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CHAPTER ONE
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In all her years on this planet, Cam Macarro had never thought she'd find herself speeding down Interstate 10 in the wilds of Texas with a sleeping demon in the passenger seat.

Then again, there were a lot of things Cam was having trouble believing lately. 

For starters, her best friend and partner Jack Grenard had been taken by the King of the Underworld, Bael. Jack had been on the run with Anya, who also happened to be Bael's estranged lover. Cam had finally caught up with them in the parking lot of a hotel in New Orleans when Bael arrived, ready to reclaim his woman. But Anya surprised all of them by declaring she was finished with Bael.

Unsurprisingly, Bael wasn't one to take no for an answer. And before Cam knew what was happening, he and Jack were gone. 

And Anya and Cam were now on a mission to get him back.

Supposedly, anyway. Anya had been vehemently opposed to Cam's involvement in the rescue mission, claiming Cam wouldn't last a minute in the Underworld. But Anya had also been passed out since they'd high-tailed it out of New Orleans, so Cam was pretty sure she'd be needed.

"Slow down," came the quiet voice of the demon. "You'll get pulled over."

"Nah," Cam said, leaning back in her seat. "There aren't any cops along this stretch."

"So you say."

"So I know. I've driven this route a few times," Cam said. She cracked her shoulders, brushing away the exhaustion. "So this schism. How sure are you it exists? I thought Bael was the only one who could bridge the worlds? How come the noxes have one?"

"I've heard Xo created it when she gave birth to her son," Anya replied. "That, at least, is plausible, as we didn't hear of it until after the little bastard was born. She's an original demon, and their son was never a human."

Cam shook her head. "Then how come nobody knows about it? Wouldn't all the demons be clamoring to come through it all the time?"

"It's a nox secret, and they'd like to keep it that way," Anya said. "Bael may not even know it's still there. He likes to believe he's the only one with the power to open a portal."

"Because he could control who went through it, right?" Cam said. "Yeah, I got the measure of him. But you're sure it exists? Like…really sure?"

"I've never seen it, but I trust my source. What I don't trust is whether the noxes will let me through the door."

"Why?"

"They don't like me."

"Does anybody?" Cam said, a little louder than she'd intended. The demon sighed, falling back into her own thoughts. Cam snuck another glance between watching the road—there was a definite sadness there. 

"I really hoped he would let me go," Anya said after a moment. 

"What?"

"Bael. I wanted him to let me go."

Cam snorted. "Hoped or fooled yourself into believing it?"

That sparked the first bit of fire she'd seen from her passenger. "Excuse me?"

"I mean, you've been running from the guy since the 1880s. You wouldn't have been doing that if you thought you could just walk away from him."

"It's complicated."

"I mean, it's really not."

Anya curled back into herself. "I don't wish to discuss it further."

"Yeah, that might've worked with Jack, but that shit doesn't fly in this car," Cam said. "After all, it's your fault Jack was taken."

"I know." She laughed, but there was no humor in it. "Trust me, I know."

"So…" Cam squeezed the wheel. "What happened between you two?"

"That's our business."

"Did I or did I not just say that shit doesn't fly in this car?" Cam took a swig of cold coffee. "Besides, when Jack gets back, he'll tell me anyway, so you might as well just deal with it and spill everything. Starting with why the hell he followed you in the first place."

"You'll have to ask him that," she said. "But the long and short of it is: I thought I was cursed to repent for all the people I'd killed over the past few thousand years. Jack thought he could help me. But there was no curse." She loosened a breath. "I think he always knew that. Just wanted to help me see it."

Cam's anger dampened at the softness in Anya's voice. Perhaps the demon wasn't as unfeeling as Cam had originally thought. "That's Jack. Loyal as hell." She shifted in her seat. "You never answered my question about what happened between you two."

She inhaled and lifted her shoulder in a half-shrug. "Perhaps I just don't have an answer for you. Everything changed last night. I found out the curse wasn't real. Jack…"

"Jack what?"

She blew air out between her lips. "If the curse wasn't real, then that meant I felt everything. Every ounce of guilt I carried with me for every person I'd killed. The way I felt about Bael." She sighed and her face softened. "And that also meant that what I felt for Jack wasn't…wasn't because of some curse either."

Cam leaned into the steering wheel. "So you do love him, then? For real?"

"I don't know if I'd call it love," she murmured. "But I had begun to care about him. Otherwise, Bael wouldn't have done what he did." She shivered. "Jack's a good man. He doesn't deserve this. Even if I didn't feel something for him, I'd still want to get him back home."

Cam squinted at the road, trying to figure out if that was an acceptable answer. "Did you fuck?"

