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ABOUT ONCE DARKNESS FALLS

The worst case scenario has happened: Reno NV has fallen to demons. Someone at the Office of Preternatural Affairs fucked up.

As the lead of a secret internal investigations team, Agent Cesar Hawke needs to discover who is responsible. And then he needs to kill them.


​For the monsterbabies and the guy who begat them.
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​CHAPTER ONE




​I WOKE UP TO my phone ringing. That was a sure sign that I was about to have a bad day.

See, I don’t do the girlfriend thing, and I don’t have much by the way of man-friends either. If someone’s calling me in the middle of the night, it can only be my employers—the Office of Preternatural Affairs. It can only mean I’ve been volunteered for overtime. And the OPA doesn’t want to pay overtime unless shit’s going down.

The instant the ringing phone shattered the dream of being served fancy drinks with umbrellas by Rihanna, my gut told me that shit had gone way down.

It wasn’t like I’d developed magical powers of precognition. I’d just been conditioned to feel powerful dread whenever I was woken up with a phone call.

I know what follows middle of the night phone calls.

Hint: it doesn’t involve a sexy singer from Barbados bringing me a Mai Tai.

I was rolling out of bed to get dressed even as I answered my phone. “Agent Hawke here,” I said, handset pinned between my chin and shoulder as I stripped my sweat pants.

“Come outside.”

That wasn’t the voice of the woman who worked in dispatch—who I wasn’t actually sure was a real woman at all. The same individual seemed to work twenty-four-seven and her voice was a monotone, so I’d always harbored the theory she was a robot. Probably a magical robot, knowing us.

No robots for me tonight. The voice on the other end of the line was my best friend-slash-partner in crime-slash-guy who had recruited me to work for the OPA-slash-the director of the Magical Violations Department, Fritz Friederling—the one and only blond Jet Li of Beverly Hills.

I froze with one leg in my slacks, the other balanced on the edge of my bed. It freed up a hand for me to switch the phone to the other ear.

“What’s up?” I asked warily.

The OPA doesn’t call in the middle of the night unless something’s wrong, but Fritz might call for fun. Billionaires have some weird-ass quirks. The guy has been known to drive a cherry-red Bugatti around Westmont, for fuck’s sake.

“You heard me the first time, Hawke.” He hung up.

“Fucking fuck,” I grumbled under my breath, along with a few other select words that no decent guy says. I’m not real decent, though.

I finished getting dressed. Whatever Fritz wanted was gonna involve wearing the monkey suit, whether it was a job related to the OPA or one of his special tasks. Like the time he’d picked me up on a weekend to act as his bodyguard at the races. Not horse races—demon races. Turned out that chisavs could run faster than the wind when motivated by the right kind of meat. And the dress code at the races was strict as any government office.

Jesus, I hoped I wasn’t going to have to follow him around the races again. I hadn’t had to block that many knife attacks before in my life.

But by the time I was shoving my feet into loafers that hadn’t seen better days for at least two years, I heard the sound. That thumpa-thumpa-thumpa of a helicopter descending.

That told me we wouldn’t be going to the races.

See, I hear helicopters all the time in my neck of the woods. I’m a government employee. Unlike Fritz, I can’t afford rent in Beverly fucking Hills. Just the nature of the job.

It was also the nature of my job that I recognized the sound of an Apache.

Cops around here didn’t fly those. Bad as gang bangers might be, LEO still didn’t need air-to-ground missiles to handle criminals.

At least, not the human ones.

That dreadful churning in my gut was getting stronger. Almost as strong as that choking feeling I get whenever I’m stuck somewhere with a nightmare demon, like I’m about to drown in fear.

It was the dread that got me turning on the TV while I grabbed a protein shake out of the fridge.

I clicked over to the news. When I’d turned off the TV last night, it had been set to Adult Swim. I’d always been an anime fan, and I stayed up way too late to watch it on nights when I should have been resting for work.

