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Demonology
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The following is a brief introduction to the five kinds of demons found in the human world. The International Coalition for Demon Management (ICDM) is charged with protecting humans from unwanted demonic transformation, but we can't do it alone. Learn the signs of demonic coercion and don't become a victim.
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ATHTAR 
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First Seen: 1500 BC, Syria

Magical Element: Void

Original Sin: Pride

Original Demon: Bael




The oldest and rarest demons, Athtars live in the Underworld and appear during Demon Spring. They have the ability to manipulate time and space. If you encounter an athtar demon, seek shelter as quickly as possible, and alert your local US Division office.




ELOKO
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First Seen: 400 AD, Democratic Republic of the Congo

Magical Element: Earth

Original Sin: Envy

Original Demon: Biloko




Eloko demons use the sound of a bell to hypnotize their victims into a false sense of security. If you think an eloko is trying to coerce you, stomp your feet or clap your hands to disrupt the magic, then run away.




KAPPA
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First Seen: 600 BC, Japan

Magical Element: Water

Original Sin: Greed

Original Demon: Mizuchi




Kappas mostly live near water, and will create an illusion of a house or structure. When the victim enters the illusion, it will break and the human will be drawn underwater, given the option to transform or drown. When near bodies of water, familiarize yourself with existing structures, and watch for others coming in and out.




LILIN
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First Seen: 200 AD, Germany

Magical Element: Air

Original Sin: Lust

Original Demon: Freyja




Lilins use a mixture of pheromones and glamour (illusion) to lure humans into sexual intercourse, then transformation. If you think a lilin is trying to coerce you, pinch yourself or think of something unsettling, then run away.




NOX
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First Seen: 1400 AD, Mexico

Magical Element: Fire

Original Sin: Anger

Original Demon: Mot and Xo




Nox demons use the human’s innate fear of demons to construct terrifying nightmares, and the human agrees to transform to cease them. To combat a nox demon, take a deep breath and remind yourself it’s only a vision.







Protect Yourself




If you encounter any demon or supposed demon, contact your local US Division of the International Coalition for Demon Management right away to report the incident.
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Resurgence
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Book 1
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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.

"Jack!" Cam called. "Jack, are you okay?"

"Yeah, I—" The words died on his tongue. The new figure's sword was covered in blood—Jack hadn't even seen her move. And now she was pointing her bloody sword at the final demon, who pressed Cam against him like a human shield. 

"Let her go," the figure ordered again.

"Who the hell are you?" asked the demon. "Don't come near me!" 

"I will tell you again," said the figure, swinging her sword around with ease. "Let the girl go and you may live."

"N-Not until you—"

One second she was there, and the next the lilin's head was detached from his body. The figure hadn't seemed to move; but her blood was bloodier than it had been.

"Are there more?" she asked Cam. "More victims?"

"And who the actual fuck do you think you are?" came Cam's biting retort. "We had this covered."

A derisive snort erupted from the woman. "I don't expect gratitude, but you most assuredly did not have this covered. Your friend was about to be killed."

"Ignore him. He's rusty," Cam said with a wave of her hand. "We're with the Division."

"D-Division?"

In one movement, she spun on her heel and dashed out of the alley.

"Hey…hey, wait!" Cam called, running three steps before stopping. "This is not a running bra. She's lucky this isn't a running bra."

Jack coughed and nodded to Cam's breast, which had popped out. Cam snorted and shoved it back inside her shirt. It wasn't the first time he'd seen them, and it probably wouldn't be the last. He also knew that even with a running bra, Cam couldn't have caught up with her. There was something superhuman about that woman, and Jack was just glad she was on their side. For now.

"So, is there a vigilante demon-killer here in Atlanta no one told me about?" Jack asked, rubbing the knot on the back of his head.

"Not that I'm aware of," Cam replied, her gaze still on where the mystery woman had gone. "We'd better call this in. This is…"

"Oh," Jack said, checking his hand for blood. "Really? I mean, she did help us…"

Cam's eyes narrowed. "I take you to a club full of willing young things and you get the hots for this…colibrí?"

"What the hell is a colibrí?" 

"Hummingbird," Cam said with a small laugh. "Cause she flitted around and she weighs nothing."

Jack half-smiled. "Apt. But I don't have the hots for her. I just want to know more before we elevate it." 

"Uh-huh," Cam said. "And how do you plan on doing that? She's gone."

"I—"

A scream pierced the night. Jack and Cam shared a tense look, and then took off running toward the sound of it. 

The screeching came from a woman, who was pointing at the fourth and fifth headless body Jack had seen that day. Even more surprising, the lilin victim was laying in the middle of them, blinking wildly and most assuredly back to human. He lifted his head and looked at Cam. 

"W-what happened?"

"I honestly have no fucking clue," she replied with a look at Jack.







CHAPTER FOUR
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"So what you're telling me is that you have nothing," Kim said, a tense look on her face. "And why couldn't this wait until morning?" 

It had been a little over an hour since Cam and Jack had requested backup, and thirty minutes since they'd amended that for a cleanup crew. Atlanta PD had roped off the scene in the back alley and were now assisting with crowd control. An ambulance came to take the recently-reverted human to the hospital, and Cam sent a couple lower-level agents along to make sure he didn't bolt before giving a statement. 

Kim had arrived shortly after that. Apparently, five demons being beheaded by a single actor wasn't newsworthy to her.

"I thought you might want to know there's an unknown element roaming the streets of Atlanta with demon strength and demon speed, who, surprisingly, is killing demons," Cam replied with no small amount of heat. She'd donned her Division windbreaker, an odd contrast to her high-heeled boots and short skirt. 

"Sounds like intrademonic political beef," Kim replied.

"Yeah, except this demon seemed different," Cam said, tossing a 'please-help-me' look to Jack. 

"Uh, yeah," Jack said, clearing his throat. "She seemed to want to interfere on behalf of the human. That doesn't seem normal to me, either."

"Perhaps the human was just in the right place at the right time," Kim said. "This could've been for any number of routine reasons. I'm still not seeing why you felt the need to call me out here—"

"Because she sliced their heads off like it was nothing," Cam insisted. "And with Demon Spring approaching, this could be a portent for other bad things—especially if Bael might be making an appearance."

Kim bristled and zipped up her jacket. "I think that's just a rumor circulated by the higher-ups to get more funding from Congress. But you didn't hear that from me. In the meantime, this is your investigation, but your top priority is getting ready for Demon Spring and solving the Nunzia issue with Parras. I'll elevate your report when I get it tomorrow first thing." She glowered at Cam. "First. Thing."

"Yes ma'am," Cam ground out through clenched teeth. 

"I'm going home. Do me a favor and don't call me after nine again unless Bael himself appears."

"Pardon me." An older black man with short-cropped hair and thick glasses approached the group. "Agent Kim, evening. This is something you might want to see."

"What do you have?" Kim asked.

"Damndest thing. These demons, they all belong to Nunzia." He scratched his nose. "And, er…one of these corpses is Pueyo."

Kim's eyes widened. "Are you certain?"

"Who's that?" Jack asked Cam.

"One of Nunzia's thirds," Cam whispered. "A five-hundred-year-old demon." 

Much like demon lords themselves, the older a demon was, the more spawn they had, and the more powerful they were. Someone like Pueyo should've been able to use his magic to sway the mystery woman into putting down her sword. Unless, of course, she was more powerful than he was.

"And if that ain't enough," the agent said, "these kills are the cleanest I've ever seen. Normally, when you're decapitating a demon, it takes a few hacks. This was…well, like a knife through butter."

"Do you think she's athtar?" Cam asked Jack. "She certainly fought like one."

"Have you heard of an athtar demon living above ground?" Kim asked, pointedly, although she sounded a little shaken. "Nobody's seen one since the nineteenth century."

"You didn't see her, Kim," Jack replied. "She moved faster than any demon I've ever seen."

"Say she is. Do you know what kind of panic that would cause?" Kim replied. "We'd be overrun with ICDM agents before we could say 'Demon Spring.'" She shook her head. "We don't need that kind of crap when we're trying to get ready." 

Cam opened her mouth to argue, but Jack gave her a look. In the first place, Kim didn't seem in the mood to entertain dissenting thoughts. In the second, he partially agreed with her. The last thing they needed was to divert time and resources away from Demon Spring prep.

"I've got to call Navarro," Kim said after a long pause. "This is way above my pay grade. May be above hers, too. Nunzia will want a meeting in the morning, I'm sure." She looked at Cam. "I want you two to find me whatever you can to offer as leverage. She's going to want someone to pay, and since we don't have any leads on who did this…" 

Cam swallowed, looking shaken but not deterred. "We'll start tonight."

Kim nodded. "Tomorrow is going to be unpleasant. Whoever did this has no idea the shitstorm she just unleashed." 
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"Here you go, partner," Jack said, placing the third coffee of the night (or morning) on Cam's desk before taking his seat. He would've asked if she'd had any luck, but the crease in her brow was the same as when he'd left. Dawn was breaking over the city, and he was feeling the sleepless night. 

Jack had spent the evening sifting through data in the Division online archives, but it was proving difficult to impossible to find anything of value. He had no name, no telling physical features. And Kim had been right—the last time an athtar had been seen above ground was in 1886. Searching for demon-killers had netted a million results of spats between kappas and lilins and elokos, but nothing about athtars. 

Which meant it was up to Cam to placate Nunzia before their meeting. 

"We're fucked," Cam announced. "Nunzia's never let a favor go unanswered. She's going to want us to bring her someone to pay for this, and we have nothing."