"I know you did."

Cam nearly slammed on the brakes. "What?"

"Jack told me," Anya replied. "Said it was a mistake. Do you feel the same way?"

"Of course I do," Cam said, her heart thumping in her chest. "What I want to know is why you know. My sister didn't even know, and they were married for three years. Did you do something to him?"

"No. I don't know why he told me." 

"Liar."

Cam waited for another back and forth, but Anya retreated into her thoughts. 

"Look, that shit was private," Cam said after a long pause. "I don't like that he just shared it with you."

"There was a mutual trading of secrets," she said, staring out the window. 

"And that makes it all right?"

"It was Jack's to share, so I suppose it does." She pinched the bridge of her nose. "Can we put a pause on this conversation? I have a splitting headache."

"Yeah, and I have a pain in my ass," Cam said. "I don't want to be here any more than you do. But if we're going to work together, no more secrets, okay?"

"We aren't working together," Anya said, sounding tired of the conversation. "You can't go into the Underworld. You're human. Even if they didn't sense you immediately, which they would, you wouldn't survive the back and forth of demonic energy."

"Jack survived."

"I already told you he only survived because he was under Bael's protection. The demons around him kept their miasma reined in. When I go to the Underworld, they're going to be doing their best to stop me from getting to Jack. It's not a place for a human."

"I have the talismans," Cam said, flashing her wrist where five coins hung from a leather rope. 

"They didn't do much against the belus," Anya replied. "Look, you can go as far as Mexico City, but once I enter the Underworld, I have to go alone."

"And how do you expect to even walk? You've been sleeping the whole damned time we've been in the car," Cam said. 

"This is temporary. I just overdid it a few times with Jack."

"I'll say."

"I meant with our escapes," Anya said with a glare that Cam felt more than saw. "I probably shouldn't have been using my magic at all, and we had to disappear a few times. I haven't had a chance to recover fully…if I ever can."

"But going back to the Underworld should make you stronger, then, right?"

"One would hope." 

Cam didn't like the sound of that, but decided to let it go as they passed a sign for the US-Mexico border. "I don't have a passport, so how the hell are we going to do this?"

"Just keep driving. I'll get us through the border."

"I thought your magic was too weak to use?"

"I can get us fifty feet."

The queue of cars was coming up fast. 

"Anya…"

"Keep driving." 

Cam heard a sharp intake of breath beside her, and the world outside the car decelerated. The engine's low roar deepened, sending sound vibrations into Cam's chest. The wind moaned against the windshield, and the cars around them slowed to a crawl, even as Cam's speedometer read eighty-five. 

Then, the world flew toward them, cars and busses and trucks on the highway zooming in their direction. Cam squeezed her eyes shut, bracing for impact, but it never came. The low hum of the engine sped back up to normal, the wind no longer moaned, and Cam cautiously opened an eye—just in time to swerve out of the way of a car in the slow lane. 

"Shit!" Cam said, nearly flying off the road as she overcompensated. But she steadied the car then pressed a hand to her still-thumping heart. "That was…" She glanced at the slumped-over figure in the corner. "Anya?"

"M'fine," slurred the demon. 

"Are you?"

Light snoring was the only response.







CHAPTER TWO
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Jack knew Sara was dead. 

Three years ago, he'd arrived home after a long day at work to her bloodied corpse on the floor. The image had been burned into his memory—a constant reminder of his failures as a man, husband, and Division agent. He could still feel her cold body limp in his arms, sticky red blood covering his clothes as he cradled her. He would never forget the weight of her coffin as he and her cousins carried her to the gravesite, or the sound of her casket lowering into the ground. 

Yet, Sara stood before him, as real and alive as he was.

Her black, curly hair spilled over her shoulder in a low ponytail. Her brown skin was freckled as if she'd just spent the day in the sun. The smile on her lips was hesitant, like she wasn't sure what to expect.

"Aren't you excited to see me?" Sara asked.

Jack fought the urge to drink her in like a man in the desert. This was Bael's twisted joke. His torture wasn't gong to be physical, it seemed. 

"Jackie, what's wrong?" she said, her voice both soothing and devastating.

"This is sick," he croaked. "You aren't real." 

She put the food down on the table and crossed the room. Jack backed away as if she were venomous, but he smacked into the wall. 

She slid her fingertips across his face—so familiar, so wrong, and forced him to look at her. "I'm as real as you are." 

Jack listened for the sound of bells and waited for the smell of flowers but found neither. But he knew, he knew this wasn't real. He repeated that mantra in his mind as he stared into the beautiful brown eyes of his dead wife. If, even for a moment, he thought otherwise, he'd be lost.

