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DEDICATION




To Nicole

A warrior woman

Who can slay any demon







PROLOGUE
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The night was still, except for a lone shadow with two swords strapped to her back. Blood marked a crimson trail behind her, the nick in her leg taking much longer than usual to heal. Overall, it had been a successful night, but she wasn't sure she moved as fast as she used to.

She stopped in front of a large metal door, lifted it just enough to slip underneath, then let it clang behind her. The small room contained an air mattress, some overturned boxes doubling as tables, and two cartons of half-eaten Chinese food. Off to the side was a utility sink with a few dirty dishes and a black duffel bag underneath.

After unstrapping her weapons, she set them against the sink, then peeled off her bloodstained clothes down to her white bra and underwear. Her fingertips brushed her bony ribcage, careful not to mess the ten dark marks along her left arm. 

Stark naked, she crossed the room to a wall covered in the same black marks. Retrieving a marker from the floor, she carefully ticked off ten of them. Ten innocent lives saved that night. Too many to count remained. 

She returned to the sink, turning the water on to begin the process of hand-laundering her clothes. A flash of silver in the mirror caught her attention.

A gray hair. 

Mortality was a bitch. As was this stark reminder her time was running out.







CHAPTER ONE
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Jack Grenard set a box of his office supplies down. The small, glass-enclosed office seemed cramped with two desks facing each other, but it would do. He wasn't sure what he'd been expecting on his first day back after a three-year hiatus from the Division, but so far, the slow pull of grief hadn't come. It would eventually, but for now he was too preoccupied with learning where the break room was and how the Atlanta office differed from the one in Washington, D.C. For one, there was only a tenth of the staff. For another, there were no memories here. 

Except, of course, for the photo of their wedding day, found at the bottom of his personal effects. He cradled the frame in his hand, memories of how happy they'd been tainted by how their story would end. 

A knock on the door drew his attention from the photo. Cam Macarro, Jack's partner of almost a decade—and best friend for even longer—stood in the doorway with a soft smile on her face. "Came to check on you."

Jack held up the framed photo. "Found this."

"Look at you two," she said, placing a hand on the small of his back and pointing to the figure of herself in the photo next to her sister. "And look at how skinny I was."

"You're still skinny," Jack said after a too-long pause. He put the photo down, ready to not look at it for a while.

The rest of the box contained his professional accolades—awards, photos of him with presidents and congressmen, and the photo with his father and grandfather on the day he'd graduated from the Academy for Demon Management in Denver. Mementos from a life that seemed a thousand years in the past.

"It was weird working cases without you," Cam said after a moment. "But I'm glad you're here. I think it'll be good for you to get back to work."

Jack had to chuckle at that. "Accounting wasn't real work?"

"You're not an accountant, Jack. You're a demon-killer. It's in your blood, same as mine."

That was an understatement. Jack's family had been involved in demon hunting since the first lilin arrived in Germany around 100 AD. Cam's family, too, could trace their lineage back to the Aztecs who'd battled the original nox demons in Mexico in the fifteenth century.

Jack smiled. "So, what are the cases like down here?"

She chuckled and took a seat at her desk across from his. "To be honest, there really isn't a lot to do. The demons are very…southern," she said, dipping into the Charleston drawl favored by Jack's mother. "Most everyone in Atlanta has sworn fealty to the same lilin demon, so it's a pretty easy job."

"And you like that? What happened to All-Action-Cam?"

A smile curled onto her face. "Action doesn't get you promoted anymore. Now it's all about which demons vouch for your fairness and which Division leaders are gonna retire. I hear the bureau chief in Pensacola is getting up there in age."

"You're going to drag me down to Pensacola next?" Jack snorted. "Good thing I like the beach."

"As if I could ever think of getting promoted without my partner by my side. I'll make you deputy, at least. Deputy Director Jack Grenard."

"Director Cam Macarro," Jack replied, knowing full well Cam would be a director someday. "As much as I'd love to be your deputy, that means I'd have to implement all your crazy efficiency ideas. And you know as well as I do those never go the way you want them to."

"That was D.C. This is different." 

"So you say."

They stared at each other for a moment, knowing full well how different it was going to be. 

"Well, Jackie, are you ready to head to your first staff meeting?" Cam asked, breaking the awkward tension in the room. "I know how much you missed those."