"What d'ya think she'll do? Are we talking nox-type fury or…?"

Cam shook her head. "No, Nunzia's not going to fly off the handle. But she's having me run back and forth to Montgomery because the daughter of a recent transition was turned by someone else…" She chewed her lip. "I told you, her spawn are her family, and she's extra protective of them. She's going to hold this over us for decades, probably. Every single forced transition from here on out is gonna be swept under the table."

"Maybe not," Jack said, trying to be helpful. 

She sighed and rubbed her face. "What I can't get over was how damned easily Colibrí decapitated them all. It's like David said last night: a knife through butter. Maybe Xerxes is using Parras as a proxy. Maybe he wants to take Nunzia out. Maybe he sent this woman to—"

"Or maybe she's a lone actor," Jack said. "She seemed pretty freaked out about the Division."

"That's another thing, I've never seen a demon shake in their boots when they hear the word 'Division.' It was like she couldn't get away fast enough."

"Why do you think she intervened then? To save our lives? The other guy's?"

"That seems like the logical answer, and at the same time, it makes no sense. What kind of demon is afraid of the Division, saves humans, and can kill a third of a powerful demon lord like she's swatting flies?" Cam asked.

"An athtar?" Jack said quietly. "Are we still working with that theory?"

"Yes…based on watching her fight. No, because athtar demons don't normally stick their necks out for people. As if any demon would do anything for a human."

"Maybe she's some sort of weird cross-breed," Jack replied, returning to his computer to search more. "Maybe a human and a demon got together and got busy."

"Yeah, find me an example of that, Jackie-boy," Cam said. "Now you're just throwing out nonsense."

"There are no bad ideas in brainstorming," Jack said with a half-smile. "But I'm starting to think we aren't going to find anything on this woman by the morning. Want some help sifting through Nunzia's files?"

[image: ]

At 9:45, Kim appeared on the other side of the glass, then turned and walked away. It was time to face the music. 

Dread and uncertainty mixed with stale coffee and vending machine food as Jack followed Cam down the hall to the conference rooms. The office was now abuzz with activity, with a few more security guards mixed with the regular agents. The higher-ups were obviously taking the threat of a demon war seriously. 

Unlike the staff rooms, which boasted glass windows and bright lights, this room was completely void of windows, even on the door. Jack knew from his time at the Academy that demon meeting room walls were loaded to the gills with miasma sensors and other technology to combat demonic lures, but they didn't do much good.

Cam sat at the center of the table, and Jack took the seat next to her. She adjusted her padfolio on the table, tapping her pen against her talking points, as if they'd give up more answers if she stared at them long enough. Kim was already at the head of the table, staring at her phone with a grim expression. She didn't say a word to either of them, presumably knowing they'd found nothing. 

The air in the room changed as voices echoed in from the hallway. 

The demon who strode in wore a designer suit, and her white hair feathered around her face. She carried extra weight on her hips and midsection, and coupled with the blood red lips and fake eyelashes, she could've fit in at any Georgia country club—or good ol' southern kitchen. But the power radiating off her was palpable; this was an incredibly strong demon.

Walking in with her was a thin, pale, older woman with blond hair, matching Nunzia's charm and then some. Agent Navarro was the director of the Atlanta office—Jack had met her personally when he'd interviewed for the job. Then, as now, she'd been gracious and welcoming, although now her graciousness seemed forced as she walked with the demon.

"Well, I say, Ay-gent Nay-varro," said the demon with one of the thickest Georgian accents Jack had ever heard, "I just don't know what we're going to do. I thought the Division was here to keep the peace, and now I find someone's slaughtering my children. I may have to put in a call to my friends on the Council."

Jack felt the gaze of Agent Navarro on him, but he said nothing. 

"Please, Lord Nunzia, have a seat and we'll get to the bottom of this," Navarro said, offering the seat. 

Nunzia's gaze swept the room, taking a moment on each person, before settling on Cam. "Ay-gent Macarro. You keep popping up, don't you, sugar?"

Cam offered a tense smile. "This was unintentional, I promise you."

"Hm." Nunzia glanced to Jack, sizing him up with a bit of lust that made him uncomfortable. She barely acknowledged Kim before settling down at the head of the table. 

"So, Ay-gent Macarro," Nunzia began, "please tell me how you happened upon this tragedy."

"Agent Grenard and I were eating dinner," she began. 

"Oh, are you two…?"

"He's my partner. And my brother-in-law," Cam said with a steely glare. 

Nunzia's gaze passed between the two of them, as if cataloguing their relationship into her long list of potential weaknesses.

"We saw a potential demon attack in progress and decided to intervene," Cam continued after a brisk nod from Navarro. "There were five demons in total."

"My third and his four bodyguards," Nunzia said. "And I'll remind you, Mr. Hernandez was on his way to sign a transition agreement."

"Yes, I'm sure he was," Cam said with a tight smile. From Jack's recollection, the human had already been transformed, but he didn't want to bring that up. "While we were assessing the situation, an unknown third party appeared and…well…took out the five demons."

Nunzia twittered with laughter. "One person, against five demons? A third?" 

"That's what we saw," Jack replied. 

"Pardon me if I don't believe you," Nunzia said. "There's obviously a relationship here. It seems to me like your Agent Macarro has gone rogue and her partner here is—"

"Her partner is the grandson of Frank Grenard," Jack replied coolly. "Perhaps you can call him to vouch for our character."

"I do declare, a real Grenard? In my city? My, my…" She smiled, although there was challenge in it. "Bless your heart, I thought all the Grenards were in Charleston."

"I decided on another career path," Jack said. "Prefer to get my hands dirty in the field. Help innocents, like the man your third was attacking." 

"Attacking?" She laughed, and Jack got a whiff of perfume and flowers. "That's a bit of an accusation. I'm sure you know, Agent Grey-naard," she drew out his name as if it were delicious on her tongue, "that in this country, we are innocent until proven guilty. You can't be doling out vigilante justice—"

"And we didn't," Cam said, tossing a warning look to Jack. 

"And who might this mystery third party be?"

"We don't know," Jack replied. "But she—"

"She?"

"She," Jack continued, "is most assuredly not human."

"I see," Nunzia said, her slow, Georgia drawl all but gone. She ran a fingernail along the edge of her blood red lips, clearly deep in thought. "So Agent Navarro, how do you plan to resolve this…new issue."

"Agents Macarro and Grenard are looking into it," Navarro said. "It might be a demon from another city. If so, we'd like to avoid a fight."

"As would I, sugar, as would I. And I doubt it's someone knowingly encroaching on my territory, as most demons in the southeast and I are on good terms." Her gaze swept to Cam, and Jack could practically read the subtext about Parras.

"Yes, well," Cam said after another long pause. "We will keep you informed. And please accept our apologies for the loss of your demons."

Jack stopped himself before he made a face. They should be apologizing to the family of the human who was attacked, not placating the demon who let her spawn run loose. This was the sort of political maneuvering his grandfather did on the Council, and it had been a big reason why Jack had chosen fieldwork over the bureaucracy.

Nunzia left shortly after that, her chipper facade back as she charmed everyone who passed her in the hall. Jack got the feeling that the southern accent was part of her magic, because the room became cold and uncomfortable in the long silence after she left. Kim stood up, clearly feeling the aftereffects, and glared at them.

"You two had better find me something on that mystery woman," she said. "Before the end of the week."







CHAPTER FIVE
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Without any strong leads on the mystery woman, Cam redoubled her efforts on the Parras case, figuring that if they couldn't solve the former, they could buy themselves some time with the latter. So for the next few days, she assigned herself to Montgomery, calling Jack on the ride over to complain about how little progress she was making.

"Hey, I have an idea," she said, her voice muffled from the car Bluetooth. "Why don't we offer your ass up to Nunzia and see if Colibrí comes to rescue you again?"

"Very funny," Jack said, pressing the phone headset into his shoulder. 'Set a hostage trap' was on his list of possible ways to find the mystery woman scribbled on his dry erase board. He'd also made a list of all possible places he might find information about the mystery woman, and he'd spent the past two days exhausting every one. 

"Well, good news," Cam said. "I'm getting close to securing a meeting with Parras. Sometimes being obnoxious wins the day. Now whether I can make him give up something Nunzia finds valuable, that's another story."

"For my sake, I hope you can. I haven't been able to get anything out of anyone. I checked with all your contacts, too."

"Yeah, Kim said Nunzia's already started to tell her demons not to talk with Division agents unless approved personally by her."

"Fantastic," Jack said, walking over to his board and erasing all the options for Nunzia's demons.

"We're not popular, what can I say?" Cam sighed. "I think she's conducting her own private investigation for La Colibrí and wants us to stay out of it. While I'm all for finding this chick, somehow I think Nunzia's methods might be a little less restrained. I can just see her now." She cleared her throat. "Wey-ell, Ay-gent Ma-cay-ro, y'all weren't doing what I said, so I just did it. If y'all did y'all's jobs, I wouldn't have had to kill a hundred humans. Bless your heart, shrimp and grits, biscuits and gravy—"

"Oh come on, we aren't that bad," Jack replied with a hearty chuckle. 

"Okay, I'm at the Montgomery office. Another day of being obnoxious awaits."

"Go get 'em, tiger," Jack replied, then added, "Shrimp and grits, biscuits and gravy, bless your heart, and all that, too."

He hung up the phone to Cam's laughter. Feeling a little lighter about his list, he grabbed his black marker and walked to the white board. Maybe if he understood why she'd intervened, it would help lead him to her. He'd written everything from "confused demon" to "government-created superhuman" to "magical" on the board. The only thing left to do now was to walk down to the Atlanta archives and start reading. 

