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DEDICATION




To Neveah

My little bookworm
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CHAPTER ONE
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"Have you lost your fucking mind?"

Jack Grenard glanced at the startled Waffle House waitress nearby. Based on the size of her eyes, she'd heard the expletive-laced fuming coming from Jack's former partner Camilla Macarro. Jack, a handsome, fair-skinned, late-twenty-something from Charleston, flashed the waitress a smile and winked before turning back to the borrowed restaurant phone.

"Calm down, Cam—"

"Calm down? Calm down? Jack, you ditched me in the middle of a battle to run after La Colibrí. Again. And now you're telling me you're joining her on a half-cocked plan to find some hypothetical witch who maybe cursed her?"

Jack lost whatever Cam said next as it descended into rapid-fire Spanish. He smiled again at the waitress, who was eyeing him while she served a hot stack of pancakes to a trucker. 

"Are you done or are you reloading?" Jack asked when there was a long pause.

"Jack, your mother is terrified for you. I didn't even get a chance to properly yell at you for disappearing into the Underworld. We thought you were dead. Did something happen down there? Is that why you've gone crazy?"

"No, nothing happened to me." Jack sighed, too tired to explain it all, and knowing his time was running short. "Look, I'll check in when I can. Care to expedite things and tell me more about the Aztec talismans?" 

The line was silent, and Jack could almost see Cam warring between wanting to showcase her ample intellect and not wanting to help him on his crazy scheme. 

"Come home, Jack," she pleaded. "I promise, your grandfather can smooth everything over. We'll say you were a hostage."

Jack glanced at the clock; he'd been on the line for about one minute. Any longer and they'd be able to trace the call. 

"Love you, Cam."

"Wait, Jack—"

A piece of Jack's already shattered heart broke off as he hung up. He stared at the receiver for a moment, tossed down a twenty-dollar bill for the waitress, then slipped from the diner without making eye contact with anyone else. 

He wasn't even sure what this town was called, or how far they were from Atlanta. His accomplice had used her athtar magic, the type of demonic energy that could slow time and cross distance in the blink of an eye, to carry them out of Atlanta as the US Division of the International Coalition for Demon Management closed in. But whatever powers she had were limited, and she'd collapsed in the middle of a field. Jack had carried her small body a few miles into the nearest town, where he'd paid for a night at the hotel, then set out to find a phone. 

It had taken some charming on Jack's part to convince the front desk receptionist that he wasn't doing anything unseemly with the unconscious woman. Even now, as he walked by her with a friendly wave, her eyes narrowed suspiciously.

"How's your wife?" she asked.

"Gonna check on her now," he said with what he hoped was a genuine smile. 

He padded down the short hallway and stopped at the room, pressing his ear to the door and listening. It honestly wouldn't have surprised him if his new partner was gone. When he cracked open the door, she was where he'd left her, although her eyes were open.

Anya was a wisp of a person, barely a hundred pounds if Jack had any measure from carrying her. Although she'd briefly grown healthier on the magic of Ath-kur, the land of athtars in the demon underworld, it had disappeared, leaving her curly black hair frizzy and her bronze skin sallow again. Deep purple bags hung from her eyes, even though she'd been resting. 

"Where'd you go?" she asked, sleep in her voice.

"Wanted to let Cam know I wasn't dead," he replied, sitting down on the bed. "How are you feeling?"

She pushed herself to sit and rubbed her face. "Shitty. But that's to be expected."

Jack swallowed his questions about athtar magic in favor of fetching her a glass of water from the bathroom. She took it without a word, but nodded her thanks.

So there they were. Jack and Anya, or Anat, as she was known to all demonkind. The right hand to the King of the Underworld, she'd been responsible for the slaughter of over ten thousand humans. Then, supposedly, she was cursed to repent for every life she'd taken. Even when Bael had removed the small charm from her neck, she hadn't lost the haunted look nor the guilt. 

"So where to first?" Jack asked.

She put down the glass and wiped her upper lip. "You should return to Atlanta."

Jack sat on the bed across from her. "Does that mean you're going back to Bael?"

She jumped, as if the very mention of the King of the Demons would summon him to this dingy hotel room. 

"I don't know what I'm going to do," she murmured, placing a hand against her neck where her curse had rested for over a century. "But I can't drag you down into this. I don't want to. I don't even know what this is."

"Why don't we start at the beginning?" Jack said.

