

			The Devil’s expression was decidedly grumpy, and I was guessing he wished he could have been the one to off the archbishop, but he couldn’t very well say something when she had taken care of things so handily.

			“Yes, thank you, Your Majesty.”

			“Then,” she said, leaning back in her throne, “if you would leave me, I find I need a postingestion nap. Albert, can you fetch me a blanket?”

			“Yes, my love,” he said, and I realized that was the first time I’d heard him speak.

			“We’ll be returning to Clarence House, Your Majesty,” Marcellus said. His father was still glowering at the dead archbishop on the floor. “Unless you need assistance clearing this away?” he said.

			“No, we have people for that,” the duke replied curtly.

			Of course they did.

			Marcellus, the Devil, and I left Buckingham Palace. As we stepped outside, the Devil immediately began walking in the opposite direction from Clarence House, while Marcellus and I watched him leave.

			“He’s going to one of the clubs,” Marcellus observed. “He’s going to want to blow off some steam after that. He does not like it when someone else gets to have all the fun.”

			I shivered as I thought of what constituted “fun” in Hell. It was a darn good thing I was not considering moving there, no matter how much I’d fallen for the demon at my side, because I didn’t think I could handle that kind of frivolity.

			“Should we go back?” I asked.

			He gave me an appraising look. “I’d like to find something to eat. What about you?”

			The thought of eating at the moment should not be appealing, but apparently I was becoming a more sophisticated human, because I felt a twinge of hunger.

			“Yes, I could eat,” I said. “Let’s just walk.”

			We strolled out of the gates and made our way to a bustling restaurant, filled with families and coworkers and servants on their nights off.

			He ordered ale for both of us, and then I chose an array of dishes, since I knew Marcellus still hadn’t had all the food London had to offer.

			“The Exhibition opens in two days,” I said when I had eaten enough. Marcellus was still working his way through an excellent roast chicken and potatoes, along with a side of stewed turnips.

			“Yes, we’ll be heading home after that,” he said, which answered my unasked question. Damn it.

			I pushed my heartbreak aside for a moment—I had all the time after he’d left London to deal with that—and moved on to my next plan. Never let it be said I was unprepared. “In which case,” I said, keeping my voice as neutral as possible, “I’d like you to take me to one of those clubs tomorrow evening.” I’d spoken to Lily and gotten as much information as I could to ensure we wouldn’t have any consequences.

			A long silence followed.

			He put his fork down and reached across the table to take my hand. “Really? I wasn’t certain how you felt, and I didn’t want to—”

			“I want to.”

			His heated amber gaze met mine. “I will make it worth your while, Cora.”

			I knew he would. It would be a memory that would have to sustain me for the rest of my life—not that I was going to remain on my own for all that time. I wasn’t going to be a martyr to love or anything. Just that I suspected that whatever I found in the future wouldn’t be at all like this. I’d push aside all my inconvenient emotions and feelings tomorrow night and just focus on what it felt like to be with him, to lose myself in the passion and, yes, lust we shared.

			That would be enough. It would have to be enough because it was clear he was expecting nothing more. I wished that weren’t the case, but it was obvious. And I wasn’t going to be the pathetic human begging a supernatural being to change their ways because I was determined to live a human life, with monogamy and marriage and all the things I’d expected before the Great Revelation.

			I hoped, however, that when I fell in love again that it was with a human, because I didn’t know if I could take this kind of heartbreak all over again. Hannah and Lily were going to get tired of dealing with my human histrionics, though I knew they would support me, no matter how many times it happened.

			I couldn’t forget that, in fact. I had a good life: a satisfying job, friends who were my family, access to the best tea, and a house that was a home.

			And tomorrow I would have what I was anticipating would be a wonderful sexual experience, topping off my month of dealing with the Devil. And his devilish son.
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			“Well,” Lily said, sounding proud, “you said what you wanted. Very well done, Cora.”

			“Well done,” Hannah echoed, while Dante yipped in approval as well. Or that could have been the bit of cheese I’d passed to him.

			It was the next morning, which meant that that night I would finally get to do everything with Marcellus I wanted to—and he and his father would be heading back to Hell in a day or two.

			“I wonder what your next assignment will be?” Lily mused, twirling a lock of hair around her finger. She was wearing a dressing gown that made her look even more sensual than usual—it was made of red satin, embroidered with green and black dragons, belted loosely around her waist, while her hair spilled over her shoulders. Hannah, by contrast, had been up for hours and wore a day gown in some sort of light cotton. It was specially constructed to allow her wings movement—not like a harpy’s garb, since harpies’ wings were larger and sturdier than fairies’. Her hair was braided into a coronet, which made her look like an adorable milkmaid.

			“I hope it is less exciting than this one,” I said before taking a sip of my tea. “Mr. Connors said that Lord Hennawi agreed that we could think about adding some staff, which would mean I would be in charge of training them. That would be exciting, I have to admit.” And would take my mind off my heartbreak, though I didn’t say that. I didn’t have to; my friends knew full well what was in my heart.

			“Oh, that is good,” Hannah said. “Do you think they will want to continue hiring humans, or will other supernaturals be considered?”

			I nodded. “I’ve thought about it. I don’t see a reason not to hire outside of humans, to be honest. As long as it isn’t one of the mega-supernaturals, like vampires or werewolves, I suppose it would be fine.”

			“Like a fairy?” Lily said with a smirk.

			Hannah waved her hand. “I didn’t mean that! I was just curious.”

			“Mm-hmm,” Lily said, clearly skeptical.

			“It’s an excellent question, though,” I said. “We’d—that is, Lord Hennawi—would have to ask the Queen what she thinks. But that is getting too far ahead of myself. I just have to get through the Exhibition and hope that nothing terrible happens within the next few days.”

			“While something wonderful happens tonight,” Lily said in an arch tone. “Are you certain you don’t want any advice? Any accessories?”

			I turned bright red within just a few seconds, likely a record for me and my reactive cheeks. “No, I will be fine.”

			“You’ll have your demon to guide you,” Lily said knowingly. “And speaking of which, I am going to Clarence House to take Keres out this evening.” She turned to Hannah. “How about you? Are you doing anything romantic tonight? It would be excellent if we were three for three.”

			Hannah’s cheeks also pinked, and my eyes widened—my housemate hadn’t mentioned any kind of romantic entanglement, so this was an interesting development.

			“No, nothing,” she said. “Nothing at all.”

			“Mm-hmm,” Lily said again, skeptical but not pressing the point.

			“Anyway,” I said, trying to change the subject, “when this is all over, I want us all to go out together. Maybe we can go to the countryside for a few days?” I let my thoughts wander. “Hannah, you could bring some books, and, Lily, you could get some rest and then feed off some farmers or something. I imagine that country energy is a bit different from city energy.”

			Lily let out a surprised chortle, while Hannah gave an enthusiastic nod.

			“That sounds lovely,” Hannah said. She jerked her chin toward Dante. “And we can let this one roam wherever he wants.”

			Dante let out a bark, as though he understood, which reminded me I needed to investigate just how sentient my dog was—he could be a normal canine, or he could be some sort of enhanced pooch. I didn’t know. If he was the latter, I wanted to know so I could treat him accordingly. Though perhaps he was like Hannah and didn’t want to be treated like the rest of his species, just because he met a few requirements.

			It was all very complicated being in the post-Revelation world. But I wouldn’t have it any other way.
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			An Incomplete Guide to Navigating Supernatural Species in the Post-Revelation World, or Don’t Invite a Wood Sprite to a Tree Trimming

			Use your words.

			When in doubt, use your words to ask if you are confused about anything, unless you suspect your words will be deemed offensive (we advise reading all of this guide, no matter how incomplete, prior to asking anything).

			Communication, and the lack thereof, has strengthened or foiled many a relationship, regardless of whether the species were distinct from another or not. There is no shame in asking; what is shameful is staying quiet when a simple conversation could have cleared everything up.

			Don’t be shameful. Use your words.
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			Twenty-Three

			“You look lovely.” His voice had a low rumble to it that made me shiver.

			I ran my gaze up and down his body. He wore evening wear: a black evening coat, trousers, a pristine white shirt, and a bloodred vest embroidered with black thread. His hair was slicked back, and he had several rings on his fingers, which was unusual for a gentleman but made him look especially wicked. In a very good way. “I could say the same for you.”

			“Certainly you could,” he said, taking my arm and looping it through his.

			Lily had chosen my garb that evening, because of course she had, and so I was wearing one of her gowns, fashioned of dark-purple silk that made a delicious rustling sound when I moved. Its neckline was—to me, at least—scandalously low, and it was trimmed with little purple velvet bows on the skirt. I wore an amethyst necklace that wrapped tight around my throat, and I had purple beaded earrings to finish off the look. I had borrowed Lily’s evening cloak as well, a black velvet affair edged in ribbon, but I’d undone it when I entered.

			We’d planned to meet at Clarence House, since he didn’t want me to show up at the club on my own and risk being whisked away by some supernatural before he arrived. I appreciated his concern, though I didn’t think there was reason for his apprehension, what with me being a mere human and all.

			“Shall we go? That is, if you still want—?” He spoke in an unusually gentle manner, for him, and once again I found myself comparing him to someone from this realm and finding everyone else lacking.

			“I do want.”

			We walked out, me with my heart fluttering in my chest. This was actually happening. Finally happening, despite a few near misses (once again, apologies to Fred the greengrocer; he’d been persistent, but I’d been staunch in my refusal). And no matter what happened in the future, I knew I would never regret it.

			The club wasn’t too far from Clarence House, as it happened, and we arrived within about fifteen minutes. It was a tall, thin town house that looked like all the other tall, thin town houses on the street.