Jack chuckled and grabbed a pen and pad from the drawers in his desk. "We had staff meetings in accounting."

"But they didn't involve how many heads got cut off, did they?"

"Sometimes they did."

She threaded her arm through Jack's. "I'm glad you're back."
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Truth be told, Jack was itching to get back to helping people. After Sara's death, it had been an easy choice to walk away from demon-hunting. He'd thought a boring job would help dull the guilt and quell the nightmares. But all the lack of action had done was make things worse. 

Cam had been asking him to join her in Atlanta ever since she'd transferred two years ago. She seemed to think they both would get "back to normal" as soon as they were up to their old tricks. For his sake, Jack hoped she was right, because he was starting to forget what normal felt like.

Cam led him into a Division-standard meeting room. Like everything in Atlanta so far, it was familiar, right down to the paintings on the wall. The logo for the International Coalition for Demon Management (ICDM), the overarching world governing body, hung prominently at the front of the room. The crest bore fifteen swords, representing the fifteen Council seats. 

Jack tried to sit in one of the chairs lining the room, but Cam grabbed him by the wrist and forcibly sat him down next to her.

"I haven't earned a spot at the table," he whispered.

"Never stopped you before," Cam retorted

"All right, all right." A short Korean woman walked into the room—Deputy Director Patti Kim, if Jack had to guess. "Everyone take your seats. We've got a lot to cover today."

Cam cleared her throat and nodded at Jack. 

"Yes, Macarro, I see him," Kim said. "Team, the world-renowned Jack Grenard has graced us with his presence after a three-year hiatus from active duty." The look she gave him was frosty. "We all hope your reputation is as sterling as Agent Macarro says."

Before Jack could answer, Cam did for him. "It is."

"Yes, well," Kim muttered. Cam had always walked a fine line between teacher's pet and teacher's thorn, and based on the way Kim was avoiding her gaze, Jack wagered that hadn't changed. "Demon activity in the southeast has been steady, although we've seen lilin spikes in Mobile and New Orleans as of late—"

"Mardi Gras?" Cam said. 

The corner of Kim's mouth twitched. "Yes. That's our guess. We've dispatched a few agents down there to keep an eye on things."

Cam made a noise, and Jack nudged her gently. They were both thinking the same thing: less a spate of demon activity and more a paid vacation for a couple of demon-hunters. 

"Sadly, the word from the higher-ups is that we'll have to keep our resources close to home this month. Seismologists are predicting Demon Spring will happen sometime in the next two to three months, and we've got to start our preparations."

Demon Spring. Jack had almost forgotten all about it. Although hundreds of thousands of demons lived amongst the humans, there were still thousands more in the demonic realm. Once every four years, the barrier between two worlds grew thinner in areas with heavy earthquake activity. One lucky city then became ground zero for the influx of demons. 

Jack and Cam had been sent to Los Angeles four years before, during the last event. While most demons who lived amongst humans still resembled them, Underworld demons were disfigured and grotesque after spending years in their own magic—and less inclined to spare human life. For Division resources, it was a feat to keep the human casualties at a minimum.

"I should've waited a few months to come back," Jack noted dryly under his breath.

"It's not Demon Spring without you, Jackie," Cam replied with a smirk.

"Headquarters has already started preparing. They've put together a task force to monitor the traditional breach sites." Kim turned to the PowerPoint behind her and zipped through the slides, landing on a map of the US. The map was sectioned into five pieces, with the southeast division skimming the bottom of Virginia and cutting Texas in half. Within the southeast, there were three red zones, areas where schisms had occurred in the past. Memphis was highlighted, as was the border between Tennessee and North Carolina and the entire state of South Carolina. 

"My money's on Asia this year," Cam said. "We've never been there. Could make a fun vacation." 

"Might sit this one out," Jack said quietly. 

"Like hell you are. I didn't drag you down to Atlanta to be my partner for us to sit things out."

"Macarro." Kim's sharp voice cut through their conversation. With a warning look, Kim went back to the presentation. "We have unconfirmed reports this year… Bael might make an appearance."

A shudder rippled through the room, and even Cam grew somber, although she said, "They say that every time."

"It's more than the usual chatter, I'm afraid. Headquarters wants us to be on our toes. I don't have to remind you what happened the last time Bael came to this world."