"If you won't kiss me," she said, with the audacity to look hurt, "will you at least eat? I've made your favorite dinner."

Jack shook his head. He couldn't put anything in his mouth, not when his stomach was threatening to revolt. 

"Then why don't we talk?" she said, sitting down on the other chair. "Come, I want to hear your voice. I've missed you."

"You're dead."

"I'm not dead," she said with a shake of her head. "Bael has brought me back to you. He's God-touched, so he can do that. I'm your gift."

For a brief, beautiful moment, Jack allowed himself to believe that could be possible. But a strong voice in his mind that sounded a lot like Cam blew a raspberry at that idea. Bael was no God, and as much as Jack wished it were true, the Belu Athtar could not bring people back from the dead.

"Bullshit," Jack said. "You're a demon. Lilin glamour is what this is. And it's fucking disgusting."

"Jackie," she said, taking his face in her hands. "Please listen to me. It's really me, I promise." 

"It's not," Jack said, a treacherous tear falling down his cheek. "I know it's not you. You're dead."

"I've come back to you." 

She pressed her lips to his and he thought he might die. Everything about her was the same, down to the way she tasted. It was so hard to resist, but he did, pushing her away.

"Jack," she whispered, backing up. "What is it? Why won't you kiss me back?"

He clenched his jaw, not trusting his words. 

"Is it her?"

Her. Anya. Just thinking of her awoke a storm of guilt. The last thing he remembered before blacking out was Anya telling Bael she no longer wanted to be with him. She and Jack had begun something new the night before, something neither thought was even possible. But he couldn't think about her right now, not when he was struggling against this image of Sara. Not when he still had no idea what she was to him, or what he was to her. 

"Do you love her?" Sara asked, cupping Jack's cheek. Her brown eyes had filled with tears. "Jack, didn't you promise to love me forever?"

"This isn't real," he whispered, closing his eyes. 

"You slept with her, didn't you?" Sara said, sliding up under his arm. It was so familiar, and it tore his heart even farther apart. "I don't know what's worse. You slept with another woman, or that she was demon." She took Jack's face and forced him to look at her. "Jack, didn't you even care about what happened to me?"

"This isn't real," he spat out, instead of the thousands of words he'd had built up in his head. This had been what he'd wanted for years, to have one final conversation with Sara. But this wasn't her. This was Bael. 

"You'd rather believe I'm not real because you're in love with your demon woman?" A tear fell down her cheek. "That's it, isn't it?"

"I don't believe you're real because I put your casket in the ground."

"I told you, the Belu Athtar can bring people back from the dead. He found me in the afterlife. He asked me to come back to you. He was worried you'd strayed from your marriage vows." Sara stared at the table. "Did you enjoy sleeping with her? Did she feel like I did?"

Jack inhaled. Maybe if he answered, she'd be satisfied and leave him alone. "She didn't feel like you. Like Sara."

"Was it better?"

He grimaced. "It was different." 

She lifted her gaze to his, everything about her so painfully real. "Do you love her? Did you forget about me?"

"I never forgot about you—Sara. And I didn't get a chance to be in love with Anya." 

"Anya…" Sara dropped her gaze again. "Her name is Anat. And she killed thousands of humans, Jack. Humans like me. How could you fall in love with something like that? How could you give up everything you stood for? Your grandfather stood for? I bet he's ashamed of you." She snorted. "I know I am."

He couldn't find his tongue.

"I wish Bael had never brought me back to see what you've become. The Jack I married would never have done any of this." She rose from the table. "Enjoy your dinner." 

The door shut behind her and Jack released a loud sigh of relief. With Sara out of the room, his mind was calmer, although it still shook with the aftereffects of the onslaught. Whatever kind of magic Bael was using was potent—it wasn't just lilin glamour. Maybe he'd added in some nox miasma too, for she was ripping his worst fears from the back recesses of his mind. 

He rested his head in his hands and let himself feel everything. Then, when the demon returned, Jack would be better prepared to handle the magic and words thrown in his direction. 

Or, as prepared as he'd ever be facing the ghost of his wife.







CHAPTER THREE
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"I'm not carrying your Colibrí-sized ass into the hotel," Cam said. "So you'd better wake up and walk yourself in."

Cam had been driving for hours, but exhaustion had finally caught up with her, so she'd pulled over at a motel for the night. 

Anya cracked open an eye. With a sharp intake of breath, she pushed herself out of the car and held herself against the door for a moment before taking a first step. Her knees buckled, but Cam was quicker, hoisting her up. 

"Just what I wanted going into the Underworld. A demon who can't even stand up."

"This isn't my ideal situation either," Anya replied quietly. "Also, you aren't going."