			He escorted me up the steps and rapped the door knocker sharply. The knocker was, ironically, an angel whose tiny angelic wings behind was the connection between door and knocker.

			A few seconds later, the door swung open, revealing the largest ogre I’d ever seen. I had to admit I gawked but collected myself, remembering my training and my own determination not to treat anyone differently because of their appearance.

			Except for Marcellus. He was fabulously gorgeous, and I was definitely going to treat him differently.

			“Good evening, my lord,” the ogre said. So Marcellus had been here before? What did that mean?

			“Good evening, Mr. Hatch,” Marcellus replied.

			The ogre peered around us, frowning in confusion. “Your father is not with you, then?”

			“No, I am actually here for myself this time.”

			Oh. So it seemed he had been here before but only for his father. That shouldn’t make me happy, yet of course it did—we had no promise to each other of exclusivity, but it was good to know that he hadn’t brought anybody else here or hadn’t come here with any intention other than to make sure the Devil got his due, so to speak.

			“Please come in. I will inform Madame Estley.”

			The ogre led us down a long hallway to a small waiting room, decorated in warm tones of soft browns and greens. It looked like any other sitting room, and I could have fooled myself I was merely paying a call on a respectable family—if it weren’t for the demon sitting beside me.

			He reached his hand out and took mine. As always, he was warmer than I was, and that warmth made me feel less nervous. “I already know tonight will be the highlight of my trip,” he said in a low, silky tone.

			“You shouldn’t say that before—” I said, making a vague gesture in the air.

			He arched a brow. “Are you saying you doubt me?”

			I snorted. “Hardly, my lord. I am saying that I do not have your experience, and you might not find me—”

			He yanked me forward and pressed his lips to mine before I could utter another word, a hard, fierce kiss that took my breath away. His tongue demanded entry, and I acquiesced, feeling the heat of him—as well as the heat of my own passion—flow through my body.

			Just as I was starting to melt, I heard the sounds of a door opening and a woman’s chuckle. “My lord,” the voice said as Marcellus and I sprang apart, “I apologize for obviously taking too long to arrive.”

			Madame Estley was a succubus, which made sense, given her profession. Her entire aura was sensual, from her luxurious raven-black hair to her wide, red mouth; olive skin; and plush figure. She could have been any age from thirty to fifty, with a knowing, wicked look in her dark brown eyes. I felt an almost tangible pull from her presence and wondered how Marcellus had been able to resist her. Had he resisted her? Again, that wasn’t my business, but I rather thought he had, since I knew he’d be tactful enough not to bring his very human companion into contact with a past interlude.

			“Finally you are finding some time to enjoy yourself, my lord,” Madame Estley said. “I was wondering if you were truly your father’s son or some sort of changeling, since you were so modest.” Her tone was mocking, but the look she gave me was understanding, as though she knew precisely what was going through my head at that moment. I immediately understood why her establishment was popular—I felt comfortable already, just because she’d uttered a few words.

			“We would like to engage a room for the evening, madame,” Marcellus said. He still had hold of my hand.

			“Absolutely,” she said. She donned a pair of spectacles that made her look like a salacious grandmother and consulted a ledger. “Room 251 is free. All evening, correct?”

			“All evening,” Marcellus confirmed.

			She nodded, then pressed a button on the side of the wall. A satyr immediately materialized, wearing what appeared to be the house’s uniform, since the ogre had been wearing something similar—a jacket made of burgundy wool, black trousers, and a white shirt with no cravat. “Cassius, take Lord Marcellus and his guest to room 251, and please make certain they are provided with everything they require.”

			The satyr bowed, then gestured toward the door. “If you please, would you follow me?”

			We rose, and I gave a quick curtsy to Madame Estley, who kept her eyes on me the whole time. I wondered, what was she thinking? Was she wondering why a mere human was with the Devil’s son? And here, of all places? Or was she speculating about what kind of individual would knowingly consort with a demon?

			Questions I had myself, to be honest.

			But here I was, and there was no way in Hell I was going to turn back now.

			Cassius led us up the stairs and down the hall to room 251, which was large enough to fit the three rooms Hannah and I shared. An enormous bed was at one end, while a fireplace, a sofa, and a table were at the other end. A curio cabinet was in between, and the largest rug I’d ever gazed upon lay on the floor.

			The colors were discreet, not at all what I would have expected from this kind of establishment, mostly blues and greens, like the colors of the sea.

			Cassius led us on a tour through the room, pointing out the bed, the sofa, the attached water closet, and finally the curio closet, which he flung open, revealing a cache of things I presumed would be of use, though I had no idea how one would use some of them. I expected Lily would know, so I decided not to expose myself as a complete innocent and ask what the purpose of the item that looked like a whisk would be. I knew enough to figure out the purpose of the floggers and some of the vertical glass items and blushed accordingly.

			“We will bring up refreshments shortly—an assortment of bread, cheese, and wine, unless there is anything else you would like?”

			“You don’t have any shepherd’s pie on hand, do you?” Marcellus asked, his tone only slightly joking.

			Cassius frowned in dismay. “No, my lord, we do not, but we could—”

			“No, never mind, what you have will be fine. Thank you.” Marcellus pressed a few coins into the satyr’s hand.

			Cassius bowed, then left the room.

			My earlier nervousness immediately reappeared, and I walked around the room, running my hand over the flocked wallpaper, the table, and then finally the bed. Marcellus, on the other hand, stood where he was, just watching me.

			“Does the room meet with your satisfaction, Miss Hastings?” he said at last.

			I turned to look at him and wrinkled my nose. “Look, this may be an everyday occurrence for you, but I am not accustomed—”

			He closed the distance between us in a few strides, took me in his arms, and stared down into my eyes. His amber gaze was intense and heated. “I am not accustomed, either, Cora. I am not like my father. I am not like anybody.”

			“I know that quite well,” I replied in a wry tone. “You are by far the handsomest, most intelligent being I have met.”

			His expression was smug. “I know that quite well also. Which means that when I choose to do something like this, it is a rare occasion. And the individual I choose to do it with is just as special.”

			His words made my breath catch, and for a moment, I thought about confessing all of it: my love for him, how I wished we could be together even after the Devil’s visit was finished, and that I didn’t know if I could ever properly recover once he left.

			But that would be unfair. He’d already said he was returning to Hell, and I’d already accepted that. His compliments now were assurance that this meant something to him, but it didn’t mean perpetuity or commitment. It was special, to be sure, but not in the way a human would think it to be special. I had no idea what “special” would mean to a demon; I should ask—I knew that—but if I heard something I didn’t like, that could ruin this evening, which was my only chance to be with him biblically. Or demonically.

			So instead of saying anything that was in my heart, I gave him a smile, saying “Thank you.”

			He moved as though to kiss me, but then the door opened again, revealing a creature pushing a trolley whose surface was covered with food. I didn’t know what kind of creature they were, but they had a pleasant face and a friendly demeanor.

			“Just over there, please,” Marcellus said, gesturing to the spot next to the sofa.

			The creature didn’t speak, just nodded and rolled the trolley over. Marcellus pulled out some more coins and handed them over; then the creature nodded and left as quickly as they had come.

			“I think we should have a glass of wine,” Marcellus said.

			The wine was an excellent idea—after I’d had a glass, I felt a tiny bit more relaxed. And definitely more interested in seeing Marcellus in fewer items of clothing.

			“Well?” I said, putting my now-empty glass down on the table next to the sofa.

			“Well?” he repeated, giving me an amused look.

			I made a confused gesture. “So how do we begin?”

			He quirked a brow. “After all we’ve done, you have to ask?”

			I blushed. He had a point. It wasn’t as though we hadn’t done many things already—it was just that we hadn’t had the time or the space to do the things we’d done thoroughly. Perhaps that was what was causing my nervousness.

			“What would you like to do, Cora?”

			I licked my lips. We were seated together on the sofa, our legs nearly pressed together. I shifted so I could look at him directly, putting my arm on the back of the sofa and placing my fingers on his shoulder. “You can do whatever you like,” he added. The heat in his eyes made me feel bold, and I leaned forward, placing my mouth on his.

			He didn’t move as I kissed him, though he certainly participated well enough; our tongues tangled with each other’s, a duel where neither side would lose, no matter the outcome. I inched forward, gripping the back of his neck with my right hand, and found my left hand had made its way onto his thigh, which was hard and muscular. I was acutely aware of my hand being very close to that part right there, but I didn’t want to rush things—we had all night, but it was one night only, and I didn’t want it to be over in just a few minutes (apologies to Fred, again).

			Then I moved that hand to his waist, quickly burrowing my fingers under his waistcoat and beginning to pull his shirt up from where it was tucked into his trousers.

			He put his hand on mine and drew away. “I think we should move this to over there,” he said, jerking his head to the bed. “If that is acceptable to you, that is.”

			I gave an enthusiastic nod and leaped off the sofa, extending my hand to him. He rose with a grin, taking my hand. We went to the bed, but he didn’t get onto it straightaway; he stood in front of it and turned to look at me. “Cora, I am dying for you,” he said in a low, husky tone, “but I want to make this as good for you as possible. Tell me what you need.”

			“You,” I replied simply. I pushed him so he was sitting on the edge of the bed, his feet planted on the floor. He gazed up at me through heavy-lidded eyes, leaning slightly back on his hands.

			“Take your cravat off,” I ordered, and his fingers immediately began to untie the white linen at his neck. Then he tossed it behind himself without breaking his eye contact with me. His neck was strong and beautiful, and I already felt my breath begin to quicken.

			“Your jacket.” That, too, went off, though he took a bit more care with it, folding it and putting it at the end of the bed.

			Then I reached for him, put my hands to his shirt, and began to undo the buttons. My fingers trembled.