She took another long drink of water. "I guess the beginning is with that Demon Spring in 1886. Bael hadn't been topside since before the American War of Independence. He liked to show up about once a century, just to rattle cages and remind the lords who was in charge. He chose Charleston because he was curious about America, and what it had turned into while he'd been away. Obviously, the South was still rebuilding from the Civil War. So he told me to just…" She trailed off, flexing her thin fingers. "I'd made it down to New Orleans and was having fun…doing what I do…" She made a small gesture of slashing. "I was…well, I got cocky. Bael told me I could… He let me do what I wanted. Anything I wanted. So, I found myself a few bedfellows. One of them brought some friends. Witches, if I had to guess."

"Witches exist?" Jack asked. 

She quirked a brow. "What do you call what your friend did to me?"

Jack lifted his right hand, where a set of five coins hung from a leather bracelet. He showed her his anti-athtar talisman. "Is this the same symbol that hung around your neck?"

She squinted, keeping a healthy distance from it. "No. It's not." She swiped a pen and paper pad from the bedside table and drew a small symbol with dots and squiggles. "This is…well, this is close enough to it. I got pretty familiar with it over the years."

"If it was just a necklace, why didn't you just take it off?" Jack said. 

"I couldn't." She rubbed her face. "It felt like every time I reached for it, my entire body seized up. Like the souls I'd taken were sitting on my chest." She rubbed her neck. "I still feel like they're there."

"Did the witches say anything in particular when you were cursed?"

"Nothing more than I was cursed," she said. "If I wanted to get rid of it, I had to save one life for every one I'd taken."

"What did you do then?"

"At first, I thought maybe I could save ten thousand lives in a month. Demon Spring was still happening, so there were plenty of humans in need of saving. I killed more demons than I probably should have. But once the schism closed again and Bael was…was gone, I counted up the number of humans I'd saved and it was maybe two hundred." She sighed heavily. "Then I knew it would take longer than I'd thought."

"How do you know when you've saved a human?"

"If a human is in trouble, and I save them, it counts as one."

"How do you know for sure?" That certainly didn't seem to be very scientific.

She licked her lips. "I don't. But when I save someone, it feels…better."

That could've been for a number of reasons, but Jack didn't want to derail the conversation. "When Bael removed the curse, did you feel any different?"

"No," she said with a swift shake of her head. "It wasn't like the bullet your friend shot at me. I knew when that thing came out. Maybe my curse had just been on too long. Maybe it takes a while to fade away." 

"Is it possible…it was all in your head?" Jack offered quietly.

Her eyes snapped up, a bit of fire in them. "Are you saying I relentlessly tortured myself, starved of the very magic that keeps me alive, and stayed away from the man I love, because I thought I had to?"

"Maybe not," Jack said, holding up his hands in surrender. Duly noted; that was a sensitive topic. "So maybe we start in New Orleans?"

The anger faded from her face. "You should go home."

"There is no home for me," Jack said. "You saw my place in Atlanta. I'd barely unpacked. I can't go back to D.C. either. Too many memories. Same for Charleston." He stood and walked to the window, glancing out the blinds at the highway beyond. "Ever since Sara died, I haven't known what to do with myself. But helping you? Figuring this out? For some reason it gives me purpose."

"I told you, I'm not your charity case."

"No, I'm yours," Jack said, turning back around. "You still have to save lives, so save this one. Let's help each other."

She didn't immediately respond. After a moment, she stood and joined him at the window, folding her arms across her chest. "I haven't been back to New Orleans since they cursed me. To be honest, I'm…well, I'm a little afraid."

"You? The bringer-of-destruction? The Lady of the Mountain—"

"Shut it," she snapped with a glare. "From this moment on, I'm Anya, got it? Bael has spies everywhere. Even humans can't be trusted. You never know who has a kappa sister or an eloko father. All it takes is one person, one slip-up, and he's here. Neither of us want that."

Jack had seen first-hand how athtar magic worked. "Bael can get here in a moment, right? Will he pass out after such a long journey, too?"

She worked her jaw for a moment. "No. The bullet wound took a lot out of me. I'm still recovering." With a single finger, she opened the window blinds to stare at the interstate beyond. "We may have to steal a car."

Jack quirked a brow. "Really?"

"Unless you're going to pull one out of your ass, yes." She opened the blinds fully and scanned the parking lot. "I'll make sure to wire payment to the owner. I can find a job in New Orleans that will more than cover it."

"What kind?"

She nodded. "There's a big underground market in every city. A lot of humans don't like to rely on the Division to fix their problems. They feel, rightfully so, that the government is more inclined to keep the peace than seek justice. So they go around the system. The demons involved don't like advertising that they're offing each other, and they don't want the Division on their tails. Nobody asks what you are or why you're doing it. They just want results."