“—bringing all kinds of problems. Buildings have collapsed. There are reports of people trapped in buildings that came down around them. They have made desperate calls to 911 asking for help, but rescuers aren’t able to get to them.” The news anchor, January Lazar, was looking blank in that way that talking heads only do when there are bodies on the ground. It was a tense blankness, afraid to show any emotion in case it was inappropriate, in case it hurt ratings.

The camera flashed away from her to footage of Reno, Nevada—a city just a couple hundred miles north of Los Angeles. It had never been a pretty city, what with all the old casinos past their heyday and the river that ran dry most days of the year. But now even the old hotel towers had collapsed under a black fog. Rubble peppered the streets.

From the looks of it, someone had dropped a bomb on Reno.

“It’s too dangerous for rescuers to venture into Reno south of McCarran Boulevard, so thousands of residents and tourists are still believed to be trapped,” January Lazar went on. There was a faint magical buzz to her words. The broadcast must have been arranged by the OPA. We had an entire team of people dedicated to throwing spells over the airwaves so that viewers’ opinions would shift whichever way we wanted.

That night, it seemed like we wanted everyone to believe there had been a volcanic eruption in Reno.

The sound of the Apache got louder.

I tossed my protein shake in the sink and flung my door open.

My jacket was whipped open, tie lashing around my neck. The chopper had landed close enough that the rotors blasted me with wind. The noise was going to wake up everyone in my apartment complex. Considering that the OPA didn’t officially exist, we must have been in a real hurry for secrecy not to matter.

The door was open. Fritz hung halfway out the side, arm hooked into the straps of a seat, Blackberry glued to his ear. He was wearing a suit like I was, along with sunglasses, and he was waiting for me impatiently.

Whatever had happened to Reno, it wasn’t bombs, and it wasn’t a natural disaster. 

The Office of Preternatural Affairs doesn’t get called in for boring shit like that, after all.







​

My name is Cèsar Hawke.

It wasn’t that long ago that I worked for myself as a private eye. Yeah, that’s a real job. It’s not something invented by Hollywood explicitly for black-and-white noir movies.

The job is real, and a hell of a lot boring than you’d think—lots of following cheating wives to Pilates class, tracking the internet activity of people who jumped bail bonds, shit like that.

Shit that involves mortals.

Humans.

I’m not a private investigator anymore.

And I don’t deal with humans very often.

These days, I’m an agent for the Office of Preternatural Affairs, which is a secret government agency that you’ve never heard about. We’re not even mentioned in the fine print of bills that pass through the Senate. We silently siphon money out of other parts of the government, soaking up tax dollars in the name of public safety.

Officially, I work in the Magical Violations Department of the OPA. We’re all witches who track down other witches—the ones who break our unwritten laws. We clean up messes left behind by nasty spells. We enchant and disenchant and sing to the fucking moon if that’s what the job calls for.

Unofficially, I’m still an investigator, albeit a different kind than I used to be. I take all the odd cases that don’t fit anywhere else, the sensitive jobs.

Demon things.

Fritz had put me on his special team after I proved that I was trustworthy. At least, proving that I was someone he could trust. Fritz had always had agendas hidden in agendas, and only some of those agendas aligned with the OPA’s. I aligned with Fritz, so I did whatever he told me, whether it was above-the-desk stuff or the kind of case that led to fistfights next to the cashier’s cage at the chisav races. We’re bros like that. We’re tight.

Even though Fritz and I both work for the Office of Preternatural Affairs, our relationship doesn’t have a lot to do with them anymore.

See, we’re kopis and aspis now. You’ve never heard of those titles, just like you’ve never heard of the government agency that I work for. The long and the short of it means that Fritz and I are bound for life as partners. He fights demons with his super-strength as a kopis, and I protect him magically.

It also means if one of us dies, the other goes, too.

So yeah, I do what Fritz tells me.

He says, “You’re running a special investigation,” I say, “Yes, sir.”

That’s life with the Office of Preternatural Affairs.

That’s life with Fritz Friederling.

You’d think I’d be used to it after all these years. And sure, if you’d have asked me a week ago, I’d have said it was getting easier.

But a week ago, Reno hadn’t been blown up by demons.

