			I shouldn’t have been quite so nervous, given what we’d done together already, but somehow this felt different; after all, we’d very specifically planned it, whereas the other times had been relatively spontaneous, though no less delightful. There was no pretending this was anything but a premeditated assignation, which meant I had to be an adult and accept that this was my decision, no matter what might happen in the future.

			Which reminded me—“Oh my God”—at which he winced—“I have protection,” I said, feeling mortified but knowing I would feel even worse if I didn’t mention it because of potential embarrassment. “Lily gave me something but said it wasn’t guaranteed and that I should check with you?”

			He chuckled. “We will be fine. Like human females, demons have their own cycles, and I am in a safe one at the moment.”

			My eyes widened in surprise. Well, that was certainly helpful—it wasn’t incumbent on the female to have to fuss about protection all the time? Hell was looking better and better. But that didn’t mean it still wasn’t Hell.

			“Ah, well, excellent,” I said. I had snapped myself out of the mood, so I returned my attention to his throat and the top part of his chest. Yes. That would do the trick.

			He jerked his chin at me. “Do you want me to undress you, Cora? It seems that this would all be easier with fewer layers of clothing. And I so desperately want to see you naked.” His voice was a hungry growl, and my stomach flipped in response.

			“Uh, yes please,” I said. He rose, then went to stand in back of me, surprising me by pushing me down so my hands were on the bedspread, my body bent over in front of him.

			He made an inarticulate noise that felt extremely complimentary, and then I felt his fingers at the top of my gown, undoing the buttons. And then his lips followed, kissing the more exposed parts as he worked downward. I still wore a shift, so we weren’t skin to skin yet, but the fabric was thin, and his warm breath cut through.

			Once the final button was undone, he slid the gown off my arms and then off entirely, before draping it over one of the chairs. “Don’t move,” he ordered, and I obeyed. I liked him taking charge like this, even though I’d been ordering him about just a few minutes earlier.

			When he returned, he wrapped his arm around my abdomen and pressed his chest against my back. I could feel his erection and realized he’d removed his trousers and was likely in just his smallclothes. His chest was warm, so he must have taken off his shirt as well. For a moment, I was chagrined I hadn’t been able to watch the removal, but knowing that nearly naked Marcellus was behind me, his body against mine, with me unable to see, was tantalizingly erotic.

			He moved his hand down, splaying his fingers against my belly, then lower, where he pulled my shift up so it was around my hips, exposing my most sensitive area. He began to caress it, and I moaned, instinctively turning my head to look at him.

			“Don’t move, I said,” he commanded. His tone sent an exquisite thrill through me.

			His fingers found my clitoris and began to rub, sending sparks of pleasure coursing through me. He was fully pressed against me, his rigid length adding another delicious sensation.

			My eyes were closed, and I was pressing my head against the bedspread, focusing on each and every one of his touches. His other hand—the one not currently flicking my nub with expert precision—was at my breast, and he’d slid it under the fabric to find my nipple, which he was rolling between his fingers. It was almost too much, all the touching, and I felt as though I was nothing more than an outlet for our passion, every other thought having left my brain, leaving only want and need and desire.

			“Cora,” he said, pressing a kiss against the back of my neck, “tell me when you’re about to come. I want to hear you scream. You can be as loud as you want. I want to hear all of it.”

			I gave a frantic nod, since his fingers were increasing the pressure, and I could feel my climax building, slowly, inexorably, like I was about to summit a peak and only had a few steps to go. “Marcellus,” I gasped, after a few moments, “Marcellus, I— Don’t stop, whatever you do, don’t stop.”

			“I won’t, my darling,” he said. I could feel him rubbing his erection against me, and I shifted back in response, which elicited a groan. “Vixen,” he muttered.

			And then—and then I came, and I felt my entire body spasm in pleasure, my legs trembling as the orgasm crested through me, a sweet, syrupy feeling that was like the best possible cup of tea accompanied by the lightest, most delectable dessert.

			I didn’t think Marcellus would appreciate his work being compared to something one consumed every day at four o’clock, so I would not mention this to him.

			I didn’t scream or shout his name, though I did gasp and say, “Oh, oh, oh,” quite a few times.

			Eventually, I slumped flat on the bed, his hands now pinned under my body, his weight on top of mine.

			“Well,” I said at last, “that was an excellent start.”

			He laughed and shifted off me, rolling onto his back beside me. “We have all evening.”

			I glanced over at his beautiful face, struck yet again by just how stunning he was. Was that part of being a demon? Being so alluring one could not resist?

			No, that couldn’t be it, since his father wasn’t that prepossessing. I realized I knew nothing about his mother, but I didn’t know if it would be awkward to ask at this particular time. What if she was something he didn’t want to talk about?

			“What are you thinking about?” he asked. “Your expression got very concerned all of a sudden.”

			Well, no one could ever say I was very good at lying.

			“I was wondering about your mother.” Did demons even have mothers? There was so little I knew.

			“After that, my mother is what you think about first?” He gave me a mocking look. “You have quite an intriguing mind, Hastings.”

			I made a moue, pleased at least that he hadn’t taken offense. I inched up the bed and got onto it fully, moving so I was lying with my head on the pillows and not sideways. He did the same, then flung his hand across me.

			“My mother was a demon as well,” he said. “She did the same work as Phenex but was less traitorous. She was a good mother, surprisingly—demons seldom make good parents—but she left when I was perhaps twenty years old. I’m not certain where she went. That was fine, it was past time she left,” he added hastily, likely in response to my shocked expression. I wondered how old he was now—it seemed as though he was my age, but I had no idea of a demon’s aging process.

			“Is that where you get your looks?” I asked. “Because it’s not from your father.”

			He chortled, laughing so hard he cried. I tried—and failed—not to feel smug.

			“Indeed. She was very beautiful.”

			“You—do you have any children?” Something I should have asked before, I supposed, but I wasn’t all that well-versed in the having-an-affair-with-a-being-from-Hell thing, so I should give myself a bit of accommodation.

			“No,” he said. “Nor any permanent commitments, if that is what you are wondering.” He leaned forward and gave me an almost tender kiss. “You’re the only one who has occupied my mind for some time now, Cora.”

			“Oh,” I replied softly.

			I turned on my side to face him, cradling my cheek on my hand. “You might just be saying that because I am human, and we are annoyingly pedestrian when it comes to entanglements, but I very much appreciate you saying this. Thank you.”

			“I’m not just saying anything, Cora,” he replied in a solemn voice. “I lie. But I’m not lying now.”

			Well. This whole conversation was illuminating but also not particularly sexy. And he was thus unfulfilled, since only I’d climaxed.

			I glanced down for confirmation, and, yes, he was clearly erect, though not quite as much as before.

			I was mucking this up, wasn’t I?

			“And now what is it?”

			He was so attuned to my change of expressions, it was unnerving and also wonderful. That someone would pay such close attention to every facial nuance was incredibly flattering.

			“I was thinking,” I said, gesturing toward his nether regions, “that we are not doing what we had intended to do. That is, it was entirely me that began this line of questioning, but it’s not achieving our goal.”

			“And what is our goal?” he asked in an amused voice.

			“To finally do all the things we’ve both been wanting to do to each other since we met!” I exclaimed.

			He laughed, then grabbed my ass, holding it in a firm grip as he drew me toward him. “We can get on with it, then, Miss Impatient,” he said.

			“That’s Lady Impatient to you, my lord,” I replied, sliding my hand down through the opening of his smallclothes to clasp his penis.

			He closed his eyes and shuddered as I ran my fingers around his shaft, not yet beginning to stroke but just fondling so I could tease him a little bit. I played for a few moments until he grasped my wrist. “You’re going to be the death of me,” he rasped.

			“The little death, I hope,” I shot back.

			He groaned, likely both from the bad pun and from what I was doing.

			“We should take the rest of our clothes off,” I said, taking my hand away and sitting up so I could put words to action. I tossed my shift to the floor, then yanked at his smallclothes, sliding them down his legs, at which point he kicked them somewhere.

			And then there he was, resplendent in all his stunning demonic beauty. I’d seen statues and paintings of various naked men, but none of what I’d seen was nearly as gorgeous as him.

			His chest was broad and muscular, tapering down to a slim waist. He had a trail of dark hair leading down to his penis but was otherwise relatively hairless, which allowed me to see his pale skin—no surprise, I didn’t think the sun made it to Hell very often.

			His legs were long and just as muscular, and even his feet looked pretty, which was remarkable in and of itself. I’d never thought feet would or could be attractive, but apparently Marcellus’s would prove me wrong.

			“I like how you look at me,” he said.

			“Mm,” I replied. I got onto my knees and straddled him, my knees on the outsides of his legs. His erection rose up right in front of me, and I put both hands on it, one hand gripping the bottom and the other beginning to slide up and down. I licked my hand quickly to give it some moisture and then began to stroke, watching his face, watching his muscles tighten as I kept up my motion. He put his hands to my breasts and began to caress them, making them ache. I felt my quim begin to respond again, and I shifted so I could get pressure just there where I wanted it. He noticed and gave me a knowing smile, then suddenly flipped me over onto my back and got on top of me, his shaft nudging at my entrance. I yelped, then wrapped my arms around him. “You are very quick, my lord.”

			“I can go slow when needed,” he said. He bent his head to capture my nipple with his mouth, beginning to suck it and lick it with an enthusiasm I much appreciated.

			I widened my legs to accommodate him better, and he shifted so his penis was almost inside—not quite, since I expected that would hurt a bit, what with it being my first time—but enough so I felt it. I had to say it felt good.

			“More,” I said, my voice sounding strangled.