But first, he needed coffee. 

The sun beat down on him as he crossed the street to the small cafe opposite the Division headquarters. The shop was bustling with mid-morning coffee-seekers, and Jack waited in line, skimming faces and behaviors for signs of trouble. He didn't expect to see a demon so close to Division offices, but he looked anyway.

Two young professionals were engaged in conversation, and there was a somewhat familiar man at the counter—he was probably a Division agent as well. Three businessmen in the middle table were innocuous, and the two college kids with earphones reading books didn't look too suspicious either.

But the woman in the corner hunched over her laptop did. 

Jack had no idea why she struck him as odd. She couldn't have been more than twenty-five, but there was something old about her. She wore no discernible jewelry except a small charm at her neck, and her clothes—black shirt and dark pants—were as plain as any he'd seen. They hung off her thin, lithe frame which was almost too skinny to be healthy. She certainly didn't look like anyone capable of causing trouble, but Jack's gut hadn't steered him wrong before. 

And it was waving a big red flag about this woman. Could she be the mystery savior? 

"Can I help you?" the barista asked, dragging Jack's attention away. 

"Y-yeah," he replied, forcing himself to smile. "Medium caramel macchiato."

She wrote down his order on the cup and he paid, keeping the odd woman in his periphery. She hadn't moved or noticed that he'd noticed her, and he wanted to keep it that way. Jack loitered at the pick-up counter, focusing his attention on the two professionals near the woman, hoping he'd come off as checking them out instead.

He took his coffee and sat down on the opposite side of the shop. Keeping his head down, he chanced another look over to her, just to make sure he'd seen correctly the first time. There was no mistaking it; she was staking out the Division. 

Whipping out his phone, Jack pretended to text as he snapped a quick photo. He emailed it to himself, just in case, then stood and sauntered over to the sugar packets, taking his time to select one, even though his macchiato was already sweet enough. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw her gaze draw to him, so he turned and offered his most disarming smile. She returned it with an icy glare.

It was hard to believe she of all people would be capable of slicing a demon's head off. Her sallow skin should've been four shades darker than it was, giving her a sickly appearance accentuated by purple bags under her dull green eyes. He even saw a few gray hairs poking out from under the mess of black. 

Chuckling to himself, he crossed the cafe and helped himself to the seat across from her. 

"I'm sorry, seat's taken," she said, her voice low and dangerous. Her laptop was high quality, almost a little too nice for someone who looked so ill. The hairs on Jack's arm stood up, as if he were in the presence of someone with demonic magic. 

"By who? Your charming personality?" Jack replied, ignoring the warning sirens going off in his head.

"I'd tell you, but I'd have to kill you."

"I think you'd find me hardier than most men." That earned a breathy chuckle, but her fingers stopped clacking when he added, "But I think you already knew that."

"Are you done drooling?" she asked, her tone laced with a surprising amount of energy. "Go back to your hovel and leave me be."

"You know the demons you killed last night?" Jack asked. "They were Nunzia's."

The woman leaned back in her chair, a sly expression on her face. "That old bat is still alive?"

So, she'd had no idea. "You killed one of her thirds. She's pissed."

"And why are you, Agent Altar Boy, aiding a powerful demon like her? Don't you work for the Division?"

Jack didn't have a good answer for that, so he went with the truth. "The Division likes to keep her placated so we can utilize her network of spies and take out the bad demons. Common practice for demon lords."

She quirked a brow and folded her arms across her chest. "Nunzia is a bad demon."

"I'm just following orders," Jack said with a half-hearted shrug. "Whose orders are you following?"

"Here's an order for you: Beat it."

"I'm sorry, I can't," he said. "You've broken a few laws—"

She snorted. "Are you going to take me in?"

Knowing she was the creature who'd decapitated a third made him a little hesitant, but she really looked more like a finch than a hawk. 

So, he smiled at her. "I was going to ask nicely. You seem like a reasonable monster."

To his surprise, she closed her laptop and put it in her bag, then sat back with her hands clasped on the table. "Well? Take me in."

Jack hesitated for just a moment, and that was all she needed. She was nothing but a dark blur, but he sure felt the fist in his stomach. The next thing he knew, he was sailing through the air and slamming head-first into a table. He stared at the ceiling, panting and letting his brain catch up with his body, although as soon as he registered pain, he wished his brain had stayed behind. 

"Are you okay, mister?" asked the barista, peering over him with wide, fearful eyes. 

"What the hell just happened?" Jack coughed. "Where is she?"

"She's…gone."

[image: ]

"One more time, Grenard," Kim said from the other side of her desk. 

Jack calmly explained what had transpired at the coffee shop, right down to when she flipped him over with her bare hands. A few Division operatives had been in the coffee shop, and they'd helped him across the street while calling for backup to question the witnesses in the shop. He just hoped they had a better description of what had happened than he did. "It was all a blur" wasn't very helpful.

"She was so little, though. I can't believe she just tossed me like that," Jack said, pressing the ice pack to his bruised stomach.

"I can flip you over. Doesn't make me a demon," Cam replied with a frown on her face. Jack wasn't sure who'd called her, but she'd arrived almost as soon as the medic had cleared him to go back to work. She'd spent the whole walk to their office yelling at him for being a reckless idiot, and he was sure he'd hear more when they left. 

"This is different, Cam. She didn't even…it was like I weighed nothing." 

"And you say she was doing what, exactly?" Kim said.

"Staking out the Division," Jack said, tapping his finger against the cut on his forehead to see if it was still bleeding. "Typing on a computer. Didn't get a good look."

"Hm," Kim said. "And why did you engage instead of asking for backup? If she was able to take out a demon lord's third—"

"Uh…" Jack coughed, withering under the gaze of two very pissed off women. "Thought I could talk her into coming back?"

"That was unbelievably idiotic of you," Kim snapped. "Not only did you jeopardize your own life, but the lives of the people in that coffee shop with you. And you let our best lead get away because you thought you could talk her into coming in?"

"In my defense," Jack said, wincing as his head throbbed, "I wasn't completely sure she was our mystery woman until we started talking. And I didn't just engage her—I took a photo."

"Well?" Kim said, annoyed. "Where is it?"

"Ah…well, she took my phone," Jack said, blushing a little as Cam made a dismissive noise. "But I did email it to myself. If you'll let me get back to my desk, I can share it."

That seemed to placate Kim. "Fine. Send the photo and we'll put out an APB."

Jack nodded, grateful he'd gotten out of that meeting relatively unscathed. Cam followed, her lips pursed in her "I-told-you-so" face, but waited until Jack was sitting at his desk before she unleashed again.

"For real, Jack. You could've lost your job just now."

Jack's head began to hurt. "I know."

"You got your ass beat by Pueyo's guards, and you thought, you thought you could take on Colibrí? Who killed them without breaking a sweat? I know you've been out of the field, but that's freshman-level stuff."

"You had no problem engaging with her the first night we saw her."

"Yeah, because we didn't know better," Cam replied, her tone only growing angrier with his deflections. "She showed up out of the blue. This? You knew better." 

"I know, Cam," Jack said. "I made a mistake, all right?"

"Yeah, and you could have died."

Her anger was gone, replaced by a wide-eyed fear that Jack had very rarely seen from his partner. 

"Cam, we could've died that first night, too," he reminded her gently.

"Yeah, but I was there. I wasn't there to back you up today." Cam turned away from him. "All I know was I got a call and the first thing they said was, 'Your partner's been injured' and all I could think about was…"

She didn't have to finish, and Jack knew this wasn't about the mystery woman or Jack doing something stupid. Maybe Cam hadn't recovered from Sara's death as much as she let on.

Instead of arguing, Jack held up his hands in surrender. "I won't do it again."

"Good," she said, reverting to her annoyed pinched face. "I swear, Grenard. Going after an athtar by yourself. What's wrong with you?"

"You think she's athtar then?" Jack said. "Confirmed?"

"If you saw a blur, that's consistent with descriptions of athtars in the past," Cam said. "Which, again, why did you—"

Jack's heart dropped from his chest. "It's gone."

"What's gone?" 

"That bitch," Jack said, searching through every file folder on his machine. "I know I emailed it to myself. I saw it come in. She must've hacked into my phone and erased the email. Who does that?"

Cam jumped up and leaned over his shoulder. "Maybe it's in your sent items? Archive? Trash?"

But it wasn't anywhere, and it also wasn't in the list of online photos automatically backed up from his phone. It was completely and utterly erased. 

"I don't understand," Jack said, clicking the refresh button over and over. "She couldn't get into my phone without my fingerprint, unless she's some sort of…techno-wizard demon hacker, too."

"Colibrí keeps getting more and more interesting," Cam said. 

"Well shit, now I'm going to get it," Jack replied. "At least I've got my…" 

But he didn't have his research either—not in his email, or his desktop. "She hacked into Division resources." 

"W-what?"

As if on cue, a mousy black girl poked her head into the room. "Excuse me, Agents Macarro, Grenard. Agent Kim wanted me to let you know you're wanted in her office. Something about a massive security breach and files missing? And it's stemming from your account."







CHAPTER SIX
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Cam looked more worried than Jack as they followed the assistant back down the hall to the directors' offices. Only this time, they bypassed Kim's and went straight into Director Navarro's. There were already five other people inside, including Kim and the security lead Jack recognized from his first day on the job. 

"Ah, Agent Grenard, Macarro," Navarro said. 