Jack had heard stories from his great-grandfather. The so-called King of the Demons had last appeared in Charleston during the summer of 1886. Thousands of humans dead, chaos across the southern half of the United States. It made the carnage he'd witnessed in Los Angeles look like a day at the park.

"I'm not saying we should panic," Kim said after nervous murmuring erupted in the room. "Just remain vigilant until the chaos dies down." She paused, flipping to the next slide with more information on what to do if Bael should show up. "We're hoping this will be a routine Demon Spring, so no need to worry about all this." Even so, the tension around her eyes was an unmistakable omen. "That's it for today. Please make sure to submit your timesheets on Thursday." 

"We're all going to die. Don't forget to submit your timesheet," Jack whispered to Cam, who chuckled. 

"You know they hype us up every time," she said, although it sounded more for her own benefit than Jack's. "So, partner, what are your plans for the day?"

"Paperwork, then presumably unburying myself from emails. I haven't checked in over two weeks."

"Actually, Grenard, HR wants you to retake orientation this morning," Kim said. "You've been out of the field for a few years and they want to make sure you remember protocols."

"Or learn them in the first place," Cam muttered. 







CHAPTER TWO
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Jack felt like the oldest man in the room when he walked into the large meeting space. The attendees—new recruits probably fresh off the streets—couldn't have been older than nineteen or twenty. Most probably hadn't seen a demon, let alone fought one. Although most humans knew about demons and magic, the majority pretended it didn't exist—until a friend or family member was targeted. Then, they'd join the ranks of the demon hunters in whatever capacity they could with wide-eyed optimism. 

The kids at orientation reminded Jack of the person he'd been. They were excited about all the good work they could do. It had been a long time since Jack had felt anything; even being back in this room was like seeing the ghost of the man who'd died on the living room floor with Sara. 

A middle-aged black man walked into the room, carrying a leather briefcase and a tired smile that told Jack he was growing weary of giving the same speech every week. But after a sip of coffee, the man perked up. He introduced himself as Agent Jones, and breezed through several slides about what the orientation would be covering, from administrative details like forms and timesheet submission deadlines to the history of the Division and demons themselves. 

"Any Academy graduates in here today?" he asked, glancing at Jack when he raised his hand. "Ah, Grenard, right?"

Jack nodded as heads swiveled in his direction.

"Excellent, and a few others, too. I apologize. Some of this information will be rehashing what you already know. We'll begin, as always, with the origin of demons." He flipped to a slide with photos of cave drawings. 

"How the first demons were created is subject to much anthropological and spiritual debate. Generally, though, we know that at least five early humans were trapped in what we call the demonic Underworld. There, it's said the humans corrupted the world with an evil miasma—a magical atmosphere of sorts—that both gave them supernatural powers and turned them into the monstrous creatures we know as demons."

Jones then displayed photos of a rather disturbing-looking nox demon with a muzzle, razor-sharp teeth, and blood-red eyes. A boy in the front row shivered as a girl raised her hand. 

"Excuse me, Agent Jones, but every demon I've seen looks human."

"Yes, yes, I'm getting to that," Jones replied with a tight smile. "Around 1400 BC, the first demon, known as Bael, emerged in ancient Syria. In that first Demon Spring, thousands of humans were slaughtered, most in a single village. Every four years, Bael would reappear and slaughter more humans. Sometime around 600 BC, the first kappa demon, Mizuchi, arrived in Japan. But unlike Bael, who simply killed humans, Mizuchi began transforming humans into kappa demons like him." 

He flipped the slide to an old canvas painting from Japan, showing men, women, and children drowning in a lake and a froggish-looking creature standing above them. 

"When the Spring ended, some demons remained amongst the humans. Many of those early demons died from the lack of demonic magic. Others, however, realized they could live amongst the humans if they spawned—or created more demons. When a demon transforms a human, that neophyte becomes a source of miasma and power for the maker. The more demons created from a single maker, the more powerful that maker becomes. And if their spawn create spawn, who then create more spawn…" He chuckled. "That's how you get a lilin demon like Nunzia, our local demon lord in Atlanta.

"There are five types of demons," Jones continued. "Bael is an athtar, or a void demon. Kappas, water demons, emerged in Japan in the sixth century BC, as I've said. There are also lilins, lust demons who appeared in Germany in 200 AD, and the eloko demons who arrived in the Congo in 400 AD. They use bells to hypnotize. The last demon type to appear is the noxes, the shapeshifting fear demons, around 1500 AD in Mexico. 