			He reached down to grasp himself and push a little farther in, continuing to lavish attention on both my breasts, his mouth on one and his fingers on another. Like before, the sensations were overwhelming, in an entirely good way, and I somehow liked the pain of his entry inside me.

			Then he lifted his head and kissed me, plundering my mouth as he pushed the rest of the way inside, swallowing my gasps. “Are you all right?” he asked in a low voice.

			“Absolutely,” I said staunchly. “Do your worst.”

			“Or my best,” he said, sounding entirely smug.

			I’d heard enough from Lily—to my utter embarrassment—to know that climaxing through intercourse alone, for the woman at least, was highly unlikely, but I didn’t want to burst his confidence.

			And, I thought briefly, it turned out the male of any species thought they could do things other men could not, and Marcellus was no different.

			He began to move, sliding out, and then in again. It felt…different. Pleasurable in some ways and uncomfortable in others, but altogether immersive. I followed his rhythm and moved with him, hoping I was doing the right thing but guessing I was from his various groans and facial expressions.

			I ran my hands over his deliciously muscled back and put my lips to his neck, which I nipped at before sucking gently. Meanwhile, his movements were getting faster and faster, and I could tell he was on his way to his own peak, which made me feel entirely powerful and sensual—that I, Cora Hastings the Human, could bring the literal son of the Devil to climax felt excellent.

			And then he shouted, and I felt his release inside me, and then he gave one last groan and collapsed on top of me, his face buried in the bedspread.

			“I might never move again,” he said after a few minutes.

			“We have all night,” I reminded him.

			He raised his head and looked into my eyes. “Was that as expected?” I was oddly touched that he sounded hesitant—as though this confidently charming demon might not be certain he had been satisfactory.

			“Entirely as expected,” I said, kissing him quickly.

			“Oh good. Wake me when we have to go to the Exhibition,” he said, then put his head down again.

			His vulnerability, both in asking how it was and in allowing himself just to be with me—for once, not the confident being who knew what his impact was but someone who could take some much-needed rest lying on top of me—made me feel so poignantly aware of how much I’d fallen for him.
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			An Incomplete Guide to Navigating Supernatural Species in the Post-Revelation World, or Actually, No, Unicorns Don’t Exist

			Now that we’ve learned that the beings we thought only existed in our imaginations actually do exist, it’s tempting (and entirely natural) to think that all the beings we thought only existed in our imaginations actually exist.

			But no.

			Just because some things that seemed too far-fetched to be true actually are true doesn’t mean all far-fetched things are true; you should still maintain your skepticism over things without proof or things that are repeated by people (and beings) who love to repeat things without knowing their provenance.

			Living in a fantastic world doesn’t mean accepting that all things fantastic exist. There are going to be plenty of nonfantastic things out in the world still and plenty of things that will never be true (we won’t mention them here for fear of setting off a firestorm, but just know that a certain lake monster has never revealed herself and likely never will).

			We want you to be open-minded but not gullible.
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			Twenty-Four

			I did not, in fact, wake him up in time to see the Exhibition.

			Because he did not, in fact, go to sleep. He did rest a bit, and then we started all over again, with him bringing me off again, this time with his mouth, while I thrashed on the bed, moaning softly (this time I might have said his name a few times, along with dire threats of what I’d do to him if he stopped).

			The night passed by far quicker than I wanted, and soon it was six o’clock in the morning, and I needed to return home so I could get dressed to respectfully and discreetly accompany the Devil and his entourage to the opening of the Great Exhibition.

			We were attending a private opening, since neither the Devil nor the Queen wanted the general populace to be near the hellish denizens, which suited me just fine. I didn’t want a repeat of what happened at the bazaar, even though the initial trouble was caused entirely by Marcellus.

			“This is yours, I believe?” Marcellus said, holding my shift. I was still in bed, clutching the bedspread against me in an attempt to be modest, as though he hadn’t personally inspected every inch of my body.

			“Thank you,” I replied, as he tossed it to me.

			It felt so—not awkward, not entirely, but strange, to be here with him in the aftermath of all that activity. We’d shared so much, and yet we both knew we’d be parting in a day or two, and how were we to converse after that?

			I shimmied into my shift, then hopped out of bed, going to where Marcellus had draped my gown. He, meanwhile, was casually walking around the room still entirely naked, as though it didn’t bother him at all.

			Perhaps I was the only one feeling not-awkward strange?

			Perhaps this was a regular occurrence for him?

			Were hellish beings much more casual about clothing, or was this just a Marcellus thing?

			Frankly, if I looked as good as he did naked, I might never get dressed again.

			I needed to stop thinking and start focusing on my duties. Which meant getting dressed, putting all this out of my mind for the time being, and going home, where I would deflect my friends’ questions and get dressed in my proper species-ombudsman daytime attire, that of the fussy housekeeper.

			I sighed, already mourning the loss of excitement in my life. Though not all the excitement—I could have done without the various attempts on my charges’ lives, but the rest was wonderful.

			“Are you all right? Not too tired?” he asked, once again being far too observant.

			I pulled my gown up and over my head and wriggled into it. “I am fine,” I said in a very cheery voice.

			He walked toward me, clearly not convinced. Though there was something about a nude man striding toward one that changed one’s mood, especially when the man looked like Marcellus. So I had to admit I was more all right than I had been a few moments ago.

			He adjusted my gown, then turned me around and began to do up my buttons. “I don’t believe you, but we don’t have time to argue.”

			That’s because, I thought, we don’t have time.

			We don’t have time to discover what this is, if this is anything, because you have to go back to Hell and I have to return to my normal duties of solving problems between species and keeping an eye out for any potential issues.

			We don’t have time because you are a demon with your own values and morality and I am a human with my own values and morality, and those two things are different.

			We don’t have time because your father is the actual Devil, and who knows what he’d say if he knew you were cavorting with a mere human?

			I didn’t think the Prince of Darkness would be very pleased, to be honest, but I had to leave that in Marcellus’s hands.

			We don’t have time.

			Once I was buttoned up—both figuratively and literally—and Marcellus had, to my vast regret, put his clothes back on, we descended the stairs, where we found Madame Estley waiting for us. I wondered if she ever slept, or was she able to stay up all the time because she was fueled so well by her clientele? I’d have to ask Lily at some point about that.

			“I trust you had an enjoyable evening?” she said, glancing between the two of us.

			“We did,” Marcellus said, taking my arm.

			She nodded at me. “Miss Hastings,” she began, even though I did not recall mentioning my name, “please feel free to return here at any time, even without my lord. You would be most welcome.”

			Marcellus bared his teeth and growled, which made me secretly very pleased. No, we had no future, but he was jealous. That was something, wasn’t it?

			“Thank you, madame.” I shot a quick look at Marcellus, then continued. “I will keep your offer in mind.”

			She handed me a card, her hand lingering on mine for just a tad too long. “Do. It would be delightful to have your company here.”

			“I’ll send the payment to you this afternoon,” Marcellus said abruptly. “We’re late—we must go.”

			“A pity,” Madame Estley said, giving me a knowing glance. “It’s been a pleasure.”

			Indeed it has, I thought, as we walked out the door.
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			Marcellus insisted on taking me home, even though I imagined his father was likely already up and yowling about his son’s absence. We walked up to my door, and then I did something I never would have imagined—I grabbed him and kissed him, even though I’d seen both Hannah’s and Lily’s faces peeking out from the windows.

			It wasn’t as though they didn’t know what I’d been up to, I reasoned. Why should I go without a last kiss just because of false modesty?

			He responded with alacrity, and it was a good thing we were in public, or we might have begun a reprise of the night before.

			As it was, it was at least ten more minutes before I finally made my way inside, where I was met by my friends and an enthusiastic dog, who likely just wanted cheese, not gossip.

			“I’ve got to get ready to go again,” I said, holding up my hand to ward off their questions.

			Lily made a face. “You are no fun,” she said.

			I held my hands up in surrender. “I will tell you everything! Just not now. I’ve got to go wrangle the Devil. And try not to annoy Queen Victoria. You know, my job.”

			Hannah offered an understanding smile. “We know. We’ll be waiting—”

			“I won’t,” Lily said with a snort.

			“—when you return,” Hannah said, as smoothly as though our friend hadn’t interrupted.

			I ran to my room, undoing my buttons as best as I could, then dressed hurriedly into my nicest day gown, taking pains with my hair, which had gotten quite mussed from the evening’s activities.

			It was fifteen minutes later when I emerged to see Hannah standing at the kitchen table holding a steaming cup of tea.

			“Bless you,” I said, taking the cup from her.

			“I am envious you get to see everything first,” she said, her eyes shining. “New works from so many countries are going to be on display, and beings from all over the world will come to see them. It will truly be spectacular.”

			I nodded. “It seems Prince Albert has a vision. He’s very quiet, but I imagine if I were to speak to him, he might share my thoughts about life post-Revelation. I just hope that there isn’t any nonsense because of so many different types of beings all gathered together in one spot.” I felt my stomach tighten just thinking about that and was grateful for my antisupernatural necklace, though it was to be used only as a last resort.

			“I hope to go in a week or two,” Hannah said, tossing some sort of treat to Dante. “We’re already getting people in our shop insisting something they have is from the Exhibition—it hasn’t even opened yet.” She shook her head. “It will only get worse.”

			“But you’ll be busy, at least,” I pointed out. I knew Hannah hated idleness; unlike her fellow fairies, she didn’t find flitting around and being sparklingly pretty to be fulfilling enough. She liked having a purpose beyond her appearance.

			“True,” she said. She glanced at the clock. “Finish that up,” she urged, nodding to the tea in my hands. “You don’t want to be late.”

			I gulped the rest of the brew down, then picked up my cane, gave Dante a last pat, and dashed out the door.