"What's going on?" Cam asked. "Jack didn't—"

"Don't worry, we don't think this stemmed from Grenard's stolen phone," Kim said. 

Jack actually sighed in relief.

"And really, we should be thanking you," Navarro said. "This breach has been going on for hours. We only found it because of the incident across the street. Luckily, we've been able to isolate the vulnerability so we don't lose any more data. Agent Rubinski was explaining it to us. Please, have a seat."

The IT lead described a cyber attack on Division headquarters that exploited a vulnerability… Jack lost what they were saying until they asked him if he'd noticed anything of value missing. 

"She wiped all my files related to my research," Jack said. "Apparently, she doesn't want us to know who she is."

"Surprise, surprise," Cam said. "But you said you hadn't found anything important about her, right? What could she have been interested in?"

Jack shrugged. 

"So we're dealing with a demon who can not only throw a full-sized man across the room, but also has the skills of a hacker?" Navarro said. "And who says this job isn't fun? Can you tell us anything about her, Grenard?"

"She looked sick?" Jack tried. Navarro raised a brow at him and Jack shrugged. "I mean…when have you ever seen a demon who didn't look healthy? I wouldn't have believed she was our mystery woman if she hadn't…well, you know." He gestured to his forehead. 

"Maybe she's got demon cancer," Cam muttered under her breath. 

"We've got our resident sketcher on his way to debrief you, so maybe we can at least have an idea who we're looking for," Navarro said. "As much as I don't like that you went in rogue, I'm grateful you did. This could've been much worse."

Jack nodded and rose with Cam, hoping to find some pain reliever and maybe take a half day so he could relax after the excitement. But Kim caught him before he was three steps out of Navarro's office. 

"A word," she said, then to Cam, added, "alone."

Jack braced himself for the fourth lecture of the day, and tried to remember why he enjoyed his job as he settled in the same seat. But Kim didn't look nearly as angry as she had before. In fact, she looked more pensive. 

"The D.C. office warned me you and Macarro would be trouble if you paired up again," she said. "I have to say, they were right. You're already attracting the weird ones." 

Jack had to laugh at that. "I can't say I was looking for trouble this time."

"Yes, well." Kim flipped open the manila file on her desk. "Trouble seems to find you."

Jack spotted a familiar picture that sent electric panic down his spine. He tried to avoid the images, and forced his mind not to replay that horrific night. 

"Macarro told me about your wife—demons, right?"

His throat tightened. "Yes."

"Tough," Kim said, as if she understood what it was to lose someone the way Jack had. Jack highly doubted that. "Macarro speaks of her often, and of you. I know she's pleased to have you back at work with her, even if it means more headaches for me."

"I'm glad to be back, too," he said, if only to move the conversation along. "Was there something you needed?"

"You've been here less than two weeks, and you've already had two infractions. I would be well within guidelines to write you up for both of them. By all accounts, going up against a demon solo is grounds for suspension at best." 

"But you aren't going to do that because…?"

"You have something I need," she replied. "I'm headed to a budget meeting at the end of the week, and word on the street is that they're cutting our funding. I've got a few projects in the works now that I'd hate to see cancelled. Any chance you could put in a good word for us with the Council?"

"You mean with my grandfather?" Jack sighed. He'd rather take the suspension than have Frank's name giving him a pass. "I'm notoriously unlucky with convincing him of anything. He's never forgiven me for choosing field work over the Council."

"I see. Well, do your best. We could use some of that money. You might want to mention that our IT systems need an upgrade since we've had a security breach." 

That you'd like me to say was my fault too, I bet. "I'll see what I can do." 
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"What did Kim want to talk about?" Cam asked when Jack walked back in.

Cam would've thrown a fit if Jack told her what Kim had asked, so he shrugged and told a half-truth. "What else? Wants me to get money from Frank. Same ol' shit."

She narrowed her eyes, as if sensing his lie, but let it go. "You know, I wish someone would ask me to use my connections. Maybe I should change my last name to García so they'll know I've got a family member on the Council too."

"Your dad would flip," Jack replied, staring at the wall. His headache was verging on a migraine now, and he was tired of this whole place. Perhaps agreeing to come back to the field had been a bad idea after all. But where else could he go? Back to D.C. and the memories of Sara? Or to Charleston, where even more pain and what-ifs remained?

"Kim seems to like you, though. She gave you a pass."

"Kim likes my connections, that's all." He rubbed the front of his head. 

"She hates me," Cam said. "I don't know if you noticed. She can't stand being in my presence for more than five seconds."

"You know you don't have to stay here, right?" Jack said. "With your experience, you could go to any city in the world."

"I like it here. The city, I mean. And I know Kim is looking to retire in the next five years, so if I play my cards right, I could take her place."

"Is that what you want?" Jack asked. "Really?"

"We're not getting any younger, Jack. We're not demon. We age." 

Jack couldn't argue with that. His body still ached from the beating it had taken recently. "Did Rubinski say anything else about the breach?"

"No, but she says given enough time, she might be able to find your phone, or a backup on the server. Right now, she and her team are trying to plug the holes. We've sent a group over to check the coffee shop, so it's probably going to be out of commission for a few days."

Jack shook his head. "Something she said bugged me. About Nunzia being a bad demon—"

"Don't let her get to you. She was just trying to distract you."

"But she's right."

"I know she's right. I also know she was trying to distract you."

Jack nodded. "Hey, do you think you could go get me some pain meds from the medic? I forgot to ask for some." 

Cam tutted at the abrupt subject change, but stood and walked to the door. Before she got too far, she turned around and pecked his forehead in a motherly way. 

"This is God's way of telling you that you're a fucking moron."

Then she walked out.
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Jack didn't get the half-day like he wanted. Instead, he spent the entire afternoon being debriefed by several different divisions and an hour with the forensic artist. The drawing that came out didn't look exactly like her, but at least they had something to work with.

Luckily, Cam had stopped commenting on Jack's idiocy, but Kim and Navarro had continued to make veiled references for the rest of the day. Their gratitude at being alerted to the cyber-attack was soon forgotten in favor of reminding him that he'd let the primary suspect in Nunzia's third's death walk away. 

So, it was with no small amount of relief when Jack finally arrived at his apartment. His back still ached from where the demon-woman had flipped him. He was looking forward to a glass of whiskey to dull the pain and put him to sleep. 

His place might look good one day, if he ever got around to unpacking the boxes. He wasn't even sure what was in them anymore. Cam had done all the packing and arranged the movers. But he had a sneaking suspicion that only half his things had arrived in Atlanta. Cam had probably taken it upon herself to get rid of all Sara's things.

But even with Sara's clothes and mementos gone (or, more likely, in a storage facility), Jack couldn't bring himself to open any of the boxes. He was still using paper plates and cups instead of unpacking the dishes and silverware. Perhaps he thought if he never unpacked, there could be a chance he could one day move back to D.C., and to Sara.

Evenings seemed to be the hardest. He missed coming home to the smell of something cooking, and the bright smile on her face when he walked in the door. He missed being able to tell her every detail of his day, and listening as she complained about how Congress was screwing up her well-thought-out policy suggestions at the environmental think tank where she worked. They'd bitch, have a glass of wine, and then cuddle on the couch watching something stupid on Netflix. He could still feel her curled up against him, hear her laughter at the same joke they'd seen fifteen hundred times before. 

But like mist burning off the lake, the memory was gone, and Jack was left alone in his apartment once again.

He loosed a shaky breath and placed his wallet on the counter. Those were the kinds of thoughts that had kept him stuck for three years. Some day, he would have to let go of the hope that things would ever return to normal. 

Some day, he mused. But not tonight.

He grabbed a red plastic cup from the stack and poured himself a large drink, which he gulped half of in one swig. Cup in hand, he was on his way to the fridge to figure out what was still edible when he stopped short. 

His cellphone sat on the kitchen counter. 

He heard movement behind him and spun around, ready to fight.

"I just love what you've done with the place." 

The mystery woman strolled through the boxes containing Jack's life, a satisfied smirk on her face. She was still pale and sickly, although she carried herself like a powerful demon with her two long, thin swords strapped to her back.

She flipped open the lid of one of the boxes and tutted, "Looks like you need to take a few days off and unpack."

"What do you want?"

"To return your stolen property," she said. 

"Why did you take it?" 

"That's my business," she replied with a dangerous glint in her eye. "As is my identity, so stop digging."

"I wish I could, but I have a job to do," Jack said, wishing he'd had the foresight to unpack more of his weapons. All he had was a glass of whiskey to defend himself.

"I didn't realize the Division was taking orders from demons," she replied lazily, peeking into another box.

Jack finally marched forward and slammed the box shut. "We're just trying to prevent war between factions. So, if your intent is to—"

"I'm here to save lives," she said. "Something you should be doing too."

"Why? You're a…well, I think you're a demon."

She cracked a smile. "I was."

"But if your maker was killed, you should have—"

"My maker is very much alive." She shook her head, as if she'd decided she'd said too much already. "The point is: I'm not here to cause a demon war, and I'm not going to hurt anyone. So put away your sleuthing hat and leave it be."

"You know that's not an option."

She turned to him, pleading in her eyes. "I'm asking you nicely to please stop."

"Why?" Jack asked, taken aback by the sincerity in her voice. "If you mean us no harm, why not tell us who you are?"

"Because others…might harm me." Again, she screwed up her face, as if she'd divulged too much. "Just take my word on this. I'll leave town. Nunzia's already on his shitlist—"

"Who?"

"None of your business," she replied. "If I promise to go, will you put the investigation aside?" 