​CHAPTER TWO




​“ACTUALLY, IT WAS EATEN,” Fritz said.

“What was eaten?” I asked, unsure I’d heard him properly. It was hard to tell. We were both wearing headsets with microphones so we could communicate despite the pulse of the chopper’s engines, but the audio quality wasn’t great.

“You asked which demon blew up Reno,” he said. “I’m telling you that it was the Mother of All Demons, and she ate Reno—though that’s a petty differentiation, as the result is the same.”

My job, ladies and gentlemen.

“Mother of All Demons? Couldn’t keep her legs shut, huh?” I’ve got three ways of handling extreme stress: my magical powers as a witch, my Desert Eagle, and terrible humor.

Fritz didn’t laugh.

The situation must have been even worse than I thought.

And I suspected things were real fucking bad, too. Mostly because once I got in the chopper, I discovered that it wasn’t actually nighttime. I’d woken up to a sky black as night so I’d assumed that meant it was, you know, night. The thing that happens between the time the sun rises and sets.

Turns out the sun had risen. We just couldn’t see it through the smoke.

Few hundred miles from Reno, and we were choking on it.

The helicopter buzzed through black plumes, cutting a path over downtown Los Angeles. It gave me a real nice view of the helicopter pads on the roof of just about every building we passed. What I didn’t see were any OPA buildings, even though we’ve got field offices all over the metropolis these days. They’d been warded to be invisible from most angles. They were there, though.

You’ll just have to take my word for it.

“We don’t have a lot of intel, but as we understand it, the Mother of All Demons is named Yatai,” said Agent Suzume Takeuchi. She had been my partner before I’d gotten hooked up with Fritz.

Suzy, as I liked to call her, had enjoyed the same “wrong place, wrong time” experience that had led me to being on Fritz’s secret internal investigations team. She was a ball buster, a funny bitch, better with a gun than I was by a factor of a million. Bad taste in men, though. She’d recently celebrated an anniversary with her douche-fuck boyfriend named Aniruddha and he’d taken her to fucking TGI Fridays. Who does that?

Anyway, she had the OPA database open on a tablet so she could debrief us. She turned to show the screen to me.

We had no picture to attach to the information about this Mother of All Demons character, which was sparse. The description was peppered with Union short codes. I could have read them with enough time and a desk reference guide. Glancing at Suzy’s tablet, it meant nothing to me.

“MOAD incident,” I said, reading it off the bottom line. “That what we’re calling this?” I gestured at the billows of smoke we were blazing through. “‘MOAD incident’ doesn’t exactly roll off the tongue.”

“Easier than calling it ‘that one time we let thousands of people die in Reno,’” Suzy said a little too cheerfully.

“It’s a mouthful,” I agreed.

“A town northeast of Reno holds a Union base in an old warehouse,” Fritz said. The Union was the military arm of the OPA. They came in with guns whenever guns were needed, wanted, or, heck, just because they had money to blow at fiscal year end. “There have been efforts to pin down increasingly tumultuous infernal activity in Nevada. We dedicated a lot of resources to making sure this exact incident didn’t happen.”

“Waste of taxpayer dollars,” Suzy said.

“Think we deserve a refund,” I said.

“That’s why you’re here.” Fritz leaned back in his seat, crossed his legs at the knee, propped his hands behind his head. His tie flapped in the wind. Casual as can be, rich guy heading into an apocalyptic death zone, no big. “Lucrezia de Angelis will be visiting the Fernley base to evaluate its efficiency and perform a reorganization. She wants you to assess the situation in advance of her arrival.”

That was a surprise. Lucrezia de Angelis was the vice president of the OPA—a hot Italian monster of a woman who would kill me with her stiletto heels if given an excuse. Any excuse at all. Not even a good one.

She wouldn’t want a report from me. Not unless it was a report that somehow magically ended in my body dangling from a noose.

Call me paranoid, but I suddenly had a bad feeling about our new job.

“Does this mean she knows we’re doing special investigations for you?” I asked.