			Today would be the final day of my devilish responsibilities. I was grateful they were coming to an end, because the stress of caring for the Devil was a lot, but of course I was already mourning the loss of my love life.
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			I arrived at Clarence House to find everything and everybody already in an uproar.

			The butler looked relieved when he saw me, immediately waving me into the main room, where we’d had the party. “Miss, the Devil has been waiting for at least an hour,” he whispered. “He’s in a fine mood, and his son is in an even worse temper.”

			I nodded, trying to take deep breaths so I could remain as professional as possible.

			“There you are!” the Devil screeched, standing at the doorway. “Have you been here hiding? Don’t you know what today is? How are we not on our way?” He advanced toward me, smoke emanating from everywhere. “I have warned you, have I not, about the importance of not displeasing me? Don’t forget, I could roast you in a moment.”

			As though I could ever forget.

			I curtsied, then spoke in as reassuring a tone as possible. “Yes, my lord, the Queen’s staff said we should arrive between eleven and twelve o’clock. It is now just a bit past ten o’clock, so we are in plenty of time.” I turned to the butler. “Could you send for the carriages, please? And ask the kitchen staff to pack some food and beverage for us?” I spoke to the Devil again. “I imagine you will want some sustenance after viewing the treasures,” I said. “I have it on good authority there are some excellent treacle tarts.”

			The butler met my eye and nodded. “Yes, my lord, we will have everything you require.”

			“And some of those damson tarts,” the Devil replied in a querulous voice.

			“Of course.”

			The butler scurried out as fast as his legs could take him, and I attempted to soothe the fussiest supernatural being who could also scorch me into oblivion in ten seconds.

			“Sir, would you like to sit while we wait for the carriage?” I asked, gesturing to one of the chairs.

			He flopped ungracefully into it, folding his arms over his chest.

			If it wouldn’t mean immediate annihilation, I would have burst into laughter at how sulky he was.

			“There you are.” Marcellus strode into the room, making my heart leap. He’d spoken the same words as his father, but of course he sounded so much different.

			He looked tired but still—of course—stupidly handsome.

			“We’ve ordered the carriages, my lord, and we should be able to leave soon,” I informed him, keeping my tone neutral. Because neither he nor his father needed to hear my real feelings, which were along the lines of Don’t leave, please. Let’s figure out what this is, and maybe it’s nothing because we’re too different, but let’s give it a try.

			“Thank you, Miss Hastings,” he replied in a grave voice.

			The butler returned, an eager expression on his face. “My lords, miss, the carriages are ready. I’ve packed the baskets inside, and you can be on your way.”

			I consulted my watch. It was still a bit early for our arrival, but if I could discreetly inform the coachman to take the long way, it should be all right. I did not want to have the Devil chafing at the door to the Great Exhibition; that would likely cause all sorts of problems.

			The Devil sprang out of his chair without acknowledging what the butler had said, while Marcellus gave the poor man a quick nod, and I mouthed, “Thank you,” as we left.

			As before, the Devil took the first carriage, and Marcellus guided me to the last, assisting me inside before getting in himself.

			He didn’t waste a moment but drew me into his side, wrapping his arm around my shoulder. “I hope he wasn’t so terrible this morning.”

			I shrugged. “No more than any other spoiled debutante.”

			“You’ll be glad to be rid of us,” he replied.

			I didn’t say anything, mostly because I couldn’t think of anything that would be appropriate: No, I won’t, because I’ve fallen in love with you was obviously right out; Yes, I can’t wait would also be just as bad.

			“When are you leaving?” I asked instead.

			He turned to look out the carriage window. We were probably fifteen minutes from the Crystal Palace, which was where the Exhibition was to take place.

			“Tomorrow.”

			I must’ve frozen, because he squeezed me even closer to him. As though his proximity now would make up for the eternity of nonproximity I would have when he was gone. I focused on keeping my breathing measured as I spoke again.

			“I see.”

			We spent the rest of the ride in silence. It wasn’t exactly comfortable silence, given my racing thoughts, but it wasn’t uncomfortable either. It just was.

			Which was what I would be after they left. Or more specifically, after he left.
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			An Incomplete Guide to Navigating Supernatural Species in the Post-Revelation World, or Don’t Ask a Witch for Her Recipes

			There are going to be times when you do something you shouldn’t have. When you stare too hard at a witch’s mole, for example, or ask a vampire if they’ve eaten anything good lately.

			We understand, you’re going to make mistakes.

			The answer isn’t, however, to profusely apologize so that the potentially offended person has to spend time reassuring you. That’s just making the differences between everyone far more obvious and somehow seem unpleasant.

			Instead, apologize and move on with your life. Remind yourself (and only yourself) to do better next time.

			Don’t make the other person have to be part of your guilt path.
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			Twenty-Five

			“Come in, come in!” Prince Albert said. His smile was so broad I couldn’t help but smile back. I’d already been stunned into silence by seeing the massive size of the building they’d constructed to house the Exhibition; its windows reflected the sunlight, and the building seemed to blaze as we approached.

			The Devil was already halfway inside, his three-headed dog trotting along beside him, while Keres and the being who’d replaced Phenex followed.

			Being a dhampir meant that Prince Albert could walk about in the daytime—his powers were significantly less than his wife’s, but he wasn’t as constrained by the vampirism as she.

			Marcellus took my arm, and we walked into the Crystal Palace, with me reminding myself not to be a total yokel and gawk. Or at least keep my mouth closed while looking at everything. The ceilings were quite high, and combined with the huge number of windows, it felt as though we were in the best and biggest greenhouse in the world.

			There were exhibits stretched as far as the eye could see, with beings behind the tables wearing the garb from their respective countries. My eye caught on a snake shifter wearing a conical hat, then a pair of ogres adjusting the items laid out on their table, and farther ahead, I could see what I guessed was a giant telescope.

			It felt magnificently inclusive, and I experienced the warm rush of pride in my work—this moment was why I did what I did and why it was so important to keep the species friendly with one another.

			Or, if not friendly, at least not actively fighting.

			“My father will be occupied for some time,” Marcellus said in a low voice. “We can wander wherever we want.”

			“Tea,” I said.

			“You’re thirsty?” he said in surprise.

			“No, I mean I want to see if there are any special types of tea here. At the Exhibition. I have to imagine that somebody has brought a new blend that I’ve never seen.”

			If I were less comfortable with him, I would have been embarrassed by how enthusiastic I was about a hot beverage, but I wasn’t.

			Besides, I wouldn’t see him after today.

			He chuckled, then walked me over to one of the other rows. The Devil was already a quarter of the way down the first row, his delighted voice ringing out over the general hum of the crowd, both the workers and the VIPs.

			I wanted to stop and stare at each of the tables, I wanted to lean my head back and look at the sky through the windows, and most of all, I wanted today never to end.

			“I didn’t realize you were so passionate about tea,” he commented.

			“I am serious about tea,” I corrected. “Not passionate.”

			“What else are you serious about?” he asked.

			You. But I wouldn’t say that. “My friends. My dog. My job. My cane.”

			“And me?”

			Why did he have to ask that, on our last day?

			I didn’t answer, instead choosing to rush over to a table holding a variety of farming tools. “Look, a new way to till earth!” I exclaimed, knowing full well he’d see through my ruse.

			But he didn’t call me out on it, just gave me a knowing look and listened patiently as the enthusiastic dwarf behind the table explained what each and every tool did.

			He had reached the penultimate tool—thank goodness—when we heard a commotion. “That has to be my father,” Marcellus muttered, grabbing my hand and taking off at a dead run.

			I managed to give a quick nod of thanks to the exhibitor and flew after Marcellus, my heart pounding as I heard the noise increase. We weren’t that far away, and we were able to reach them within a few minutes, with me huffing out my breath as we slowed to a halt in front of the group.

			The Devil was staggering on his feet, his normal swagger now resembling a newborn giraffe’s gait. His expression was blank, as though he were an empty shell, and he was waving a lethal-looking weapon with the appearance of an oversize meat cleaver.

			Was it one of Jirzinar’s tools? And if so, where had the Devil squirreled it away?

			“I have to kill them all,” he was saying, and my blood ran cold. That wasn’t his voice. That was, it was, but it certainly wasn’t his intonation.

			Marcellus shoved me behind him, then approached his father, his hands up in a placating gesture. “Father, can we talk about this for a moment?”

			“That’s not your father,” I whispered. “Can’t you tell?”

			“I know,” Marcellus replied quietly, “but whatever is possessing him doesn’t know I know.”

			“Ah,” I said, suddenly feeling like an idiot. Of course we had to figure out what the purpose of all this was. There was no possibility of Marcellus physically overpowering his father, so he would have to outwit him. Or outwit whomever was currently in possession of his faculties at the moment.

			“Why do you have to kill them all?” Marcellus asked, again in a reasonable tone. “And who are ‘them’?”

			The Devil turned to look at his son. “Anyone who is one of us.”

			“Supernaturals, you mean?” I said from behind Marcellus.

			He nodded, a smile most unlike what I’d ever seen on the Devil’s face curling his lips. “Exactly, miss. You understand. You are a human, are you not?”

			“I am,” I replied.

			“You can live,” he said graciously.

			“Glad we have that settled,” I murmured.

			Marcellus shifted to glare at me before turning back to his father. “Before you do all that, however,” he said calmly, as though his father weren’t threatening to end everyone’s lives but mine, “can we get you something to eat? Perhaps some wine?”

			The Devil’s eyes lit up. Apparently there was one urge strong enough to resist bodily takeover. “Do you think they have mincemeat pies here?” he asked.

			“I am certain they do,” Marcellus said, nodding to me.

			I gave a nod in return, then sped to where some delicious aromas were coming from—I knew food wasn’t going to dissuade the Devil from his ultimate goal, but perhaps we could delay him long enough to figure out who had control of him.