Jack had heard of these markets, but the Division didn't have the resources to investigate fully. Or they were looking the other way. 

"It may take me a day or two to find an in, but I'll find it." She swallowed. "And maybe pay off some people who might know something about this curse."

"I'll see what I can find without bribery," Jack said, pulling out his wallet. "I've got some cash, but we'll need to hit an ATM before we go. That should cover hotel and food."

She spun on her heel and caught his gaze, her green eyes showing sparks of life. "Jack…listen. If we're going to do this, it means we're going to have to keep moving. Bael not only knows I'm alive, but I've run from him. Twice. He's not going to let me walk away unscathed. And anyone who helps me…will also suffer that same fate."

He nodded, all too familiar with what Bael could do. "I understand." 

"But that also means…" She chewed her lip. "That means you're going to have to be cut off from everyone. You can't contact your partner anymore. You can't use your bank card or ATM card or anything that might let anyone know where you are. Are you sure you want to do this?"

Jack could have walked—probably should have, actually. There was nothing tethering him to this demon woman, and he would be risking his career, his family, and his life for her. But it had felt right to help her escape Atlanta the day before, and it felt right to stay.

"Yeah," Jack said with a grin. "I've always wanted to commit grand theft auto."







CHAPTER TWO
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Stealing a car was actually quite easy with an athtar demon doing the heavy lifting. They waited at the roadside gas station near their hotel for about half an hour before a twenty-something guy in a white car rolled up and ran inside while he was still filling up. Anya disappeared and reappeared in a blur, the man's keys jangling from her pocket. She'd also lifted his license. 

"So I can return the car to him," she said with a shrug. 

The car smelled of pot and old food, but the tank was full. Having lost his cell phone sometime during the battle in Atlanta, Jack was flying blind on the back roads in the small town. Keeping the afternoon sun in the forefront, he eventually found a sign for I-65 and followed it onto the interstate.

Beside him, Anya slept. Back at the hotel, Jack had caught a glimpse of the Cam-inflicted wound at her shoulder—still a violent shade of red, although no longer an open wound. Demons, as a whole, healed quickly, which was why decapitation was the only way to kill them. The bullet had been in her body for less than an hour; perhaps there was something to the curse's effects remaining after it had been removed. 

As they drove through Montgomery, the Division offices loomed where he and Cam—well, mostly Cam—had run a cease-fire operation with an eloko lord named Parras. At the time, Parras been a low-level menace, someone that they thought was getting "too big for his britches." Cam had had a hunch something more was going on, and, as usual, she'd been right. During the first few minutes of Demon Spring, Bael had killed Nunzia, the lilin lord of Atlanta, and ordered the death of the Dallas lord, effectively putting Parras in charge. 

After that, Bael had asked Anya to return with him, and she'd agreed. But Jack couldn't shake the feeling she was making a mistake and got involved—earning him a trip to the Underworld. There, Jack had seen Bael and Anya's relationship for what it really was. And why she feared him. 

Even with her face covered in tears and bruises, she still swore she loved him. Yet when she was given the chance to escape, she took it and there they were. Anya and Bael's was a relationship Jack couldn't understand. And it really wasn't his place to, either. He was simply a sounding board, a safe haven until she figured out what she was doing. Maybe, selfishly, he was hoping that by helping Anya, he might figure out what he was doing, too.

He reached for the radio, turning the dial until he found something he could stomach—a talk radio station. 




"The demon invasion of Atlanta has ebbed. No new demons have come out of the schism, although it remains open. ICDM is still asking all Atlanta residents to shelter-in-place, if possible. The Georgia National Guard is going door-to-door to evacuate residents remaining in the city. ICDM is not saying when the breach to the demon world will close, although they continue to maintain a perimeter around it. Stay tuned to WXFS for more on this developing story…"




"Tell me about what your partner shot me with," Anya said from the other side of the car. "If it's not the curse."

"I don't know much about it," Jack said. "When we were at the Academy together, Cam brought it up as some old superstition that had been in her family for generations. Kind of like an old wives' tale. The day I graduated, her mom gifted me with a set and said it would keep me safe."

"Did it?"

"As far as I could tell, yeah," Jack said, feeling the coins around his wrist. "Nothing concrete. Even Cam didn't have a lot of info, except what she could glean from the older members of her family. But her great-aunt—she's on the council like my grandfather—didn't really believe in them." He paused. "Guess she does now."