"Although demon hunters had been in existence since the dawn of civilization, the first attempt to form a coalition happened in 820 AD at the House of Wisdom, the premier cultural and education center in the ancient Muslim world. The next such coalition happened in 1556, after a major earthquake in Shaanxi that released over ten thousand demons into China. The Chinese were the first to perfect a blade for severing the head of a demon, the descendant of which is used today." 

He changed slides to a photo of an ancient curved knife, molded to a red hilt. Jack had actually seen that exact sword before, as a boy, when he'd accompanied his grandfather on a council trip to the International Weapons Institute in Shanghai.

"Our US Division, as it stands today, was established in 1890, after the great Charleston earthquake that ushered in the last major demon rampage in 1886. ICDM, the larger international organization, was formally chartered in 1920 and has agents in every major city and country in the world. It is governed by a Council of Fifteen." Jones' gaze landed on Jack, who knew what was coming next. "Grenard, isn't your grandfather the US representative?" 

"Uh, yeah," Jack said, as heat crept up his neck.

"Excellent," Jones said, turning back to his slides. "Our goal here, ladies and gentlemen, is to prevent demonic transformation. First and foremost, it's our job to educate the population on the dangers of demonic coercion. For many humans drawn to the idea of immortality and power, they find out too late that it's a lot harder to get out of than get into."

A girl up front raised her hand. "Do demons ever turn back into humans?"

"Only if the maker is killed, and the only way to kill a demon is to behead them," Jones replied. "And even then, killing the maker doesn't always result in reversion, especially if the spawn have become powerful in their own right. To keep unwilling participants at a minimum, we work with our local demon lords to make sure every new spawn created is strictly legal with a binding contract. Some of you assigned to the field will be responsible for monthly audits and the like." 

Jack glanced around the room, spotting a few confused faces in the crowd. It was counterintuitive, on some level, to work with the very creatures who were hunting them. But it was how the Division exerted their (albeit limited) pressure on local demon lords and prevented an all-out buffet on humanity. Jack had never quite made peace with the part of his job that required him to kiss ass or work in moral gray areas. 

He hadn't had to kiss anyone's ass in accounting, but he also hadn't saved many either. And that, he supposed, was why he was sitting through the banal orientation so he could get back out there.
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By lunch break, Jack had nearly nodded off more times than he could count. But he perked up when he saw Cam waiting for him outside the orientation room, and even more so when she offered to take him to the best sushi place in town. 

"Have you unpacked yet?" Cam asked, grabbing one of the edamame and popping the seeds into her mouth. 

"Nearly there," Jack lied. All the boxes in his apartment were exactly where the moving company had left them. "So what are we working on right now?"

Cam smirked, reaching into her briefcase. "I like the sound of that 'we.' Kim's been assigning me to a lot of politically delicate cases recently."

"You?" Jack said with a snort.

"Fuck off, Grenard. I'm damned polite when I want to be," Cam said with a glare. "Most of the agents down here don't know the first thing about strategic planning or earning favors. So I've been greasing the wheels, making friends, getting a roster of helpful demons when I need help."

Jack chewed on an edamame. "Helpful demons? Isn't that an oxymoron?"

She glared at him. "Anyway, about six weeks ago, there was a little dust-up between one of Nunzia's lesser demons and a trespasser from Montgomery. The Montgomery lord is an eloko, and he's testing the waters, seeing if Nunzia is willing to give up some of her domain."

"And Nunzia is…?"

"The demon lord of Atlanta—lilin." Cam glanced around the sushi place and lowered her voice. "I've heard rumors that she's a second to the original lilin herself. 'Course, that could just be her demons trying to play up her power. But I do know she's been ruling Atlanta since Sherman burned it to the ground."

Jack nodded. Lilin demons were lust personified, using pheromones and glamour to trick their victims into sleeping with them—and then the victims would become so obsessed, they'd beg the lilin to transform them. Lilins also used this magic on Division resources whenever it suited them. 