			I returned shortly thereafter with a hodgepodge of foods I’d snagged in the five minutes I’d been away—very stinky cheese, some intriguing-looking pastries, and a few jugs of Hungarian wine I’d bought from two szépasszonies, their version of witches.

			Once I’d laid everything on the table, Marcellus guided his father to sit, both of us exhaling in relief as the Devil began to attack the food with gusto.

			“Do you know who might have the power to possess your father? Is it like what you did to me?” We spoke in a whisper, but the Devil was too consumed with the food to pay attention anyway.

			Marcellus kept an eye on his father, watchful in case the Devil decided he was full and it was time to continue his killing journey. “It is similar to what I did, but it requires more power, since my father would never willingly let anyone in. As for who’s doing it?” His expression was frustrated as he shook his head. “It could be any greater demon with strong mental energy. My father can be persuaded into things. He doesn’t have very good boundaries”—what with his being the Devil, I had to imagine he didn’t; boundaries weren’t what one would think of in the context of the Devil—“and if the being flattered him while gaining access, it would be child’s play.” He shook his head. “Not that I think a child is doing that, to be precise.”

			“I know what you mean.” I scanned the immediate area, which had about a dozen people, most of whom were looking at the current drama. Not all of them looked terrified, which to me showed a remarkable lack of self-preservation. “Whoever it is has to be very confident in their abilities.” Or not at all frightened of what the Devil would do to them once out from under the influence. That spoke to a much grander plan, one that meant the Devil would be incapacitated in some way before he could pass judgment on his possessor. “Does the demon who’s controlling him have to be in the area?”

			Marcellus followed my lead and looked around as well. “Usually, yes. Actually, it would be odd to possess someone and then just…leave. They’d have to be communicating somehow, and it doesn’t seem likely they’d abandon their body.”

			“Oh, so it’s the same as we did? Should we look for a meat sack somewhere?”

			I started to walk away, but Marcellus grabbed my arm. “It’s dangerous to just run off, especially for a human.”

			I gave him an annoyed look. “The only person here who isn’t in immediate danger is me, since whoever is inside your father doesn’t want to kill my species. So I’d say I am a very good choice to go looking.”

			“Let me come with you.”

			I flung my hands up. “Fine. But if you suddenly threaten to stab me or, worse yet, release those humbeetles again, I will hurt you.”

			He snorted, and we began our search.

			I didn’t feel comfortable leaving the Devil on his own, but I knew that Marcellus alone wouldn’t be able to control him, which just meant we had to find the entity inside his head and disable them so the Devil wouldn’t have time to act on his rants.

			I went up and down a few of the rows, while Marcellus took the other side. Eventually, I spotted a demon I didn’t recognize slumped in a chair a few rows away, another demon keeping watch over them. At first the demon appeared just to be asleep, but it quickly became clear that the demon was unconscious, just as Marcellus had been unconscious in the carriage during the holy water attack.

			I waved my cane in the air to get Marcellus’s attention, and he appeared by my side in a few moments. We watched from several feet away, with me trying to think what would cause the least amount of fuss and damage, while Marcellus was probably trying to figure out how he could murder the two with the least amount of fuss as well.

			I knew, however, that murder would cause far more fuss regardless of who it was, so it was my job to stop that before Marcellus had a chance to act. And that meant coming up with my own clever plan.

			“My amulet,” I said in a low voice.

			“Hmm?” Marcellus said. He’d taken my cane and was eyeing it closely, no doubt looking for its most destructive side. I didn’t think he’d fall for it if I suggested the pencil, and besides, who knew what a very angry, very powerful demon could do with a pencil anyway?

			“My amulet. I can neutralize all the supernaturals within a certain radius, and if they’re neutralized, the one inside your father’s head will go blank as well, correct?”

			He frowned in thought. “I suppose, but wai—”

			I activated the amulet before he could say another word, unscrewing the top and then waving the liquid in the air. It had an immediate effect; the two culprit demons both fell to the floor, the unconscious one even more boneless than before, while a few passersby dropped where they stood.

			Marcellus, too, fell to the ground with a hard thud, and I winced as I knelt down. His eyes fluttered open. “I was going to say to wait until—”

			“Why didn’t you tell me?” I said in a harsh whisper. “I would have assumed you would be stronger than whatever Mr. Connors created.”

			He gave me a narrow glance. “I am stronger—that’s why I’m awake. I just can’t move.”

			“Miss,” a voice called from a few feet away, “what have you done?”

			The tone was cold and condescending, so I had no difficulty figuring out who it was.

			“Your Grace,” I said, standing back up and stepping over Marcellus, “it seems there was a very foolhardy demon who attempted to possess the Devil, and it could have been a disast—”

			“You idiot.”

			The duke’s words took me aback, and I blinked a few times before speaking. “Pardon?”

			“The whole point of the possession was to control these demons.” The duke walked toward me, heedless of the various unconscious supernaturals passed out around him. He kept his dismissive gaze on me the whole time.

			I really did not like the duke.

			“We need fewer powerful supernatural creatures in London, Miss Hastings, not more. Allowing the boundaries between Hell and England to ease would only mean that there would be more demons here and more humans there. Soon there would be intermingling, resulting in halflings and marriage, and England wouldn’t be England anymore.”

			“You know they can hear you,” I said, gesturing to the felled supernaturals.

			His look was disdainful. “And so what if they can? Are they going to go bleating to the Queen? She needs to keep control of the beings already here. She cannot possibly keep control of more demons.”

			“But why does she need to keep control of them at all?” I asked. I saw Marcellus stir, but I didn’t want the duke to see that and do something to him, so I blocked him with my body so the duke wouldn’t be able to see him easily.

			“That is what a monarch does, of course,” he said in a tone that indicated he thought I might be mentally unfit.

			Or just someone who didn’t think other types of beings needed to be controlled.

			“I imagine if the boundaries were eased that there would be more tolerance,” I continued. I knew I wouldn’t change his mind, but I could keep him talking while I tried to figure out how to trap him into something he couldn’t duke his way out of, so to speak.

			It has always been my experience that men like to hear themselves talk, and if a woman is urging them to do so, more the better.

			“Tolerance means differences, Miss Hastings,” he thundered, proving my point. “If there are differences, then we cannot continue to sell the same products to the same people, to maintain the same laws, to enforce the same rules that will keep our society in check.”

			Put that way, it almost sounded reasonable—but examining it more closely made it seem altogether more terrible. Yes, rules and laws were necessary for a functioning society, but a wise ruler or Parliament or someone in charge had to recognize that change was inevitable and vital because of how the world could evolve in an instant.

			“This entire Exhibition is a demonstration of differences, Your Grace,” I said, gesturing to the enormous hall. “Do you mean to say you wish Prince Albert had not gathered all of these beings together to show what innovations are possible, once beings are given the freedom to try?”

			His expression turned ugly. “I am saying that precisely. We do not need more innovations”—which he said as though it were a slur—“we need more control. We need to know what everyone is capable of, and we need to know their weaknesses. We do not need more powerful beings roaming around London. This visit is entirely unprecedented and should not have happened. But now that it has, there have to be consequences.”

			And then some evil idea must have popped up in his aristocratic little brain, because his mouth twisted into a horrible smile.

			“You, Miss Hastings, will serve as a consequence.”
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			An Incomplete Guide to Navigating Supernatural Species in the Post-Revelation World, or Humans Have Power Too

			Much has been made of the sudden influx of species doing remarkable things, things no human ever thought could be done before. But let us gently remind you, fellow humans, that you are just as powerful.

			No, you can’t fly or shape-shift or live forever, but you are able to create things just by using your brain. You can make art and books and fall in love and make a family or be a wonderful friend. You can treat everyone who deserves it with kindness.

			That is powerful and is something not to be dismissed.
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			Twenty-Six

			“Consequence?” I echoed, shuffling closer to Marcellus. I had a plan. I just had to hope the duke wouldn’t realize what was happening until it was too late.

			The duke stepped toward me, a glimmer of malice in his eyes.

			Or that could have been his natural look. I had to admit I truly despised him, even without this recent revelation. Blame it on his clear disdain for anybody he didn’t think worth speaking to, which thus far seemed to be everybody but the Queen, and I bet he only tolerated speaking to her because she could rip his throat out with her teeth.

			I had to imagine my being a “consequence” was akin to my being dead.

			I nudged Marcellus with my toe. “What possible use can I be?”

			“Exactly,” the duke replied. “What possible use can you be?”

			My blood ran cold. Suspicion confirmed.

			I took a deep breath, then let my cane clatter on the floor. “Oh, how careless,” I said, bending down to retrieve it. Thankfully, Marcellus was awake, though it was clear he still couldn’t move. “Possess me,” I whispered as I fumbled on the floor.

			His eyes widened, and then he blinked rapidly a few times, which I had to take as his understanding. He couldn’t nod his head.

			I picked up my cane and tried to relax, as I’d had to do during the holy water attack. I felt Marcellus’s presence circling my brain, and I urged him in, hoping the duke wouldn’t do anything before we could act.

			“This will work better if we are in private,” the duke said, taking my arm. I tried to resist, but he was too strong, and he tugged me along through the forest of felled supernaturals as I desperately worked on easing my brain barriers so Marcellus could enter, no small feat when one was in such grave danger.

			I was finally able to when I thought about Dante and how he pirouetted for cheese, making me and Hannah laugh.

			I didn’t think you’d be thinking about your dog, he said when he was finally inside. I would have assumed I would be uppermost in your thoughts.