"Seems to have worked," Anya said, rolling the shoulder that had been shot. "It burned. My curse never burned like that."

"It was supposed to be an anti-athtar talisman," Jack replied. "There are different kinds for each demon. Maybe the thing around your neck was related to something else."

"Maybe." She chewed on her nail. "So what's the deal with you and your partner? Are you in love with her?"

"If I had a nickel for every time we got that," Jack said with a genuine laugh. "No. I mean, I love her, and she loves me. But it's not that kind of love."

She stared at the road. "So you've never slept with her?"

Jack glared at her out the corner of his eye. "Why so interested?"

"Because I know you did."

He blinked, casting a sideways glance at her. "How?" 

"You two act like a pair of friends who've made some bad decisions." She kicked her feet to the top of the dashboard and leaned back. "I've been around a long time."

Three thousand years. Jack hesitated. His presence was a mere blip in the long span of her life. 

"Once," he said quietly. "At the Academy. We got drunk, and one thing led to another. I was so scared that Cam was in love with me and I'd have to break her heart. Imagine my surprise when she woke up and said the same thing to me." He chuckled at the memory. "It changed our relationship, though. Strangely made us closer."

"So why didn't you just tell me?" Her voice took on an acidic edge. "If you're lying to me about something small, what's to say—"

"Because I never told my wife," he admitted quietly. "Or anyone else. Cam made me swear on my life that I wouldn't, and made me swear again when I started dating her sister."

"Why?"

"I think she was embarrassed that she'd made such a colossal mistake," Jack said, moving his hand along the wheel. "She tried so hard to be perfect all the time. It was a catastrophe if she ever earned less than an A on papers. I only graduated with honors because she kept my ass in the library most weekends." He slid his hands down the wheel, frowning. "And I guess she always felt like she was in my shadow."

"How's that?"

"I mean, she and I came from the same kind of family. Demon hunters for centuries, leadership roles in our respective countries. But I think Cam felt I got a leg up since my name was recognizable and hers wasn't. If anyone found out we'd slept together—even as a mistake—she was afraid she'd be forever branded as my fuck buddy or something." 

"Is that how you see her?"

"Cam? God, no." Jack blanched. "Cam is… I mean, she's Cam. She's the strongest person I know. I don't know how she managed to take care of me after Sara died and still keep herself together."

"She didn't want you to see her fall apart," Anya said. "But she did, on her own. That's how it happens with strong women. We get so used to keeping the world on our shoulders that we're afraid to put it down."

Jack glanced over once then back at the road. "Yeah, something like that."

"If you love her so much, why aren't you with her right now? Why give all that up for me? I'm a stranger."

"Because you need help. That's why I decided to work in the field. To help people. And I haven't helped a single person since I got to Atlanta."

He couldn't read her expression, but she didn't argue with him, so he hoped he'd passed the test. 

They drove in relative silence for the next few hours, with Anya dozing before jerking awake with a fearful expression. She'd ask where they were, then settle back against the seat and fall quiet for another hour or so. 

Finally, as the mile markers ticked down to zero, she stayed awake.

"Pull over here," she said, pointing to a small rest area.

"Why? We're good on gas."

"We're ditching the car," she replied. 

"W-why?" 

"Because I assume the considerable forces of ICDM are focused on trying to find you by now. A stolen car in a small podunk Alabama town outside Montgomery? Definitely a red flag. So, they've already put out an APB for the tag number."

Jack hadn't even considered that. "Sure."

"If we stop here, they'll lose our trail. Did we go toward New Orleans? Florida? It'll split up their resources and help us hide better."

"How are we planning to get to New Orleans, then?"

"I'll get us there," she said with a grunt. 

"Is that wise?" Jack said, as he pulled the car into the gas station. "You keep falling asleep."

She clenched and unclenched her jaw a few times. "I am well enough to get us to New Orleans."

"But—"

"I know my strength," she snapped, dialing a number on her phone.

"What are you doing?"

"Calling in the car. Yes, hi. I just saw two guys jump out of this car at a gas station on exit one on I-65 and make a break for it." A pause. "Two men. I didn't get a good look. On the taller side." Another pause. "No, I don't want to leave my name and number. Thanks."

"You're the most conscientious car thief I've ever met," Jack said, a little awestruck. 

"I'll remind you I'm trying to repent for my sins, not add more to my list." She reached for the necklace that wasn't there, this time stopping herself mid-movement. "And until we know whether I'm still cursed or not, I'd like to keep my conscience clear."