"And she's southern, which means she'll bless your heart while tearing you apart. She doesn't destroy her opponents through nightmarish visions like a nox, but bankruptcy and character assassination. She found out that one of the best chefs in Atlanta had a cousin who'd been turned by a kappa lord in Chicago. So, she had her newspaper reporters slam his new opening and the health department shut him down before he even served one customer. Last I heard, he'd taken a job as a chef on a cruise liner in Norway."

Jack whistled. "I'd take the nightmares from a nox demon."

"But the good news is, as long as you play her game, you can get her to…well, do what you want." Cam glanced around again. 

Jack followed her gaze and saw nothing out of the ordinary. "Does she own this place too?"

"Yes," Cam said. "But it's the best in town, so I don't mind eating here."

Their sushi arrived, arranged spectacularly atop a wooden boat serving platter and the waiter placed it on the center of the table. Chopsticks in hand, they dug in, fighting over pieces of the spicy tuna and the volcano rolls. Cam was right; it was damned good sushi. 

"So this dust-up between demon lords, what happened?" Jack asked between bites. 

"The eloko, named Parras, poached the daughter of one of Nunzia's politicians," Cam said, snapping her chopsticks together as she considered her next morsel from the array before them. "The girl was barely eighteen, and although Nunzia claims the transformation was coerced, I'm not completely convinced."

"Eighteen, daughter of a crooked politician?" Jack sat back, already full. "Prep school?"

Cam nodded, swallowing another bite. "Sounds like good old-fashioned teenaged rebellion to me. Although kind of like getting a tattoo, this one's permanent."

Jack took another roll, too tempted by the delicious food to stop when his stomach said to. Rebellious teenagers comprised about half of all demon transformations, which was why the Division had an extensive program set up to combat it in schools. 

"And not only is it permanent, but it pissed Nunzia off, big-time. She sees her spawn as her family, and their human families are her property, too. She's been rattling cages all up and down I-85, searching for the best way to destroy Parras. I've been trying to stem the tide, working between them to make peace before both cities go up in flames."

"What do you have so far?" Jack asked. 

"Not a whole lot. And Parras seems to think that if he waits until Demon Spring, he'll be rewarded." Cam put down her chopsticks. "Which worries me a little."

"Demons are always thinking Bael will come back. Most are proven wrong."

"Yeah, but," Cam said, leaning forward, "Nunzia is an old, old demon. Most of her inner circle are pushing eight hundred. She's got thousands of demons in Atlanta under her command. What kind of moron would want to go up against her unless he was damned sure he wasn't going to get his ass beat for it?"

"Has Parras shown a penchant for reckless land grabbing?" Jack asked. "Who's his maker?"

"Xerxes, the lord in Dallas."

"Could it be a proxy thing? Maybe Xerxes wants to cause trouble with Nunzia?"

Cam shook her head. "I called in the Dallas office. Xerxes made him, but there's barely a connection between them anymore. Parras built himself an empire in the wilds of central Alabama when no one was looking, and now he's practically his own demon lord."

"So if Parras thinks Nunzia is on the outs with Bael, and also thinks Bael is returning, then by pissing off Nunzia, he'll have established his loyalties?"

"That's what I'm working with," Cam said, tapping her chopsticks against the table. 

Jack chuckled. They'd started investigations on less. "What's our next move, partner?"

"Your next move is to get your butt back to orientation," Cam said with a devilish grin. "I get the joyous task of spending the afternoon with Mommy Dearest and her rebel teenager. I'll let you read my report after I finish it."

"Or you could go to orientation and I'll go interview them?" Jack pulled out his wallet. "I'll even pay for lunch."

"And have Kim on my ass? Not a chance." Cam snatched the bill from the table. "And don't even think about paying for lunch."







CHAPTER THREE
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Jack's first week back as an active demon hunter was mostly uneventful. Once he got settled, he'd be working a combination of night and day shifts—usually two days for paperwork then two nights for hunting, then three days off. Cam had arranged it with Kim to give them four day shifts in a row so she could bring Jack up to speed on her current cases. Besides the Nunzia-Parras spat, she was trying to settle a few human-demon disputes.

"Almost every demon in this city is a lilin, so most of them belong to Nunzia," Cam said, handing Jack a file. "Although most cases I have don't rise to her level, so I rarely deal with her. Thankfully. I don't think I want to get on her bad side."

Jack nodded, reviewing the case report of a county inspector who'd turned up dead after dinging a lilin's bar for faulty electrical. The cause of death was blunt force trauma, but there weren't any witnesses. 