“Lucrezia knows a lot of things I’d prefer she didn’t,” Fritz said. “She knows about your special assignment. You will be working this case with her approval, and you’ll have access to every single part of the base.” He looked about as happy about it as I felt.

If she knew that Suzy and I were doing internal investigations, that was bad. Real bad. If I fucked up the job when Fritz was looking over my shoulder, he might kick my ass, slap me around, say a few stern words. If I fucked up the job with Lucrezia hovering, I could be looking forward to a stiletto in the jugular.

Suzy didn’t look worried. But I’d always suspected she wasn’t playing with a full deck.

“Something big like this, there’s going to be a lot of bright, flashy arrows pointing toward the guilty,” she said. “I’ll have him lassoed and in Lucrezia’s hands in time to get home for Mad Men.”

“That Don Draper,” I said. “Can’t wait to see what he whips up for Lucky Strike while cheating on his wife next.”

“Actually, I need Agent Takeuchi to perform a different task. People have been going missing in Reno. I want her to attempt to locate them,” Fritz said. “Cèsar will be performing this internal investigation alone. It’s sensitive.”

“What’s that supposed to imply about my nature? I’m sensitive as a delicate fucking butterfly,” Suzy said.

“You’ll find the missing people,” Fritz said firmly. “Agent Banerji has been allocated to support you.” That was Aniruddha, just so you know. Aniruddha “The Dickweed” Banerji, as we called him around the MVD. Swear to God, that’s really what we called him. He came out of accounting originally, and exactly zero people who weren’t named Suzy liked accountants, so I hadn’t even had to make up that nickname myself.

Suzy, nutball that she was, seemed mollified by having her boyfriend thrown into her arms. Couldn’t imagine why. The guy was about as useful on an investigation as an ice cube tray against global warming. “What are the odds Agent Hawke’s gonna end up dead if you don’t send me to watch his back?”

“We’re concerned about a potential violation of the Treaty of Dis,” Fritz said. “The risks of failure here are far greater than death.”

“Treaty of Dis?” Suzy asked.

“That’s the treaty that established the kopis class way back in the dark ages,” I said.

“Earlier than that,” Fritz said. A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. “Tell me, Cèsar, did you take history at UCLA?”

“They didn’t exactly cover the Treaty of Dis at UCLA. Anyway, the treaty made kopides as a way of protecting humanity from angels and demons.” I’d had to read too much about it while studying to become Fritz’s aspis. “It also created laws that prevent demons from entering Heaven and angels from entering Hell.”

“And kopides enforce that?” Suzy asked.

“It’s self-enforcing. The laws are impossible to break,” Fritz said.

Suzy’s eyebrows climbed her forehead. “But you think someone’s managed to break these inviolable laws.”

“Indeed. What do you think happens when ancient magical law gets violated? If your guess involves the entire universe shattering, then you’re correct. We’re seeing symptoms of reality unwinding in Reno.”

My heart sank. “That sounds like the kind of mess that’s going to require a little more than a staff reorganization from Lucrezia de Angelis.”

“I think I should be on this with Cèsar,” Suzy said.

“Sit with the pilot, Agent Takeuchi,” Fritz said.

If I’d tried to give her an order like that, Suzy would have laughed while ripping my balls off. Even she had some respect for Fritz’s position as director, though. She barely rolled her eyes as she tossed the tablet onto her seat, then clambered into the front of the helicopter.

Gotta say, it didn’t inspire a lot of confidence that Fritz wanted to talk to me alone.

He didn’t speak again until she was out of sight. He switched channels on his headset, and I followed suit, making sure we could talk without being heard.

“This matter’s sensitive,” he said. “Our relations with the Union have become more strained since the failed semi-centennial summit earlier this year.”

The semi-centennial summit was a big meeting that happened—you guessed it—every fifty years. It was attended by the most powerful angels, demons, and kopides in order to hash out grudges in a semi-organized fashion.

This year had been the first time that the OPA and Union had attended. I wasn’t important enough to have earned an invitation, but my understanding was that it had gone about as well as the Wicked Witch of the West taking a dip in a hot tub.

“Do they blame us for the mess at the semi-centennial summit?” I asked.