Anya left the license on the floor of the vehicle, as if it had just fallen out of the pocket of the original owner. Then she hoisted both of their black duffel bags over her shoulder and marched toward the back of the rest area.

"And what if you aren't cursed? Are you going back to Bael?"

Again, she flinched. "Please stop saying his name."

"He's not Beetlejuice. You can't summon him by saying his name three times." Jack paused. "Can you?"

"No, but people—demons—don't go around saying his name casually," Anya said. "And any demon within earshot will be interested to know why a human is referring to the King of the Underworld." 

Jack looked around the empty gas station. "There's nobody here."

Anya glared at him and pointed at the crows sitting in a nearby field. "They're here."

"You're paranoid."

"Paranoia is how I evaded capture for a hundred and thirty years, so maybe you should pay attention, hm?" With a steadying breath, she took Jack's arm. 

It was as if time itself had stopped. The cars along the interstate slowed to a crawl, the wind in the trees disappeared, and the flapping of a nearby crow was a low boom. Jack's own movements remained unchanged, as did Anya's, whose eyes had glowed an eerie black. She inhaled deeply, and the world around them shifted, as if they were being flung through an invisible tunnel. 

Exhale. They stood in the center of the interstate, with an eighteen-wheeler careening toward them. 

Inhale. The tunnel dropped them in a cotton field.

Exhale. Anya pressed her forehead against his chest as they paused on the banks of a lake.

"Anya—"

Inhale, exhale. Anya collapsed in Jack's arms. He hoisted her up, glancing around and nearly collapsing in relief himself as he saw a telltale sign for the Saints football team on a nearby billboard. They were somewhere in the city of New Orleans, or relatively close to it.

"Anya?" Jack asked, shaking the woman in his arms. Yet again, she was unreachable. "We're going to have a conversation about why you keep passing out…" 







CHAPTER THREE
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Two years ago, Cam had arrived in Atlanta with a plan. This was a stepping stone, an in-between place in her grand scheme to becoming a major player in ICDM. She'd had the credentials and the experience; all she needed was to get a few big deals under her belt to wow the bureaucrats.

She'd managed to charm Director Anne Navarro with her brashness and intellect, and told her that she was a two-for-one deal.

"Eventually, my partner Jackson Grenard is going to join me here," she'd said. Which had netted her this swanky office with two desks. 

Getting her partner five hundred miles south had been another story. Jack had been a shell, sounding dead and lifeless when she called to check in every night. So Cam had taken control. She'd filled out the transfer paperwork. She'd found him an apartment and helped him unpack it, hoping that settling in would bring him back to life.

Now, of course, the desk across from hers was empty yet again. His week-old coffee cup from the shop across the street still sat on his desk. Cam should've knocked it into the trashcan. It would smell soon. 

Cam couldn't bring herself to do it, just as she couldn't bring herself to get out of this chair and continue working. A far cry from the fever pitch of the previous week.

After Jack had been taken by Bael to the Underworld, Cam hadn't allowed herself to hope he might come back. Instead, she'd funneled her anger into making new anti-demonic weapons, ready for when the demons made their next appearance. 

But Jack had come back. Then left again. 

"Cam, she's dying—and you don't know the whole story, either."

Damn Jack and his hero complex. Cam should've known when he started following that bitch around like a lost puppy. She'd plucked all his wounded male strings, and he'd toppled like a domino. 

She wasn't pissed that he'd taken off after La Colibrí, the hummingbird. What pissed her off was that he'd left her to deal with the aftermath. Again.

Although, with her trusty talisman launchers, the demons were a little less eager to start killing and had high-tailed it back into their little demon underworld. That, at least, was a blessing. From the last report that had crossed her inbox, the demonic schism was still on open, but secure. Another influx of Division resources from Los Angeles had given the Atlanta team a brief respite. Cam could return to this empty office and wonder where the hell her partner was. 

She hadn't heard from him since that damned call where he'd sounded so…so much like Jack. Trying to weasel information out of her about the talismans. He'd sounded in control of his faculties—as if running around with a demon woman wasn't the definition of insane. Before Demon Spring, he'd admitted that his interest in the mystery woman hadn't been wholly driven by career reasons. After the way Jack had tortured himself after Sara's death, her wayward partner undoubtably saw saving La Colibrí as some kind of penance.

Except that his wife had been killed by demons and Anya was a demon.

And not just any demon, but the girlfriend/lover/whatever of Bael, the king of them all. 