"Who's trying to hurt you?" Jack shook his head. "Who could hurt you? You're a powerhouse—the Division would be glad to have someone like you on our side."

"The Division is full of demon spies," she replied quietly, running her fingertips along his kitchen counter. "Whatever you know about me, they'll know too."

"Are you joking?" Jack actually laughed. "We have wards and detectors to make sure no demons get inside—"

"Your pathetic human technology is no match for Bael." Her gaze met his, and her eyes shimmered in the darkness.

A shiver of fear dripped down Jack's spine. "Bael is after you?"

She swallowed once, indecision on her face again. "In a matter of speaking. It's better if he doesn't find me."

"I think you're safe. He hasn't been seen topside in over a hundred years." At least, Jack hoped they were safe.

Her lip curled in anger. "And if you think the barrier between that world and this one is enough to contain him, you're an even bigger idiot than I thought. We exist in this world because he allows it—

"Or he can't find you?" Jack suggested.

"Or he can't find me," she said, calmer. "And trust me, it's better for everyone if it remains that way."

"Fine, I'll lay off," he said, picking up his phone. "But tell me one thing: Why is a demon killing demons?"

She snorted. "I used to be a demon. I…I was cursed. I'm simply trying to undo it so I can get back to normal."

And then, as quickly as she'd arrived, she was gone.







CHAPTER SEVEN
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"You're shitting me."

"I wish I was, Cam," Jack said, looking out the window. He wasn't confident his apartment was secure, and he was completely confident that his phone had been compromised, so he'd had to find a phone. After sweeping the neighborhood for signs of the mystery woman, he'd made his way to a nearby Waffle House. 

He'd had to sweet talk the late-night waitress, flashing his Division badge and promising her it was a true emergency, but she'd finally relented and let him use the phone.

"Why didn't she just toss the phone?" Cam asked.

"I think the visit was more her asking me—us—to lay off. She just really doesn't want to be found," Jack said, glancing around the diner for the fifth time. He and the waitress were the only ones in there, but he was still on edge.

Cam muttered something in Spanish. "Listen, she stole government property. She's interfered with Division business. And now she's telling you to drop the investigation? Seems fishy."

"I agree…to an extent. I don't think we should stop the investigation, but I think we should cover our tracks a little better."

"Uh-huh. So what? Is she pretty?"

Jack chuckled and shook his head. "Cam, seriously. Don't even go there."

"It's a legitimate question."

"I mean, she's…" Jack ran a hand through his hair. "She's not awful. But she's the one taking an interest in me, not the other way around."

"Bullshit," Cam said. "You've got some kind of weird fascination with her. It's why you engaged her instead of getting backup. It's why you aren't completely freaked out that she showed up at your apartment."

"Oh, come on, Cam, that's ridiculous."

"Jack, she could've killed you. Twice! And you're acting like you got a visit from the tooth fairy. She's picked up on your wounded male scent and she's giving you the puppy dog eyes so you'll do what she wants."

Jack glared at his reflection in the window. "That's not fair, Cam."

"It's more than fair." She paused. "Maybe you don't have the hots for her, but you aren't thinking rationally. And not to state the obvious, but you do remember that your wife was killed by demons, right?"

Jack felt those words in his gut, but shook his head. "It's not the same. She's on the run from Bael. And she thinks if I continue investigating her, it's going to get back to him and he'll find her."

Cam made a few noises on the other end of the line. "You're telling me that the King of the Underworld is looking for Colibrí?"

"That's what she insinuated."

She sighed loudly. "Jackson, if Bael, or anyone close to him is after this chick, you're better off leaving her to fight her own battles. She's a big girl. She can take care of herself. And you, puny human man, would be fondly remembered as a bug on a windshield. I say you let the bitch alone and tell Kim it's a dead end."

"You can't tell me you aren't a little interested in figuring out who she is. Especially now that I know there's a curse involved." He grinned to himself, knowing he was about to lower the boom. "I mean, have you ever heard of something so strange? Demon curses?"

A pause. "Don't you do this to me, Grenard."

"Do what?" Jack asked innocently.

"Try to tempt me with a research project. It's the Seattle kappa demon all over again."

"I have no idea what you're talking about. I simply asked an innocent question: have you ever heard of demonic curses?"

"I will answer that question if you admit you're interested in Colibrí for reasons not totally career-related."

Silence descended on the line between them, but Jack gave in first. "Fine. I'm a little curious for non-career-related reasons. Happy?"

"First step's admitting it. And you're right, the more we learn about Colibrí, the less she makes sense. Of course, she could've been lying her tail off to you, so let's keep that as an option." 

Jack's smile grew when he heard the clack-clack of a keyboard. "So you're in?"

"Don't make me regret this. Okay, a cursory search—pun intended—shows that curses are legend, but there's been no documented cases."

"Can you—?"

"Already emailed you," Cam said. "But what kind of curse would cause her to save humans?"

"She said she was trying to undo it," Jack said. "Whatever that means."

"You know, maybe all this is a red herring. Maybe she's actually trying to take over Bael's spot, and that's why she doesn't want to draw his attention." 

"I highly doubt that. Who'd want to take on the king of the demons? And an athtar at that?" He paused. "Wouldn't that mean he made her?"

"Yeah, but listen, I've been thinking about this since you got tossed today. This chick is obviously powerful, and the only demon she fears is apparently Bael. So maybe she's angling to take him on during Demon Spring? But she's got to keep her plan a secret for a sneak attack."

"If she kills Bael, all the demons he turned would return to their human state, right? Including her?"

"On rare occasions, a powerful demon will remain a demon if their maker is killed. But we're talking a Nunzia-level demon. Who knows what would happen if someone took down the King of the Underworld?" She released a breath. "Part of what makes our job easy is that the demons topside live in fear of Bael returning. So they keep their aspirations low, which prevents a lot of the infighting. Without him around as the Big, Bad Wolf…"

He tapped his fingertips against the counter and nodded at the waitress, who was giving him the death glare for using their phone for so long. "Look, I'll keep researching curses, and maybe during rounds tomorrow we can start asking around and see if anyone else has seen her. But Cam…can we please keep our findings between us for a while? Not because I'm doing it to protect her, but I also don't want a bunch of ICDM agents from Charleston taking it away from us. And I'd rather she doesn't find out I lied to her about stopping the investigation."

"I guess. But only until Demon Spring is over. Then we'll come clean and hand it off. I doubt anyone would care until then anyway."

"You're the best, Cam."

"Yes, I'm aware."
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Jack returned to his apartment and tried to go to sleep, but he found himself too preoccupied with demon curses and the silence that came with being all alone. Instead, he retrieved his personal laptop to get some work done, since his Division computer was still being scrubbed. It meant he had to use the virtual private network, which was slow and buggy, but it was something to do until he fell asleep.

Unsurprisingly, Cam hadn't just sent him one email, but ten.

She'd found small mentions of curses, but no indication of who cast the curse, or who could cast one, or if they were simply the same superstition about witches and wizards that had permeated human mythology. Pre-ICDM, the Europeans had had a very medieval view of demon hunting. Anything that wasn't sanctioned by the church was considered demonic, and anything demonic was burned at the stake. But since the woman was already a demon (presumably), that was a dead end.

Taking his cue from Cam, Jack searched the internet for information on curses and hexes. He found more than a few shops in New Orleans offering to cast anti-demon spells for a nominal fee. New Orleans, being the devilish city it was, had a reputation for drawing demons and humans alike. But Jack wasn't sure if these so-called "witches" providing spells were real, or as fake as the plastic charms they sold in the tourist traps. 

Of course, he and Cam could always take a quick trip down to Louisiana to investigate in person. Cam wouldn't say no to an offer of fresh beignets.

But before he put in any travel vouchers, he accessed the Division's online archive and inputted the same search terms. He wasn't surprised when the results weren't substantial. The few books he did find were located in the Charleston archives, but that option was less tempting than New Orleans. Jack's parents and grandfather lived there, and while he had no issue with them in particular, the city held a lot of memories he would rather forget. The last time he'd visited, Sara's ghost had hung over every toast and conversation from Christmas to New Year's. Reminders of the life they'd planned and the one he was slowly trying to piece back together. 

He grabbed his glass and took another sip to burn away those thoughts and get back to the matter at hand. 

For the Charleston books, he could request an inter-archival loan, or even ask his grandfather to put in a call to have them ship it. He was, after all, the US representative on the ICDM council, and had the authority to do pretty much whatever he wanted.

Which reminded Jack of Kim's request. 

He groaned and rubbed his face. It wouldn't be the first time he'd sent this type of email, but he hoped, in vain, it would be the last. He took another sip of his whiskey and typed:




Grandfather,




Hope you're well.




Jack paused, every inch of him screaming not to finish the note. He hated this part, hated using his connections to cover his ass. But he'd hate it even more if he got suspended and Frank or Jack's father George got word of it, and they interfered. 




Wondering if you could locate a funding request by Patti Kim, here in Atlanta. She submitted a few weeks ago, and hasn't heard anything. 




Would that be enough detail? He never wanted to come outright and say, "Hi, Grandfather, send money." There were still nepotism and ethics laws to be concerned with. 




Let me know if you make it out this way. We'll grab a steak.




- Jackie




Jack decided that was enough of that unpleasantness, and sent the email. He returned to the curse information Cam had sent, but it wasn't two minutes before he got a new email in his inbox.




Jackie, 




Glad to know I'm not the only one up late working.




I looked into your request. Hasn't made it across my desk yet, but I'll check with my counterparts over in the Division. Doubtful Atlanta will get any extra money, but I wouldn't rule it out. We're expecting the fissure to happen on the west coast this year. Good news for us, though.