"So…what's the request form to set up a demon meeting?" Jack asked. 

"1050," Cam said with a smile, handing it over. "See? You're back at it like nothing's changed."

That was a bit of a stretch, but Jack didn't correct her. This particular document was a formality, an official notice that Jack and Cam would be headed to a demon establishment. A copy would go to the local demon point of contact to be signed, so there would be an official record of demonic approval.

"Our main suspect is Nevsa, right?" Jack said, reading the original case file. "Where does he fit in the pecking order?"

"Something like fifteenth from Nunzia. Twenty years old, if that. He owned the bar before he was turned. From what I've heard, he was getting too old to manage it so he decided to become a demon to do it indefinitely."

He'd heard stranger reasons. "Do you think we have a case against him?"

"The better question is whether Nunzia would let us bring charges," Cam said, plucking her iced coffee off the desk and taking a long sip. "Have I mentioned how much I missed you? Missed this?"

"Me too," he said with a forced grin. He'd fallen back into their easy pattern of work and conversation quicker than he'd expected. Despite the different office setup and faces walking by, it was almost as if they were back in D.C. But that also made him think Sara would be waiting for him at home, reopening the painful wound he was trying hard to heal. 

Cam stood after a long silence and stretched, then walked out of the office. Jack continued working, typing up a few notes on the bar owner-inspector case. As demons went, twenty years old was still pretty new. Demon lords tended to have less attachment to younger spawn, so with some sweet talking, they might be able to convince this Nunzia to let the Division have her spawn.

Or, as usual, the demon lord would work some deal with the Division to get off scot-free—

Clack-clack-clack.

The doorway darkened and Jack leaned back in his chair, his gaze dancing up the length (or lack thereof) of Cam's outfit. The black skirt barely covered her ample rear, showing off muscular legs encased in four-inch stiletto boots. Her crimson top left little to the imagination, fitting snugly against her flat stomach and round breasts.

He frowned. "No way."

Cam flicked a curled lock behind her ear. "Yes way. Jack, you haven't even looked at a woman in years."

"I'm looking at one right now, and she's gorgeous."

Cam curled her red-tipped fingers around her hip—when had she had time to paint her nails? "This isn't up for debate. Both our mothers told me to look after you, and I'm looking after you. We have a very rare Friday night off." 

"Probably by your doing." He shook his head. "Look, I appreciate the gesture, but I'm not really looking to get into anything for a while. Maybe ever."

"Sara would've wanted you to move on."

Jack heaved a breath and swallowed the lump in his throat. "Even if I wanted to, if I walk into any bar with you looking like that, no woman will even come near me."

"And that's why I'm going as your wingman!" she announced proudly. "I'll butter 'em up, give them the sob story about how you're a widower—"

"No," Jack said firmly. "Don't mention her."

Cam sighed. "Fine. No widower. But you're going out with me."

"I'm not going to a club."

"No, I picked a nice, quiet place with seats, old man," Cam said, grabbing Jack by the hand and pulling him to stand. "Just like old times."
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True to her word, Cam had found a place to Jack's liking. The lighting was low, the music bearable, and the crowds still thin. 

Jack had thought he'd put this lifestyle behind him when he'd married Sara, and to be back at a bar, sizing up women, seemed like starting all over. He'd known that, eventually, he'd have to try again. Eventually, he'd have to smile and flirt and talk about himself. But now that eventually had arrived, he wasn't sure he was ready for it.

Cam was flirting enough for both of them, though. The tough, no-nonsense partner was gone and in her place was a boisterous woman who drew the attention of everyone around her. When Jack had been Jack, they'd made quite a pair, getting into trouble and charming their way out of it. 

Now he was a ghost watching some memory of a past life.

His gaze landed on the couples, scanning them for signs of danger. He'd never quite lost the habit, even when he was approving expense reports in the accounting department. In most cases, there were no visible differences between demons and humans. In the Academy, they'd been trained to look for behavioral cues. Demons were predators, and they tended to latch onto humans who seemed lost, drunk, or otherwise vulnerable. Cam used to say look for the wasted white girls, and a demon might not be too far behind. It was unsurprising that demon hunters often prevented a number of sexual assaults as well.