Cam rested her head on her hands for just a moment then stood up. She needed to keep moving, or the full force of her emotions would come crashing down on her. When she'd lost Sara, she'd had to stay together for Jack and her family. But with Jack gone, there was nothing keeping her from falling apart except to keep pushing to get him back.

Jack must've known that they were tracing his call, which was why he'd cut it off as quickly as he had. But she'd gotten a location: a small Alabama town outside Montgomery called Wetumpka. She'd called in a favor to the Montgomery office, and they'd sniffed around. The Waffle House waitress had been a little help, but the hotel said a man fitting Jack's description had brought in an unconscious woman, calling her his wife and saying she was a heavy sleeper. 

But Anya must've woken up sometime after that, because there was a report of a man and woman stealing a car at a nearby gas station.

Now Cam was really hoping Jack would give her some indication that he was being coerced. Otherwise, he was looking at grand theft auto charges—something even his grandfather might not be able to get him out of.

A soft knock at the door broke her half-awake musings. The very man she'd been thinking about stood in the doorframe. Frank Grenard was the US representative on the Council of Fifteen, the international governing body for ICDM. Thanks to his grandson's antics, Cam wasn't sure how much longer he'd hold onto that position, but the old man didn't seem too worried. 

Cam had always liked Frank. He was like her fifth grandparent, and she was starting to get the feeling that Frank was beginning to consider her more of a protégé than his own grandchild. All the Grenard men shared the same features, sharp cheekbones, larger ears, and a clear adoration of Cam.

"How are you doing?" Frank asked, taking Jack's empty chair. "Heard from Jack?"

She shook her head. "Not since that phone call. I hear they…stole a car."

Frank chuckled, as if this wasn't new information to him. "What's our boy got himself wrapped up in now?"

"I don't know. I was so happy to have him back, and now he does this." Cam shrugged weakly.

"Jackie doesn't do anything without probable cause. There's got to be some reason he feels compelled to help this woman."

"Lust?"

Frank shook his head. "Jack's a little smarter than that."

"I don't know, Bael said they slept together," Cam said, her filter disappearing with her lack of sleep. "Maybe he's fallen head over heels for this demon woman, and he'll never come back. Maybe I've just been reading this all wrong."

"Maybe you should go home and get some sleep," Frank said, gently. "I've had Jack's mother and yours calling me to make sure I keep an eye on you."

"Mama called you?" Cam had been hoping to take a quick trip back to El Paso to see her family after Demon Spring. She couldn't even remember the last time she'd called home.

"You have a lot of people worried about you, Cam," he said. 

"I'm kind of worried about Jack," she said. "Then I'll worry about myself."

Frank opened his mouth, but there was a rap at the door. Director Navarro, an older, pale woman with short blond hair and a penchant for professionalism, walked into the room. She nodded once to Frank, then turned to Cam, exhaustion evident on her face. 

"We found the car in Mobile," she said. "The gas station owner says a couple matching their description appeared, but then vanished into thin air."

"Athtar magic," Frank said. "That certainly makes this tricky."

"Are you sending a team to Mobile?" Cam asked. 

"We've got one on the way, but I doubt we'll find anything that we don't already know," Navarro said. "What we need to know is where they went."

"New Orleans," Cam said, leaning back in her chair.

"You sure?" Frank asked. 

She shrugged. "There were a few leads when we were searching for this demon curse thing. I figure that's where Jack would want to start."

"Then we'll send a team—

"No," Cam said, standing slowly. "I'll go. I have a better chance of getting through to him." 

"You should be accompanied by a team," Frank said. "And you should get some rest, too."

Rest she couldn't argue with. "I'll head out tomorrow."

[image: ]

The street lamps cast an eerie glow on the empty streets, still vacant from Demon Spring. At this hour, Cam should've been fighting hundreds of other cars to get home. She was grateful for the lack of traffic; she was in no mood to deal with people.

What she wanted was to talk with her sister. That deep-seated desire hadn't yet come to terms with reality.

She pulled to a stop at a light and grabbed her phone, finding the stash of photos of the two of them. Cam looked more like their mother, strong and stocky, whereas Sara resembled the willowy, tall woman on their father's side—a natural beauty. They'd always been mismatched, but inseparable. Even when Cam had left for the Academy in Denver, she and Sara never went longer than a day without speaking. And when the three of them had moved to D.C., Cam couldn't believe she had her two best friends right there with her. Days with Jack hunting demons and causing trouble, weekends spent with Sara exploring their new home and drinking too much wine on their couch. 