			It’s all that came to mind, I responded. I needed to relax, not get all wound up again. And why are you complaining? You’re in, aren’t you? Of course he’d complain about not being all I was thinking about. I might be in love with him, but that didn’t mean I didn’t know he was all too full of himself.

			Where are we going? he asked.

			Somewhere private. I think he means me harm, I said, trying not to sound hysterical.

			You do, though, he replied.

			What?

			Sound hysterical.

			Stop that! I yelled.

			You’re the one who asked me in. Is it my fault that your thoughts are so loud?

			The duke continued walking me through the aisles, completely ignoring the exhibits as though they were beneath him. I couldn’t help but sneak a few long looks at the displayed items, even though I was also feeling no small amount of terror. Good thing to know I retained my sense of curiosity.

			You know I’ll protect you, Marcellus said, sounding more serious than before.

			I do. I tried to keep my emotions contained, but with everything that was happening, it was impossible.

			Drat. Drat, drat, drat. Did I just…?

			Wait, he said, you—you feel that way about me?

			Drat. I did.

			Oh my God, I shrieked, albeit inside my own head, this is not the time!

			If you’re admitting you love me, then it is most definitely the time, he replied, sounding smug. Why didn’t you tell me before?

			Look, can we discuss this after we deal with the very real danger this menacing duke presents? This man—this demon—truly had no sense when it came to priorities.

			Fine. But we will discuss it, Cora.

			The fact that he used my given name—which he used only when we were intimate or when he was being especially sincere—resonated with me, and a tiny speck of hope flickered inside. But I had to quash it straightaway, since I didn’t want him to notice it, and I didn’t know how much he could access while inside my head.

			Besides, he might flee if he caught visions of us in quiet domesticity, and I really could not afford to have him leave at this moment, not when my life was on the line. And I didn’t trust he would stay and do the right thing, because, once again, he was a demon, despite also caring for me.

			“Inside there, Miss Hastings,” the duke said. We stood in front of a door that read STAFF ONLY—NO ENTRY. He withdrew a key from his waistcoat and fitted it into the lock, then opened the door, gesturing me inside.

			It was clearly being used as a storage room and temporary office—a makeshift desk was shoved against the wall on one side of the room, while rolls of paper, fabric, and newspaper were piled up haphazardly on the floor. Boxes were stacked one on top of the other, with some of them bearing stamps from countries I couldn’t make out.

			“You ruined my plans,” the duke said, casually taking a pistol from his pocket, “but I am resourceful. I am able to improvise and achieve the same results.”

			“What results would that be?” I asked. I knew, but I also wanted to keep him talking so as to delay the inevitable duke-takes-a-shot-at-Cora moment. I thought Marcellus and I needed a few minutes to plan.

			Do you have anything resembling a weapon? Marcellus asked.

			My cane, I answered. But that is of little use against a bullet.

			Still, you should unsheath that dagger, he said. If we can get that gun away from him, we can subdue him with your knife.

			“The Queen and the general populace need to see that it is foolhardy to allow more beings with powers into our land, and what’s more, we need to control the beings who are here already. We shouldn’t be letting any more in. In fact,” he said, clearly warming to his subject, “we should be ejecting some of the less savory ones. Who needs trolls, anyway? What use are ogres?”

			I didn’t point out that trolls and ogres were very helpful when one needed assistance moving things and that the friends and families of said trolls and ogres would certainly object if all trolls and ogres were to be thrown out of England.

			He’s got a point about—

			Shut up! I said. I knew he was just trying to be amusing, but it was an annoying distraction.

			“But,” I said, reasoning it out, “if you shoot me with that thing”—I gestured to the pistol in his hand—“because I am assuming that is your backup plan, won’t it be obvious that the shooter was someone with no powers? The Devil could set me ablaze in an instant—he doesn’t need a gun.”

			Why are you giving him ideas, Cora?

			The duke’s expression turned speculative. “True. I hadn’t thought of that.”

			See?

			We can stop a fire better than we can stop a bullet, Marcellus, I replied bitingly.

			“I think it will be more effective if I torture you a bit first,” the duke said, sounding as casual as if he were going to offer me tea.

			There was no tea, unfortunately.

			Stop thinking about tea.

			“Torture?” I squeaked. It’s better to think about tea than torture!

			Don’t worry, we’ll stop him before he gets that far.

			“Have a seat, Miss Hastings,” the duke said, gesturing to a wooden chair in the center of the room. I approached it slowly and sat, keeping a firm grasp on my cane.

			The duke made a circuit of the room, gathering some rope, a pair of shears, and a large piece of rough fabric that looked as though it had been used to pack delicate pieces in.

			Before either of us could react, he tossed the fabric over my head, and I gave an involuntary yelp.

			“Be quiet,” he ordered. I could tell he was leaning in close to my face. “Or I’ll shoot you first and desecrate your body after.”

			I swallowed hard.

			I have to get my dagger out, I said. Without him noticing.

			Well, that will be easier with us under this thing, Marcellus replied.

			I hadn’t looked at it that way. I guess there was an upside to being obscured by a musty drop cloth?

			I heard the duke’s footsteps move—it sounded like he was standing behind me—and the hairs on the back of my neck rose. He hadn’t actually done anything to me yet, and I was already terrified.

			I pulled my cane up, moving it horizontally onto my lap, and slid my fingers down until I found the catch to release the dagger.

			Then I felt something drag across my face and realized the duke was wrapping a rope around my neck. I knew I didn’t have much time.

			We’ve got to do something now, Cora.

			Marcellus knew it too.

			I’ll take care of it, I said.

			I took a deep breath, then jabbed the dagger up and behind me, toward the duke’s general direction. I heard a groan, and then he slapped the side of my head, hard, causing me to topple onto the ground, the cloth falling away from my face. The duke loomed over me, blood streaming from his shoulder, his expression livid. He grabbed for me, and I struck again, this time aiming for his heart. It was awkward, as I had to jab the dagger up and guess where his heart might be, since he was wearing a waistcoat and jacket and I was lying on the ground, which made my perspective a bit off.

			I had to pray I could slow him enough to make my escape before he made me a consequence.

			He froze, then staggered a few feet and dropped to the ground with a thud, blood pouring from his chest.

			I knew what I was doing. I knew that by attacking him there, it was very likely I would kill him. I could have turned the reins over to Marcellus and had him do it via my hands, but I didn’t want to cede that responsibility.

			I knew Marcellus wouldn’t care about killing someone, but I would care if I’d allowed someone I love to do something I couldn’t bring myself to do.

			You’re remarkable, he said in an admiring tone.

			Still not the right time, I replied. I have to get off the ground and check if he’s actually dead.

			I think he’s fairly well dead. You did stab him in the heart, you know. He sounded amused, and I wished he had a corporeal presence so I could punch him.

			Or kiss me? he asked, his tone silky.

			I struggled to my feet and walked gingerly over to where the duke lay. I nudged him with my foot, but he didn’t move. Then I leaned down and put my fingers to his neck, feeling for a pulse.

			Nothing.

			He’s dead.

			I told you.

			What do we tell the Queen? I said, starting to panic.

			I doubt she will care, but we can tell her that he threatened me and my father, and that I was the one who offed him.

			I can’t let you take the blame! I shouted.

			That is something we will discuss later, he said. Now about the whole you-falling-in-love-with-me thing; tell me more about that.

			I wasn’t going to be able to avoid it, was I?

			Can we at least leave the room with the dead body? I asked.

			Fine. I could practically hear him rolling his eyes.

			I walked out of the room, giving one last look to the duke, who remained as persistently dead as he’d been a few moments ago.

			Once back in the main area, I returned to where the various demons were beginning to stir, recovering from my amulet blast. I’d have to let Mr. Connors know how effective it was—we hadn’t tested it extensively, and I’d only had to use it a few times before, so we didn’t know the extent of its capabilities.

			I should be able to move now, Marcellus said.

			I went to where Marcellus lay on the ground, looking almost as dead as the duke.

			We’ll be speaking soon, he said, and then he left my head, leaving me alone with my thoughts.

			I gazed down at him, now with his eyes open, looking up at me and smiling that rakish smile. “I never knew a human’s life could be so thrilling,” he said, getting up to stand beside me. “It’s no wonder I’ve fallen in love with you as much as you’ve fallen in love with me.”

			I stared at him, my mouth dropping open. He began to laugh, then took my arm. “I did say we’d be speaking soon, didn’t I? We have to talk about what this all means and why neither of us said anything earlier.”

			I couldn’t speak. I just nodded and let him lead me away.
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			An Incomplete Guide to Navigating Supernatural Species in the Post-Revelation World, or While There Are Many Demons, There Is Only One Devil

			Our Queen is a vampire, but she is not the only one. The Devil is a demon, but he is not the only one. He is, however, the only devil, at least until another demon succeeds him.

			You see, the Devil is a position as much as a name, much like the Queen. The Devil rules over Hell, and there can be only one ruler of Hell, just as there can be only one Queen (or King).

			This new world is confusing, but as long as you think about it in terms of “like the old world, only with more wings and fire and possible exsanguination,” you’ll be fine.
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			Twenty-Seven

			Marcellus spent only a few moments making certain his father had returned to normal, and then only a few moments more informing Prince Albert’s attendants that the duke was in the storeroom.

			The duke’s two flunkies, Hall and Smith, rushed to the back as soon as they heard the news, and I held my breath, wondering if they would return just as quickly to accuse me of the murder.

			Thankfully, that didn’t happen.

			We were able to leave the Crystal Palace within a half hour, Marcellus hailing a hansom cab outside.

			“Clarence House,” he said. “Please,” he added when he looked at me.

			We clambered inside, me holding on to my cane with a white-knuckled grip, still feeling the terror from the duke’s attack and the reality that I had actually killed someone.