Hope to see you at this year's prep meeting. I know your parents miss you. 




All the best, 

Frank




P.S. - Tell Cam I said hi.




Before every Demon Spring, Frank hosted the US Division agents in Charleston for a two-day seminar to coordinate efforts across the country. The purpose of the event was twofold: to learn some new anti-demon techniques and to establish plans with the city most likely to be affected.

Jack and Cam had attended twice—once as Academy students and once as field agents. Both times, they'd been bored to tears as the agents discussed everything from triage techniques to how to request military support. 

Of course, in the thick of Demon Spring, with thousands of Underworld demons springing from the fissure, all the carefully coordinated strategies went out the window. He and Cam just fought off as many as they could in the initial flood and then spent the rest of the Spring saving humans who hadn't heeded the evacuation warnings. 

Despite what Cam might think, Jack wasn't eager to jump back in the front lines again. Before Sara's death, blood and gore had been a game to him. He and Cam had kept score of how many demons they'd killed in a single day—winner bought the loser a lobster dinner. But that had been before he'd understood the true meaning of death, before the sightless gaze had been on his own wife's face instead of some random demon's.

Now, death was something to be avoided at all costs. 

Jack typed an email to Kim, paraphrasing his grandfather about the status of her request, and hoped it would be enough to keep him out of the dog house. 







CHAPTER EIGHT
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When Jack arrived at the Division office that next morning, he found it abuzz with activity about the demonic breach from the day before, but, luckily, no mention of his late night visitor. He trusted Cam not to say anything to hurt him intentionally, but sometimes she got a little overzealous.

Still, he felt it his duty to turn in his phone. He told the security officer that it had appeared on his doorstep, which had resulted in a slew of morning meetings with Navarro, Kim, and others. Cam's gaze burned a hole in the side of his head as he lied about talking to the mystery woman, but she didn't say anything against him. 

Jack was able to convince both Navarro and Kim that the mystery woman was quickly becoming a cold case, and that Nunzia would be more interested in the resolution of the Parras case. Luckily for Jack, Nunzia had conveyed the same to Navarro.

"So we'll put this to the side for now," the director said. "If you hear anything else from her…"

"I'll be sure to let you know," Jack replied. 

Back in their small office, Cam's face was pressed in almost permanent disapproval. Jack did his best to ignore it as he hand wrote the forms and reports for reporting an unannounced demonic visit, as his computer was still being scrubbed. 

"Serves you right," Cam said, typing loudly on her computer for effect. "Don't understand why you're covering for Colibrí."

"If I told Kim she'd been in my house, do you think I'd ever be able to go home?" Jack replied, glancing up from his forms. 

"That's your reasoning?" 

"Yep."

She pursed her lips.

"Seriously," Jack said.

Cam held out her hand. "Give me half."

Jack handed over a stack of forms, and Cam got to work, muttering about saving his ass, stupid boys, and hormones. 

There was a knock at the door, and Kim popped her head in.

"Got your email," she said. "Thanks for elevating it. Let me know if you hear anything more."

Jack nodded, grateful that was the end of it. 

"In the meantime, Navarro has asked me to recertify you in weapons," Kim said. "You'll need to report down to the armory at noon for your test."

"That's not a lot of notice," Cam replied with a frown.

"Well, it's clear Agent Grenard is eager to get back out into the field. It's best to get this out of the way." She glanced at Cam with no small amount of annoyance. "Perhaps you might want to brush up on protocols yourself, Agent Macarro."

With that, she left, Cam seethed, and Jack was now a little worried.

"Teflon Grenard strikes again," she said. "So what's that email she was talking about?"

"Kim wanted me to get her money," Jack said. "It was either send an email to Frank or get written up for engaging a demon without certification."

"Kim is such an asshole," Cam said. "You know you didn't have to send that email. Navarro wasn't going to suspend you."

"Yeah, I know," Jack said. "But I figured I might as well grease the wheels and keep her from complaining too much." 

Cam rolled her eyes, muttering something in Spanish. Jack had picked up a lot from Sara, so he caught 'idiot' and 'pushover' and 'moron.'

Right before noon, Jack and Cam made their way upstairs to the armory with their weapons. As Academy graduates, they were trained in a wide assortment of weapons, but upon graduation and entry into field work, they were allowed to carry a single weapon of choice. Cam carried a macuahuitl, a traditional Aztec weapon that looked like a large wooden bat with sharp teeth. The Mexican Division had updated their weaponry over the years; Cam's version was made of strong, black plastic with teeth that could retract with the push of a button. She carried it on her back, attached by a magnetic connector. It had been a gift from her Great Aunt María, the Mexican Councilwoman who sat opposite Frank.

Jack had also received a weapon from his Council-sitting relative. His knives were made of the same military-grade plastic, with sharp, curved blades almost the length of his forearm. For years, they'd been his pride and joy. But after Sara's death, he couldn't even look at them, let alone train with them. He could make do in the field, but under the scrutiny of a trained expert, he wasn't sure his skills would measure up.

"What's up?" Cam asked. "You're quiet."

"Just wondering how badly I'm going to fuck this up," Jack said, twisting the handles in his hand. "It's been a while since I've used these."

"It's like riding a bike," Cam said. "Only with pointy objects."

The elevator doors opened into the armory, where several agents were engaged in hand-to-hand combat. The trainers, dressed in gray tank tops, stood to the side, watching them in stony silence. Every so often, one would bark an order or critique, then return to silence.

Jack prayed he wouldn't have an audience.

"Agent Grenard here for recertification," Cam said, walking up to the main check-in window.

"Grenard?" A woman with thick, beefy shoulders and arms approached them. She was obviously Russian, and a good head above even Jack. "I'm Alyonna. I will do certification."

Jack reached for the woman's hand and was a little unnerved by the strength of it. "H-hi."

"I will review weapons first."

Jack unsheathed his curved knives and handed them over. Alyonna wielded them with ease, swinging them in front as she tested their weight and balance. 

"These are excellent quality. Made in Shanghai?" She tossed the blade in the air and caught it one-handed. "You've got connections."

Heat crept up Jack's neck. "Yeah. You could say that."

"So what does he have to do?" Cam asked as Alyonna used his knives to slice through a piece of paper.

"He'll need to demonstrate mastery of aim, technique, ability." She turned to examine Cam. "Are you partner?"

She nodded. 

"Then you test him. I watch." 

Cam shrugged and started marching forward, but Alyonna grabbed her by the shoulder. 

"Need weapon for testing, too." Cam handed it over. "This club is…Mexican?" she asked, holding it up as she had Jack's knives. With a flick of her wrist, the sharp teeth sprung out from the sides of the weapon. "This is fine instrument."

"My great aunt got it for me," Cam announced proudly to everyone within hearing distance. "She's the Mexican Councilwoman."

Alyonna examined each tooth closely. "Mm…needs some sharpening. Do you care for your weapon regularly?" 

Cam bristled while Jack chanced a snort of laughter. She snatched the club from the inspector's hand.

"Have you done a test like this before?" Alyonna asked Jack. She handed him a pair of wooden sticks that would stand in for his knives, and Cam took the long wooden broadsword.

"It's been a few years," he admitted.

Alyonna smiled, but there was little comfort in it. "Partner will take it easy. No blood." 

"Oh, that's no fun," Cam replied, turning the stick in her hand a few times to warm up. 

"Are you ready? Yes? Begin!"

Cam swung first, and he crossed his sticks to block, although she got a little closer than usual. She knew it too, as she quirked a brow in amusement before removing her sword from his grip. Jack parried it and attempted to fight with his other sword, but she twisted out of the way, smacking her sword against the back of his knee. 

"And you're immobile," she said with a smirk.

"Continue," Alyonna said. "He is not dead yet."

Jack lunged again, but his attack was easily blocked. An attempt at a side swipe ghosted by her side—if he'd had real knives, she would've had a nasty cut. But not a fatal wound on a demon by any stretch. 

In his moment of distraction, Cam's wooden sword came down on his shoulder, knocking the knife from his hand. She quirked a brow then glanced at Alyonna, who didn't look pleased. 

"C'mon, Jack," Cam whispered. "This is easy shit."

"I know," he said, wiping the sweat from his brow. "I can do this."

"Yeah, you can," she said, turning the weapon in her hand. "So do it."

They engaged again, once, twice, three times. Then Jack saw an opening on Cam's right and pressed the tip of his knife to her side. 

"Good," Alyonna called. 

Cam stepped back, an unreadable look on her face. Again, Jack swung for her, and again, he caught her shoulder. 

That was when he realized what the look meant—Cam was letting him win. 

"Pay attention," she whispered, glancing to her right hip, which was presented to him without defense. He batted away her sword and pushed both wooden tips against her neck. 

"End," Alyonna called. "I let you pass. Barely." 

Cam grinned and punched Jack in the shoulder. "Way to go."

"Yeah, go me," Jack replied weakly. 

"But you will join me once a week to train," Alyonna said. "You have technique but it is sloppy. Practice, practice, practice."
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"Sloppy, Jack. Sloppy."

"Yes, I heard her."

After a quick shower, Jack and Cam left work early and headed to the nearest bar for happy hour to celebrate Jack passing. Or, more specifically, Cam gloating about how she was much better at it than he was. 

"I'm just saying, maybe you should give back that medal you won in our third year," she said. 

"What, give it to you?" Jack barked a laugh. "It should go to Sharon Michaels then. She came in second in the match."