Things were perfect. And Cam just knew any day, Sara would sit her down and tell her she and Jack would be adding a fourth to their trio.

Instead, she got the worst news of her life.

She jammed her key into the lock and walked into her dark house. 

Back in D.C., Cam had never taken the time to fix up her house. But when she'd moved to Atlanta, she was determined to build herself a life. She'd taken a few weekends to browse some farmers markets for local paintings and bought some statues from her cousin in Oaxaca. The furniture was bright, and so were the throw pillows and blankets. All in the pursuit of building a new life out of the rubble.

Now it was all a mockery. 

She went to the kitchen and uncorked the half-empty bottle of wine. She began pouring, intending on a full cup, then stopped herself. She had a long drive in the morning, and red wine gave her a headache. At least the cheap shit she'd picked up at the corner grocery did.

That was Cam. Always responsible.

Sometimes, she wished to be the irresponsible one. Maybe she would've found someone to share this empty apartment with if she hadn't been so focused on being the best at everything. She'd been seeing a guy for a few weeks in D.C. when Sara died, and that relationship had fizzled in the blink of an eye. He hadn't been able to handle it. Then again, he couldn't handle a lot of things—namely that Cam was smarter than he was. 

Par for the course with most people.

Except Jack. He didn't care that Cam was smarter than he was—he was grateful for it. They excelled in different areas—Jack could see the forest while Cam counted each tree to check his math. More than that, Jack was the devil on her shoulder. He used to make sure she had fun, that she didn't work so hard. They were a perfect team. 

Were. 

Already nursing a headache, Cam poured the wine down the drain and headed for the bedroom, wishing she was just a little more irresponsible.







CHAPTER FOUR
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"What's wrong with your lady?"

Jack had carried Anya through a neighborhood of one story houses and palm trees. After walking for a good half-hour, and getting some directions from a few folks waiting at a bus station, Jack found a hotel that seemed clean, but was seedy enough that they might not ask too many questions about the unconscious woman with him. 

As predicted, the hotel manager was concerned, but didn't immediately reach for the phone. 

"Yeah, she started partying a little too early," Jack said, the first thing that came to mind. "We need to stay a night so she'll sleep it off. My cousin's getting married in the city, and my mom would have a fit if she saw her like this."

Jack prayed that the manager would buy his lie, but he looked unconvinced.

"Yeah," came Anya's quiet voice as she stirred to life. "I'm so wasted. Good thing my boyfriend takes such good care of me. Don't you, Honey?" She grabbed his chin and puckered his lips, pecking him once. Then she slumped backward, her head lolling against Jack's arm.

"I'd say I hadn't seen it before but…" He shook his head. "Here's your key. Take care she aims for the toilet when she vomits."

Jack nodded and hoisted her into his arms, carrying her up the stairs. He laid her down in the queen bed and adjusted the pillows under her head. 

"Nice one," Jack said, pulling the bedspread out from under her. "I thought they were going to call the cops on me."

"Still might," she said, tucking her feet under and curling up against the pillow. "Though you have one of those innocent faces. Wouldn't hurt a fly."

Jack took exception to that comment, but she'd already fallen back asleep. 

While she slept, he plotted out their next moves on paper based on what he could remember of his investigations and what Anya had told him about her curse. Most of what he had was nothing—some nebulous references to curses that came from New Orleans. In the pre-ICDM days of Europe, some would've called the act of demonic transformation a curse, which muddied the water a little.

Without a laptop or internet connectivity (she had a laptop, but he didn't have her log-in information), there was little he could do from his hotel room. So he left her a note telling her he'd be back soon, and set out to make himself useful.

He wandered down the side of I-10 until he came across a large shopping center with a bus stop out front. A quick review of the map told him this bus would take him right into the center of the city, so he waited in the sweltering humidity, wondering if he shouldn't head into that superstore and buy some new cotton t-shirts on his way back. After all, he hadn't had time to grab any clothes, and his were getting a bit funky, after being washed in the hotel laundromat. He wasn't sure if Anya had any clothes, but he might get her a few extra shirts as well. Least he could do.

An hour later, Jack hopped off the bus at Canal Street, taking in the sights, sounds, and smells of the French Quarter. Although the tourists wouldn't know much about local demonic activity, the locals who worked there might. And they might know something about curses, too.

A loud gurgling in the pit of his stomach stopped him in his tracks. First, he needed a square meal. The last one he'd had was…probably at Bael's castle in the Underworld, and it hadn't set well then. Besides that, Jack could never say no to a good bowl of gumbo, either.