			He immediately began to unwrap my death hold one finger at a time, until he held my hand in his.

			“You did what you had to do, you know that.”

			I took a deep breath. “I suppose. But—” I turned to regard him, feeling my heart still pounding in my chest. “Does this mean I am now a killer? What happens the next time I find someone disagreeable? Am I going to take out my dagger and stab them to death because they prepared my tea improperly?”

			I could see him struggle not to laugh, and then he wrapped his arm around me and drew me into his side. “No, Cora. You are still you. I am still me, even though I didn’t kill anyone this afternoon. What we do can affect us, of course, but unless we let it, our actions don’t change us irrevocably.”

			I absorbed that, letting his words settle into me.

			It was true; I may have murdered someone, but that person was about to murder me and, what’s more, was going to use my death to cause even more deaths throughout the country and eventually the world.

			All for what? Because he didn’t like how the world was changing?

			“Idiot,” I muttered.

			“You’re not an idiot,” he said, pressing a kiss to my hair, which was probably a rat’s nest, thanks to its time under the rough cloth and being manhandled and then thrown to the ground.

			“No, not me,” I replied. “The duke.”

			“Oh!” he said, surprised. “Yes, he was. Sanctimonious chauvinist.” His tone was offhandedly dismissive. It didn’t matter to him at all that said sanctimonious chauvinist was currently lying dead because the woman next to him had stabbed him in the heart.

			It mattered to me, though. Even though the duke needed to die at that moment, it didn’t mean I didn’t regret it; I wished we could have figured out a different way, but that wasn’t what happened.

			So I had to understand that while I was deeply sorry about having to kill the duke, I also knew it was necessary and would do it again if circumstances demanded it.

			That was the reality of the new world.

			“Can we talk about it now?” Marcellus said in a hopeful tone.

			I gave him a blank stare. “Talk about—?”

			For the first time since I’d met him, he looked hesitant. “About what you let slip when I was inside your head?”

			“Oh, that.” My face flushed, as usual, and his expression returned to its usual confident mien. “Uh, how about you start? Since you already know some of how I feel.”

			He made a grumbling noise but began. “I think I started to fall in love with you when you slapped my face,” he said, and I couldn’t help but blurt out a startled laugh. “And then you were so determined to do the right thing, and you are intelligent and fierce, and I’d like to be with you.” He paused. “If you would like that as well.”

			“Even though we live in different domains?” I said. “Even though I would require that you not cavort with anybody else?”

			He gave me a narrow look. “What type of shenanigans do you think I get up to, Cora? I do not cavort,” he said in a lofty tone.

			“And the domain thing?” I asked.

			He shrugged. “I prefer it here. We can visit Hell every so often, but I think I told you, I don’t get a lot of privacy there.”

			“But what about you inheriting your father’s position?”

			Another shrug. “He’s got several children—he can appoint one of the others. I was only the most likely candidate because I’ve been the best at keeping him calm through the years. But I can take those skills and do something else with them. As you have.”

			The idea of him joining the team as a species ombudsman was ludicrous, but I did see how he could be useful here.

			“And—wait, you said I was determined to do the right thing? But you don’t care about doing the right thing, so why does that matter?”

			“Because it does to you,” he replied simply. “You believe what you believe so strongly, and I have to respect that.”

			That he valued that in me, even though that wasn’t his own belief, made me feel all warm and soft, and I snuggled in closer to him.

			“So…” he said at last, “does this mean we are official?”

			I drew my head back to look at him. “Yes.” I frowned. “But isn’t this supposed to be more difficult? We’re two different types of beings; we live in entirely different realms; we’re stubbornly attached to our own ways of life. For goodness’ sake, I don’t even know how you take your tea!”

			He grinned, a smile so wide it felt as big as the whole inside of the carriage. “Cora. We’re also adults, and we can discuss things. I don’t drink tea—you can have all of it. As long as we are together, that is all I want. Agreed?”

			“Agreed.”

			And then he kissed me, a kiss that managed to be passionate and loving and sensual and comforting all at the same time.

			When we finally came up for air, I spoke again. “As long as you are willing to leave London for the countryside. Just for a little while. We might have to milk a few cows or pull a few weeds while we’re out there, though,” I warned.

			His eyes lit up. “Does this mean I will be able to cook for you?”

			I nodded, and then he kissed me again.

			Shepherd’s pie, all the tea I ever wanted, and this devilishly handsome man beside me.

			I could definitely be happy with that.
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			An Incomplete Guide to Navigating Supernatural Species in the Post-Revelation World, or an End Is Only a Beginning

			When Queen Victoria made her announcement, causing the Great Revelation, there were those who thought the end was nigh. The world was coming to an end. Everything we thought we knew was a lie.

			Which, to be fair, was partially true.

			But that is not necessarily a bad thing.

			We have come to the end of our guide but not the end of our story.

			What you do with our information is up to you; we hope we’ve given you enough assistance to feel more confident in navigating the world. At the very least, you are more informed about what others might think about it (at least, this other).

			The Great Revelation was an end to the world as we knew it, which merely means it is a beginning to the new world as we now know it.
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Epilogue

			“Bessie doesn’t like it when you walk behind her so quickly,” I warned but too late; the normally placid cow kicked Marcellus, who looked mortally offended while clutching his injured shin. I tried to suppress my laughter as he glared at me. “And why are cows always named Bessie?” I mused, as I went to help him hobble back to the wooden bench in the barn.

			We were three days into our weeklong holiday in the country. Hannah and Lily were staying in a small cottage farther down the road, leaving the larger farmhouse to us. The owners were Lily’s friends, an incubus and succubus who’d fallen in love and moved to Sussex. Once I’d mentioned visiting the country, she’d remembered her friends and contacted them; it turned out they were overdue for a trip to London to see their respective families, so we’d swapped abodes for the week, with the understanding that we would maintain the farm.

			Hence dealing with Bessie.

			The Devil and his entourage had returned to Hell. Marcellus’s father had taken Marcellus staying behind with ill grace but had accepted it after a few temper tantrums. “This is nothing compared to when that Cromwell came into power,” Marcellus had informed me during one of the Devil’s rampages.

			Marcellus surprised me by wanting to just stay at home while I worked, taking care of Dante, whom he’d formed a fast attachment with, and cooking tremendous meals for me and Hannah (and Lily, on her rare nights home).

			We still lived with Mrs. Collins, but we’d taken a larger suite of rooms a few doors down from where Hannah still lived, and it was as though we all still lived together, with all of us popping in and out of one another’s homes.

			Marcellus had gotten Mrs. Collins’s shepherd’s pie recipe and was spending hours with her in the kitchen perfecting it. He had befriended several chefs across the city and was spending his days learning techniques from them and testing them on his willing subjects—us—to our great pleasure.

			It was his hope, he confided one late night, to open his own restaurant in time.

			In the meantime, however, we were getting to know one another and learning to appreciate our differences. That, I thought as I plucked carrots from the outdoor garden, was what made for an interesting life: the ability to appreciate, rather than deplore, someone else’s differences. Did he love tea and justice the same way I did? No. But he did respect my love for it, just as I respected his ruthless determination to keep me and his other loved ones (which now included Hannah, Lily, and Dante) safe, no matter the cost.

			That was what made our imperfect union perfect.

		

	
		
			Glossary

			Dhampir: A dhampir is the result of a union between a vampire and a human. Dhampirs do not have to drink blood to survive, and they can also be abroad in daylight. They lack the speed and strength of vampires, and many dhampirs end up attaching themselves to a strong vampire for protection.

			Djinn: Djinn do not usually involve themselves in human affairs but, given recent events, find themselves swept up in them regardless of their personal preferences. Djinn can be invisible or appear as snakes or wisps of smoke; they are extremely intelligent and are generally diffident to others’ suffering but will take a side if there is a clear imbalance of justice.

			Fairy: Fairies are tiny, beautiful creatures of all genders who like being admired most of all, are quick to take offense, and like being with others of their kind. There are fairy anomalies, and the fairy herd mentality makes it difficult for those anomalies to exist among their own kind.

			Harpy: A harpy is half bird, half woman with long talons, powerful wings, and an unusually loud, screeching voice. They seem to be in ill tempers most of the time.

			Incubus: A male sybarite who requires intimacy to refuel themselves. Many incubi in the post-Revelation world have become politicians, diplomats, and shopkeepers.

			Ogre: An exceedingly large being who has learned to use their size and strength to survive. Ogres tend to find work in law enforcement and construction and are very popular at apple-picking time.

			Shifters: Human-shaped beings who can nonetheless shift into an animal. While most shifters turn into wolves, there are shifters of all kinds, including dragons, mongooses, and crows.

			Shugmonkey: A being that has the body of a dog and the face of a monkey. When young, shugmonkeys display all the liveliness of both their creatures, so it is important to watch over them in case of destruction. When grown, shugmonkeys are loyal, loving creatures.

			Species ombudsman: A human tasked with the responsibility of keeping the various supernatural species from fighting with one another.

			Succubus: The female version of the incubus, succubi are more easily found, since succubi are better than incubi at being able to survive using their sensual tools.

			Troll: Large, solitary creatures that are generally not so smart, though there are exceptions. Trolls like to live on their own or in small groups and keep to themselves unless bothered.

			Vampire: A nocturnal creature that subsists on human blood. Vampires’ weakness is the sun, so they can only be abroad at night. They can fly, are incredibly fast whether on foot or in the air, and are very powerful. Vampires are the apex predator of the supernatural world, though werewolves often disagree with this assessment.

			Witch: A creature who can be a full human, meaning a witch’s talents are in their creativity with spell casting, not anything inherent in their makeup. They can be supernatural creatures as well, but they still have to learn the craft of their trade in order to make full use of their witchiness.
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