But Jack doubted he'd find either of the two in a place like this. It was small, cozy. The bartender chatted with those at the bar as if they were old friends. Couples on the couches kept their hands to themselves as they sipped on cocktails.

"Here's your beer," Cam said, reappearing beside him and shoving the cold bottle in his hand. "I've scouted the area. That group over there looks to be a bit out of your range—maybe forties." She pointed to some older women at another table clearly enjoying their happy hour. "The second group, over there, might be closer in age, although I'm not sure if you'd be down for someone in her early twenties." 

She paused for a breath, which Jack took as an invitation to interrupt. "Cam, I appreciate this, but I'm not ready to be down for anyone right now."

"Talk to someone," Cam said. "That's all I'm asking you to do. That girl over there, she's cute."

The girl was cute, but young. "Nah."

"What about her? The older woman?"

"Nah."

"Jackson." 

Jack took a long drink. "Camilla."

"You've got to start talking to someone," Cam said. 

"Did you find yourself another sister?" Jack snapped, anger warming his ears. "Because you're asking me to replace Sara and I don't think I can do that."

Her face went slack and, for once, she didn't come back with a smart remark. After a moment, she softened and placed her empty glass on the table. 

"I'm sorry. You're right. I shouldn't be pushing you." 

Jack's anger deflated as well. "I'm sorry, too. That was out of line."

"Yeah, it was." She lightly punched his shoulder. "Finish your beer and we'll get out of here."

"Really?"

"Yeah." She smirked and threaded her arm through his. "As your punishment for yelling at me, you're buying dinner."
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At a burger place nearby, their small argument was forgotten over greasy fries and dripping burgers. Jack ate to his contentment, especially after Cam swore she'd stop pushing him to move on. 

"For now, anyway," she said, licking her fingers. "I'll give you three months."

It was as good as he'd get from his meddling partner, and he'd take it. Jack sat back, patting his full stomach and watching the crowd out the window. It was still relatively early, but the streets were filling with evening activity-seekers. In his post-dinner stupor, he casually studied each face as it passed by, looking for the signs of demonic activity. 

"Right behind you, Grenard," Cam said. 

"Huh?"

"You're looking for a demon? Check out the couple behind you. Lilin demon and a brand-new boy toy."

At first glance, they seemed like a human couple. But the blond with pale skin was a little too interested in his date, and the young hispanic man was already tipsy. It was small signals, the flare of the nostril, the movement of the blond's hand on the back of the plastic seat that was almost too fluid. Enough to raise the hair on the back of Jack's neck as the demon and his date stood and walked toward the backdoor, looking ready to get into something personal.

"What do you want to do?" Cam said when he turned back. "Care to tangle with them?"

"We should call for backup. I don't have my weapons."

Cam pointedly sipped her drink and stood up. "We don't need backup. It's one person. We say we're Division, and he'll scamper. I mean, for crying out loud, he's a lilin." 

"You sure you can run after a demon in those shoes?"

"Are you seriously asking me that question?" She raised an eyebrow. "Did you forget Los Angeles?"

"I remember a lot of complaining," Jack said, cracking what felt like his first smile all night. "Fine. But I'm not carrying you—"

"Don't say things you don't mean," Cam replied, tossing her bag of uneaten food in the trash. "Let's go."

With Cam flashing her Division badge at the cooks, they headed through the kitchen. Standing on either side of the backdoor, they cracked it open, listening. 

"…I can't take this any more. I'm dying. I need this." The human was on his knees, gripping the shirt of the lilin with tears in his eyes. "Just once more. Please, that's all I need." 

"I told you," came the drawling response of the lilin. "Once is all I give for free. If you want more, you'll have to pay for it."

"I'll pay anything! Please! I've been thinking about you for days now—"

The lilin grabbed the man and pulled him to his feet. "I'll take my payment now, then."

"I think that's confirmation enough," Cam said, pulling a small knife from somewhere between her breasts. "Will you do the honors?"

Jack bowed and kicked the door all the way open, and they rushed into the dark alley behind the restaurant.

"Division, stop what—Ah, shit!" 

Where they'd expected a single demon, there were five—four who appeared to be bodyguards. Thick, beefy, muscular bodyguards with arms the size of Jack's torso, along with their lilin demon boss and intended human victim.

"What's this?" the blond hissed, his eyes an eerie red. "Division creeps?"