Drawn by the smell of good Cajun food, he walked into a small restaurant and took an empty table, ordering a beer and the gumbo, and helping himself to some saltines to tide him over. The television was showing the news, scenes from Atlanta, and Jack's stomach turned sour, especially when he saw the legions of Division agents patrolling the city. Was Cam amongst them? Or was she on her way to China? 

Right before hell broke loose, Cam had been offered a fellowship to the prestigious International Weapons Institute in Shanghai. She was going to take the weaponized talisman idea she'd come up with and make it into something the entire demon management community could use. 

But now, she was probably on the road looking for him. It was her worst trait, her need to make sure everyone else was set before she saw to herself. For once, he wished she'd be selfish. 

After he finished his meal, he continued with his original plan to seek out tourist shops. It was a Tuesday (or Wednesday—he was starting to lose track of the days), but the French Quarter was always partying. Mardi Gras had been the month before, yet the shops were filled with green, yellow, and purple beads. He purchased a nondescript hat and sunglasses using the last of his cash. He thought Anya was a little paranoid about the whole ATM thing, but left his bank cards in his wallet.

After an hour of seeing the same shops over and over again, Jack finally stumbled on something unique: an old bookstore. If any place had information about demons and curses, it would be this one, which boasted old mahogany shelves bursting with books. 

The young man at the counter was decidedly human. And a young brunette who scampered down the back stairs seemed almost a little too skittish as she ran out the back door, but was also human.

"What can I help you with?" asked the young man.

"I need some books on magic," he said. "Human magic. Talismans, that kind of thing. I've heard there's some activity in the city."

"Hm… as in non-fiction?" He scratched his chin. "I don't know anything about that. Maybe try the library?" 

Jack got directions and hoofed it a mile north, earning himself another sweaty t-shirt and a firm decision that he needed to buy some toiletries. The library was well air-conditioned, but busy, which was good. Hopefully none of the librarians would remember his face. He opted for an older woman and approached her with a genuine smile. 

"Can I help you, sugar?" she asked, with that thick Louisiana drawl. 

"Yeah, I'm looking for information on human magic or curses?" 

She chuckled, as if she were about to bless his heart. "You might want to check the tourist shops—"

Jack smiled, resisting the urge to pull his Division badge, which he no longer carried anyway. "I'm working on a research project. Looking for anything you have on credible reports of witchcraft—especially as it relates to defense against demons."

"Oh, I see," she said with a knowing nod. "Because of what the Division are doing in Atlanta, right? I've had a few folks come in asking about it, but to be honest, we don't know much more than what's reported in the media."

"Do you have any books about it?" 

"Not that I know of, but you can use the public computers to check the card catalog." She gestured behind him. "If you need any help finding the books, let me know."

Jack thanked her and wrote down the books she suggested on New Orleans legends and lore. He spent about an hour thumbing through books on some of the quirkier residents of the city's ancient past. With the exception of a few notable lilins, he didn't find much on demons.

However, he was at a computer with internet access. He could set up a burner email address, one that would expire five minutes after he created it. Cam was practically married to her phone, so she'd see the email immediately and they could have a few moments of conversation.




Cam,




I know you're looking for me. It's probably useless to ask you to stop, and you know it's useless to tell me to. So let's help each other. I need information about Anya's curse and your talismans. If you have any idea where to start, I'm all ears.




He sent the email and waited. As predicted…




Jackass,




Fuck you and your email. 




Jack snorted, and checked his watch. Cam would glare daggers at the wall, fuming at his audacity and the sheer professionalism of his email. Then, she'd take a deep breath and type out an email with her lips pursed in superiority.

A new email arrived.




Jackson,




I have thoughts. How are you going to help me?




Jack stretched his fingers as he contemplated, then responded. 




Cam, 




The sooner I get Anya un-cursed, the sooner I come home so you can yell at me in person. How does that work?




He waited. 




If I were looking for information about old curses, I might start with a demon who's been around for a while. There's a kappa demon in the swamps of New Orleans who's a few thousand years old. Name's Wani.




I've got ten pages of an ass-chewing written, one for each day you've been gone.




Come home soon.

[image: ]

"What the hell is wrong with you?" 

Jack knew Anya would be upset, but that she'd be more upset if he lied to her. She was a ticking time bomb, ready to bolt at the first sign of trouble. She hadn't even bothered to thank him for the bag of white t-shirts he'd bought her at the grocery store. 

"I didn't offer anything, just asked for some help," Jack said, tossing the rest of the toiletries on the bed. "And she gave us help—"
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