“Yes. The Union wants someone to blame other than themselves, which is hilarious, since they also insisted on taking charge of operations in Silver Wells. They’re threatening to crack down on the OPA.”

“The Union’s an OPA department. How much damage can they cause?” I asked.

Fritz gazed out the window. The helicopter banked over the mountains, skimming just over the Sierras. I might have been able to see Lake Tahoe if it hadn’t been so fucking black out there. It was fine that I couldn’t. My last visit to Tahoe had been horrible enough to quash any urges I might have had to visit again.

“How much honesty do you think you can handle?” Fritz asked after too long a pause.

Not a lot. Probably none. “Give it to me.”

“The Union predates the OPA, which was set up solely to get a foothold in American politics. They’re owned by a much larger international organization. The Union is in charge of us, essentially, and they could kill us all if we make them angry.” He said it with his usual dry calm.

I was feeling calm about it, too.

That news would have shocked me a couple years ago, when I first found out the preternatural existed because incubi abducted and tortured my sister. Even in the months after that, when I still believed I’d been recruited by a secret government organization intended to save people from that kind of torture, I’d have been surprised. I wouldn’t have signed up to work for the OPA if I’d thought they were evil.

Since then, I’d learned that I had signed a cursed employment contract that would blast my memory to smithereens if I got fired.

I’d also been about two seconds away from getting murdered by Lucrezia de Angelis just because I looked at Fritz’s work phone. Then I’d been shoved into a lifelong kopis-and-aspis bond with Fritz as my only alternative to getting killed.

I’d have only been shocked to learn the OPA wasn’t evil at this point.

Aside from all of that, Suzy had spent a day or two in a Union detention center after being arrested under suspicion of murder. A murder that I committed. She’d come out that detention center different—harder, meaner, angrier. And she’d also come out with the conviction that there was something very wrong with the Union.

Having Fritz validate what Suzy had told me months earlier was a kick in the balls. I’d have loved to be wrong about my asshole employers. Even so, it wasn’t a shock.

“Okay,” I said slowly, trying to wrap my head around what Fritz was telling me to do. “I need to determine who in the Union is responsible for the MOAD incident in Reno, which almost made the universe unravel. I need to tell Lucrezia about it as soon as she arrives. And all of this needs to happen without anyone in the upper echelons catching on so we don’t get Swiss cheesed with bullets. That sounds…fun.”

“The fun part is when you surrender a culprit to Lucrezia.”

“I’m supposed to find a culprit? I thought I was just doing a presentation.”

Fritz inspected his cufflinks. “It might be somewhat less of a presentation and more like bringing a suspect to trial. The Union and the OPA would both love to charge someone for what happened to Reno. It would help ease tensions between our organizations to imprison someone over the MOAD incident.”

He said “imprison,” but I understood that he meant “kill.” And by taking him to my so-called presentation, I’d be responsible for killing the guy.

“Okay,” I said again in as neutral a tone as I could manage. I was numb in all my squishy inside parts.

Like I said—nothing shocked me about the OPA anymore.

Didn’t mean that I felt all butterflies and bunnies about the bullshit I dealt with under their fist.

Fritz handed me a Bluetooth earpiece. “You’ll use this to communicate with the Union while in Reno. Remember that they’ll be able to hear everything you say while wearing it.”

So I couldn’t say anything sensitive. “Got it.”

“Play your investigation close to the chest. Don’t trust anyone, Cèsar,” he said.

“Including you?”

His smirk said, Especially me. We were a few months and one kopis-and-aspis binding too late for that, though.

We hit turbulence. The helicopter jittered and my heart crawled its way down into my gut.

We were getting near Reno. Easy way to tell: everything smelled like death.

What’s death smell like? It was that cloying smoky stench that made me think of cold places six feet deep in the earth and sexy necromancers who thought shirts were optional.

Guess it was one of those “know it when you sniff it” kinda things.

“We need to talk about something else while we have a moment of privacy,” Fritz said in a tone that said it was going to be A Woman Thing. Women who were also sexy necromancers, probably.
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