"That little bitch cheated," Cam snarled. 

"Yeah, yeah, I remember."

Cam took a swig of her drink. "You slept with her, didn't you?"

Jack squinted at the wall, trying to remember what the girl looked like. "I did, didn't I?" 

"So many girls you can't keep them all straight, huh?"

"Well, you know, they all pale in comparison to…" Jack swallowed and looked at his beer, shocked at how easily he'd forgotten. Happiness melted away like ice cream on a hot sidewalk, and he was left with the odd numbness of remembering that his wife was dead.

"So, um… How are you settling in?" Cam asked after a few awkward moments. "Feels like it's been ages since we've talked about anything other than work."

"Besides the demon vigilante who shows up at night?" He smiled, but there was little happiness in it. "I'm totally loving Atlanta."

"Really?" Cam asked. "I mean, are you really happy here?"

"I…guess I haven't thought about it enough. I'm glad work has been busy though." Jack's first night shift was the following evening, and he wasn't really looking forward to having the day to himself. 

"And you're seriously okay to go on rounds tomorrow night, right?" Cam asked. "I mean, after everything. You're—"

"Cam, we're just checking in on Nunzia's people, I don't expect to be picking any fights. As long as you promise not to get me involved in any."

"Oh, speaking of promises." She pulled a small envelope from her pocket and placed it on the bar. "Thought you might want these back."

Jack quirked a brow and unwrapped the present. The bag fell to the table, revealing a set of coins, connected by a leather cord. Each coin was rimmed with a rubber border and had a design etched on it. 

"Thanks," Jack said, taking the coins by the leather bracelet. They were a traditional set of anti-demonic wards the Garcías had been using since the first demons arrived in ancient Mexico. Many saw it as an old tradition that was pure superstition, but the charms had saved his and Cam's asses more times than not. 

Cam's mother had given them to him when he and Cam had graduated the Academy, telling him that he was an honorary García and deserved the same protections Cam had. But after Sara died, he'd given them to Cam for safekeeping. He didn't feel he deserved to carry the talisman of her family. 

"I knew I wasn't going to keep it," Cam said after a moment. She flashed her bracelet, jangling the metal coins she wore attached to a metal bracelet around her wrist. "Besides, mine work better."

"In your dreams." Jack chuckled, carefully moving the coins around. "Lilin magic is…?" 

"Blue."

Jack pulled the talisman from the set and ran his finger along the etching. "Still don't know how these work, do you?" Jack asked, turning them over in his hands. 

"Haven't been able to secure the funding to research it. Tía María thinks it's stupid, so she won't push it on the Council. But I'd like to propose a study to your grandfather to see if we could turn these things into weapons," Cam replied, playing with the talismans around her wrist. "Assuming we could find a willing demon to study the effects on, or maybe just kidnap one and pretend like we killed it so the local lord doesn't retaliate." 

"You could slip a talisman onto a lilin next time we're out," Jack offered. 

"Nah, that's a little too risky. Besides, they could just throw it off. And I'm not willing to piss Nunzia off more than I already have." She took a long drink. "To think, I was getting somewhere with her until Colibrí came along and fucked everything up."

"It's a little ridiculous, isn't it? That we have to kiss ass and make nice with the demons." Jack peeled the sticker off his beer bottle. 

"Don't let Colibrí get in your head. We only make nice because we don't want war to break out between demons and humans."

"But it does, every four years. Demon Spring happens and we're fighting back the Underworld creatures. And the topside demons don't do a damned thing to help us. They join in." Jack sat back. "So I can't help but wonder why we don't just annihilate them?"

"Because we're human, and they're immortal. And although there's a hell of a lot more of us than them, they also can do a lot of damage to us." She sighed. "I think the deep, dark secret your grandfather is keeping from us is that we really aren't in power. We're just the fingers in the dykes, plugging holes before the entire damned wall collapses."

"If they have all the power, why don't they use it?" Jack asked. 

"Maybe the same reason the Division doesn't really press too hard against demons like Nunzia. There's a weird, permanent truce between the two sides. And maybe as long as neither side blinks, they won't know who really has the upper hand." 

Jack chuckled and drank his beer. 

"What's with these introspective questions?" Cam asked. "Are you rethinking coming back to field work?"

"Maybe. I don't know. I haven't been back long enough to have an opinion. Maybe I'm just trying to figure out what I believe again." He picked up the talisman, considering it for a moment. "Every time I take something like this, I feel like I'm finding little bits of myself again. But the weird thing is, they don't feel the same. It's almost like I'm trying to glue pieces of shattered glass together and getting crap all over the edges." He slipped the talismans around his wrists. "I'm not a poet. But that's what it feels like."

"Then maybe you should stop piecing your life back together and start making a new one." Cam played with the little straw. "I mean, I know it's easier said than done. I was lucky that I had work to throw myself into after everything. Made it less about losing my little sister and more about just another case."

Jack glanced to her. "Don't you miss her?"

"Every damned day," Cam replied quietly. "But I guess I forced myself to separate the two. To put aside my grief while I was working. I told myself that if I stopped, some other poor girl would get murdered. Some other sister would have to bury her Sara. That's what kept me going." 

"You're stronger than I am," Jack said softly. 

"Well, no shit," Cam replied with a sad smile. "But I'm glad you decided to come down here. Even with the vigilante, Kim, and Demon Spring, it really didn't feel right to do this stuff without you. As much as I love work, it's easier to feel normal with you around."

Jack gripped her hand and kissed it. "Felt weird not having you boss me around all the time, too."







CHAPTER NINE
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Jack spent most of the day watching Netflix and trying to sleep. As an accountant, he was never asked to stay after business hours, so his body had grown accustomed to working during the day and sleeping at night. But back in field work, he was expected to pull at least two all-nighters every week. It was going to take some time to get readjusted.

As dusk fell outside, he peeled himself off the couch, showered, and put on a pair of loose-fitting pants and a shirt he could move in. He didn't expect to get into any trouble tonight, but there was always the possibility. Especially when working with Cam.

He retrieved his knives from their case and swung them around for a moment, testing their weight in his hands. Alyonna had been right—he needed to practice. 

"I love watching you put on your knives, Jackie." 

A chill skittered down his spine, and bittersweet memories crept into his mind. Sara standing in the doorway of the living room, her arms folded across her chest and that sparkle in her eye that usually meant a late arrival for him. She hated everything demon-related, but she loved watching him practice with his knives. It made her feel safe to know he could protect her.

That she'd died on the very floor he'd trained on was the cruelest of ironies. 

He fought against remembering what had been seared into his mind, but it came anyway. Her body on the floor, her throat ripped out in the style typical of nox demons. The Division agents he worked with forcing him out of his house before he melted down completely. 

The worst memories weren't even real. He could only imagine her fear when the nox broke in. Her screams of terror, begging someone—begging Jack—to save her. She must've believed until the very end that he would protect her with those knives she'd loved so much. 

He hadn't even gotten a chance to say goodbye.

Before he could stop them, the tears had begun to fall down his face as his heart throbbed in pain, like it was physically shattering. This was the grief that had haunted him since that day. It no longer followed him like a shadow; now, it was a surprise tidal wave, a tornado that hit without warning and pulled him back to the darkest period of his life. 

His phone vibrated, reminding him that it was time to leave. He forced himself to take deep breaths, needing to feel normal—to be normal—on his shift. He'd left his grief behind in D.C. and wasn't going to let this brief relapse ruin what had been excellent progress.

His breath shaky, he straightened and finished fastening his knives to his hips, grateful he wasn't going to be alone that night.
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By the time Jack picked up coffee and pulled up in front of Cam's house, he was nursing a numb feeling in the back of his mind. But for Cam, he would pretend he wasn't drowning.

"Just like old times, huh?" Jack said, rolling down the window of his car. Cam flashed him a smile as she slowly walked down the steps of her row house, looking half-asleep still. Her wild hair was balled behind her head, and her Division jacket hung from her arm as she opened the car door and sat down. She took the second cup of coffee in the cupholder. 

"You sure know how to win a girl's heart, Jackie," she said, sipping the drink. "For both our sakes, I hope tonight's easy."

"What's on the menu?" Jack asked.

"We've got to stop by Nunzia's headquarters for the monthly audit," Cam said, scrolling through her phone. "Do some random inspections at a couple smaller bars."

While that sounded like normal business for two Division agents, Jack was in need of some deeper distraction. "Want to see what we can rustle up about the mystery woman?"

"Colibrí?" Cam's eyes narrowed. "Did she show up again?"

"No, but I thought it might be a good opportunity to ask around while we're out in the city. See if anyone's seen or heard of her."

"The problem with that is most of the demons in this town are Nunzia's. And since she's freezing us out, I doubt any of them will talk to us."

"It's possible," Jack replied. "But we could still try. Sometimes demons are willing to spill even when the boss says no."

Cam sighed. "Promise me if we don't find anything, if this is a big dead-end, you'll put this one on the back burner? Kim's going to ride us hard until this Demon Spring is over, and I just have a gut feeling we're in for it this time."

"I promise," Jack said with a nod. "Where to first, partner?"

"Belly of the Beast. Nunzia's favorite bar."

"What's it called?"

"…Belly of the Beast."

"Well, she's not unobvious, is she?"

Belly of the Beast turned out to be a swanky restaurant with a giant pig for a mascot which served, unsurprisingly, pork meals. That was the front, anyway, and from what Jack could tell walking by the restaurant, it was busy with happy, human patrons. But one moment inside and he felt the other reason for the crowd—lilin magic.