"Y-yeah. Stop what you're doing or you're under arrest," Cam said.

"Cam, we should let it go," Jack said with a nervous pounding in his chest. It wasn't that he wanted to leave a defenseless human in an alley to be transformed, but he also knew there wasn't much they could do for him. 

Besides that, if this demon had brought backup and was performing the act himself, he was somebody important. So not only were Jack and Cam picking a fight with four demonic body-building bodyguards, but also a demon powerful in his own right. 

"I'm almost finished," the head demon said, turning back to his human. 

"You can't just…" Cam began with a frustrated growl as the guards ambled toward her and Jack.

The lilin's eyes glowed once more, and his mouth widened revealing sharp, black teeth. He clamped his open mouth on that of his victim's, who jerked under his grip. The lilin gripped the other man's head and exhaled loudly, sending a rush of wind out from the couple. Jack got a whiff of sex and flowers, which sent its own line of pleasure straight into his groin. 

The demon released his new spawn, who looked no different except for his glowing white eyes that faded back to green. For a moment, the man laid on the ground, dazed and blinking at nothing. Then he sat up and smiled, grinning at his new master. 

"That was amazing…" 

"I know," the lilin said, brushing the man's cheek. "Are you ready to go home and meet the rest of the family?"

The human nodded, grinning like he'd just received the best blow job of his life. 

"Son of a bitch," Cam swore. 

"Take care of this Division problem," said the head demon, looking to Jack and Cam. "Then return to the apartment."

Jack was sure this looked incredibly silly to the lilins—two underprepared Division agents, one in a mini-skirt and the other in dress pants, trying to order them around.

"We shoulda called for backup," Jack said with a sigh. 

"What, do you think I'm an amateur? Of course I called for backup," Cam replied with a defiant toss of her hair. "But we have to buy ourselves some time. You still know how to throw a punch, don't you?"

"I hate you."

"I told you not to say things you don't mean." 

Cam darted forward, but was caught mid-stride by the center demon. She broke his grip with a well-placed slice to his arm, a stomp on his foot, and an elbow to the stomach. The demon was stunned for a second then came right back with fists bared.

Jack, on the other hand, took a more cautious approach, hoping he could avoid going toe-to-toe until the Division backup Cam had sent for arrived. On average, a team would scramble in thirty minutes. Based on the size of the demons, they might be too late. 

"I don't suppose we could maybe avoid all this and—" The first punch landed hard against his jaw, sending him stumbling back until he smacked his head against the brick. Dazed, he got only a moment's respite before the second fist hit, clocking him on the other side. He recalled enough of his training to duck, just in time for the flesh and bone of the demon's knuckles to slam against the wall with a sickening smack.

Jack took the opportunity to dart around the demon so he wouldn't be trapped. But his escape was short-lived, as the other demon grabbed Jack by the neck and tossed him back into the fray. Coughing, Jack got to his feet and rubbed his jaw. 

"You guys are a little different than the demons I'm used to," Jack replied. "Aren't lilins supposed to be lovers, not fighters?"

The answer came in the form of another fist to the face. Dazed, his knees gave out, but before he could fall to the ground, the demon hoisted him back up by the shirtsleeve. He blinked as lights flashed in front of his eyes, and heard the telltale sign of someone cracking their knuckles. 

"Let them go," said a female voice.

There was a new figure in the alley, holding a sword glinting in the moonlight, and wearing a ski mask to cover her face. She couldn't have been more than a hundred pounds, a tiny wisp of a thing. 

"And who do you think you are, precious?" asked the demon holding Jack against the wall. "Don't you see this is lilin business?"

She reached behind her and drew the second sword from her back with deadly calm. "Let them go, and you'll be allowed to live."

They burst into laughter. 

"I think you'd break a nail," the demon holding Cam said.

"Oi," Cam growled, kicking helplessly against her captor. "Sexist."

"Let's just deal with these two and get back. I wanna get a turn with the new spawn." The two demons turned to Jack and he held his breath, wondering how much time had passed since they'd called for backup. 

Jack opened his mouth to try to plead his case, but the demon no longer had a head. 

"What the…?"

The body fell to the ground. All Jack could do was stare at it. Had he been hit harder than he'd thought?

Then the head of the other demon slid off its body. The grip on Jack's shirt released as the second decapitated corpse fell on top of the first.
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