"W…what's going on in here?" Jack asked. 

Cam clicked her tongue. "Nunzia and the Division have an agreement. She's allowed to use a little magic to keep her customers happy. We do periodic audits to make sure she isn't over the allowable limits." 

"And… nobody becomes obsessed?" Jack asked. 

"It's not a lot of miasma, and it's coming from a lot of different demons, so no," Cam said. "In my view, it's skirting the line between what should be allowed, but what can you do? Navarro allows it to keep the peace. But this isn't even the worst of it."

Cam led him past the main restaurant to a back door marked "Employees Only." She cracked open the door and sweet-smelling miasma rushed into Jack's nose. The power seeped into the air and settled uncomfortably in his stomach. Cam, similarly uncomfortable, pressed her own blue-covered talisman against her skin and looked a little less green. 

His eyes adjusted to the darker room, which was much quieter than the restaurant. Couples sat at small booths holding hands and talking in hushed voices with doe-eyed expressions. For a lilin place, it was incredibly G-rated. 

"This is the other half of her business," Cam said. "Twenty bucks gets you an hour in this muck to jumpstart your romance."

"This can't possibly be legal," Jack said. "There's enough miasma to lure the entire city."

"As long as it comes from six or more lilins, it's legal." She led him over to a booth where they sat down. "And there aren't any lilins in here making transformations. So they say, anyway." 

"Don't know why any human would willingly seek this out. Marital problems or not."

"Probably the same reason people drink," Cam replied. Given enough time, they'd adjust to the sensation, but both would have a wicked headache if they stayed more than a few hours in such a powerful place. 

"What can I get you two?" asked a waiter. He eyed them. "Human or demon?"

"Division," Cam said. "Just here to do your monthly check. Can you send over your manager?"

He bristled, as if the very idea of Division operatives in his section would result in his suspension. But he went to the bartender, who glanced over at their table and rolled his eyes before disappearing into the back room. A few breaths later, a young blonde woman appeared, flashing a bright white smile. 

"Agent Macarro, pleasure to see you again," she said, offering her hand. She glanced at Jack approvingly. "Who's your friend?"

"Partner," Cam said. "Jack, this is Angela, one of Nunzia's seconds."

"Pleasure to meet you," Jack said, holding out his hand. When the demon took it, he got a buzz of pleasurable energy. But thanks to the talisman, the effect was dulled. 

"Can you make this quick, Angela? The demon juice is thick tonight," Cam said.

"Sure, sure. Come back to my office. We've had a few transitions tonight, but it's all within allowable limits."

"Uh-huh," Jack said, folding his arms. 

"Completely legitimate." Angela flashed another smile. "I'd be happy to show you two the contracts."

"Cam, why don't you take this? I'm gonna ask around for our other project," Jack said. He wasn't sure if he wanted to advertise to Nunzia's second that he was leading the investigation, although he got the distinct impression she knew more about him than she let on. 

"Sure," Cam said, earning a frown from Angela. But the demon left with Cam anyway. 

Jack made sure to press the talisman into his hand as he walked up to the bar where the demonic smoke was pretty thick. The bartender gave him a once over and then went back to cleaning glasses. 

"What are you drinking?" he asked.

"I have a question."

"Can't answer nothing without the boss's approval," he grunted. 

"Well, it's not about an investigation," Jack said. "Just a professional curiosity. Something I heard about in passing." 

The bartender put down one glass and grabbed another. But he didn't tell Jack to get lost, so Jack assumed that was good news. 

"Do you know anything about demon curses?"

"Curses?" He snorted and spat on the bar, then cleaned it with the rag. "Who cares about curses?"

"I do, and I'm asking." Jack slid a hundred-dollar bill across the table. "What about cursing a demon to…repent? Or make amends, or—"

The demon tilted his head back and howled with laughter. Jack winced, knowing the conversation was at an end. No one else would speak to him now. 

"Oh, that's rich. You hear that in a church somewhere? Someone promising to bless a demon to make 'em repent for all the lives they took?"

"So, you've never heard of it," Jack said, standing. He tossed down another twenty. "Thanks for your time."

"I will say," the bartender said as Jack walked away, "if there were such a curse, it'd be the worst thing imaginable."

Jack stopped. "Why's that?"

"Demons gotta make more demons if we wanna live in the human world between Demon Springs. It's how God made us, you know?" He chewed on a toothpick, as if there was a bad taste in his mouth. "So we use our magic and trick 'em into turning. But we can do it because we don't feel nothin' for them, only survival. If someone were to curse a demon with feelin' guilty? I doubt that demon would be able to transition another human ever again. And that's the worst way to die—of starvation."

"H-how long would it take?"

"Depends on the demon, o'course. Me? A year. Maybe two. Someone like Nunzia?" He shook his head. "Centuries of feeling like your insides are gonna eat your outsides. Can't imagine a worse torture."

A pair of dull green eyes and ashy skin popped into his mind's eye. She certainly looked famished. "Thank you." He tossed down another twenty as Cam was walking out of the back room. Her cheeks were flushed, but her gaze determined.

"How'd it go?" Jack asked. 

"Angela's been trying to get me to sleep with her since I started," Cam said, rubbing her face. "I'd be flattered if I didn't know it was to keep me from bringing charges against her boss."

"I've been 'flirting' with the bartender to no avail," Jack said with a small laugh. He filled Cam in on what he'd just learned. "Trying to figure out what she meant by 'undo' it. I think maybe she's done something horrible, or a whole lot of somethings, and she's been cursed to make amends for it. At least that's the theory that makes the most sense to me."

"Other than usurping Bael," Cam said. 

"Yeah and…well, that theory is so far-fetched," Jack said. "He's an original demon. No one's even come close to taking him out."

"That we know of," she replied. "We don't exactly have a demon news network to tell us what's going on underground. Maybe he's up to his eyeballs in constant rebellion. Maybe that's why no one's seen him."

"Fine, fine," Jack said, waving his hand around. "Let's just get out of here before I puke. This lust magic is getting to me."

"You sure?" Cam asked with a coy expression. "I'm sure one of these ladies would be happy to help you jumpstart your sex life…"

"Let's go, Camilla."
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For the rest of the night, neither Jack nor Cam brought up Bael, Colibrí, or anything related to subjects other than their primary cases. Cam confirmed that Nunzia's contracts had all been legal (or as legal as she could verify), and so they drove around, looking for trouble and finding little.

As the sun peeked over the tops of the buildings, Jack pulled his car into his parking garage and trudged to the elevator, unbuckling his knives so he could flop into bed and sleep for the rest of the day, just in time to get up for his second night shift.

The elevator dinged, and he got off, already picturing the mattress, the bedsheets, the…

Movement caught his eye, and he stopped in front of one of the hall windows. In the dim light of the early morning, under the streetlight, there she was. The mystery woman. She leaned against the post, staring up at the building. He wasn't sure if she could see him, but he was sure she must've seen him arrive. In her hand was a rather large sword, and the message was clear. 

Well, if she wanted to kill him, she could go ahead and get it over with.

He stood at the window for a moment, waiting for his impending death with numb acceptance. But she didn't move, didn't dash across the street. Just stood, staring at his apartment building. From this distance, he couldn't read her face, but he imagined the indecision he'd seen when she'd broken into his apartment. 

She sheathed her sword on her back and stepped out of the light, her shadow disappearing down the street. 







CHAPTER TEN
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The second night of rounds had been much like the first, although instead of hitting Nunzia's bar, Jack and Cam audited some of her spawns' businesses. Yet again, they'd uncovered nothing illegal at any of them. A routine, if slightly boring, set of rounds.

The mystery woman hadn't shown up again as far as Jack could tell, but he had a feeling she'd make herself known if she had a problem with him. He hadn't mentioned it to Cam—after all, what was there to mention? He was certain the woman knew he was continuing the investigation, and he was also certain she could kill him if she wanted to. 

After a short weekend where he failed to unpack any boxes, he arrived at work to find his laptop and cellphone returned to him, scrubbed of all traces of hacking. He also found an email from Kim telling him to stop in her office as soon as he was able. Since Cam hadn't arrived yet, he gathered up his coffee and made the trek. 

"You wanted to talk?" Jack asked, poking his head into her office.

"Come in, Grenard," Kim said, turning away from her computer to face him. "How were your first patrols?"

"Uneventful. Nunzia's trying to freeze us out, it seems. Punishment for the mystery woman investigation."

Kim snorted. "And how is that going? Anything new to give me?"

"Nope. Haven't seen her," Jack said, hoping he sounded convincing. "Did you call me in to talk about it?"

"No. I called up to Charleston this morning to see the status of my funding request."

"Did you get it?" Jack asked, hopeful this wouldn't turn into another favor-asking situation.

"Denied," she said with a shake of her head. "However, I was informed that you and Agent Macarro are to represent our office during the Demon Spring preparation meetings."

"Ah." Jack scratched his nose. He had a feeling Frank was behind that. "You could send someone else?"

"It was a direct order from ICDM," Kim said, looking a bit put out. "And as much as I hate to admit it, the two of you have some background with these kinds of meetings. You've been on the front lines of a Demon Spring before. You know what to expect."

"You don't think there's going to be a breach near Atlanta, do you?" Jack asked. 

"No, of course not," Kim said. "But because we've never been at ground zero, we don't get the funding for training, or the agents with experience. You two, while rusty, are some of the best we have." She flipped the paper on her desk and Jack saw his test results from Alyonna. He was still surprised he passed. "We'd like to ask Charleston to increase our training budget, too."

There it is. "You know, I could just call Frank—"
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