"Might have to," Cam said, adjusting her against her side. "Since it's clear you're weaker than you thought. You said moving fifty feet wouldn't be a big deal."

"I didn't think it would be." She chewed her lip with a furrowed brow. "Maybe I am a lot worse off."

"Well," Cam grunted, "hopefully we'll get you nice and healthy before you face Bael. Or maybe it won't matter, because he'll smile at you, and you'll fall back in love with him then we'll all just be fucked."

If Anya had a response, she didn't share it. 

"And I suppose I'm paying for this, too," Cam said.

"I have money," Anya murmured. "Black bag in the trunk of the car." 

Cam left the demon the side of the car and went around to the back. She cracked open the trunk, revealing two identical duffle bags. In the first, she found a stash of weapons, and in the second the second, several wads of cash.

"Ever heard of a bank?" Cam said, counting out a few hundred. 

"Banks are too risky with Bael chasing me," Anya said, rubbing the sleep form her eyes. "We had to be extra careful with where we left a paper trail. Anyway, that's Jack's money. He did that gig."

"Vigilante work," Cam said. "Is this the one with the Academy kids?"

Anya narrowed her eyes. "How did you know about that?"

"Apparently, Jack told Myra to tell me he was still alive," Cam replied with a smirk. "It was good timing too, because I was about to consider him a lost cause." Cam's smirk faded. It was the night some athtar had slaughtered thirty people in a fast food joint. The same night Jack had broken into his own house and left a note apologizing for stealing all Cam's research material. One little sign that kept Cam's trust in her partner alive. "You didn't kill those people, right?" 

"What?"

"In that restaurant near Charleston," Cam said. "That wasn't you, right? And Wani? And—"

"I haven't killed a human in over a hundred and thirty years," she said, placing her hand on her chest. "Wani… Well, it wasn't by my sword, but I take responsibility all the same. If we hadn't gone to see him, Bael wouldn't have had reason to kill him." She paused, then added quietly, "I suppose you could blame the humans' deaths on me as well."

"How's that?"

"Jack thinks Bael was trying to send me a message," Anya said. "That I had no allies. He was trying to turn the humans against me. The demons, of course, believed there to be a bounty on my head."

"All so you'd crawl back to Bael," Cam said with a shake of her head. "I can't imagine living with someone so fucked up."

"He wasn't bad all the time," Anya said. "There were centuries when he never—"

"Yeah, I'm gonna stop you right there," Cam said. "You hear that? That little wistful sound in your voice? The one that's about to tell me that your abusive ex isn't all bad, that he doesn't hit you every day? That's why I'm going with you to the Underworld. Don't trust that you won't fall victim to all the bullshit you did before."

"I'm going to get Jack home," Anya said, sounding a little hurt. "I wouldn't abandon him."

"You just said—"

"I know what I said," she snapped. "I also know that if I wanted to abandon Jack, I wouldn't be here, listening to you insult and belittle me. I'd be taking my fifteen thousand dollars and disappearing."

"And that's all well and good, but I remember what happened in Atlanta," Cam said. "How he told you he forgave you and wanted you to come back home. You fucking melted."

"I didn't melt," Anya said. "And things are different now."

"Are they? I still hear you making excuses for him."

Anya inhaled and exhaled, as if she were steeling herself against whatever she wanted to really say. "You have my word that I'll bring Jack home. However the rest of it occurs is not your concern."

"So you're saying you're going to go back with Bael, then?" Cam asked, gripping the steering wheel in anger. "You're going to bring Jack home, then spend the rest of your life getting the shit kicked out of you."

"The only way I can keep Jack safe is by making Bael happy. Otherwise—"

"Wow," Cam said, folding her arms across her chest. "You know you could, of course, kill the mother fucker and we could solve this whole problem."

"You'd like that, wouldn't you?" Anya said, folding her arms across her chest. 

"Yeah, I kind of would, considering he's holding my entire family hostage basically. And he keeps kidnapping my best friend. But hey, forgive me for thinking an athtar could think of anyone but herself."

Anya was silent for a moment. "I am thinking of Jack. Do you really think someone as weak as I am could stand a chance against Bael? The only way I can secure his safety is to keep Bael satisfied until Jack dies a happy old man."

"Then what?"

"Then…I don't know."

"Sounds like you need a better plan," Cam said. "C'mon, let's get inside before you pass out."

After checking in, they settled in a pair of queen beds in a room that smelled faintly of smoke. Cam stared at the ceiling, her mind and body still rolling at eighty miles an hour down the interstate. So much had happened that day that she'd forgotten half of what she'd been worried about. 

Not even two months ago, she'd been settling Jack in Atlanta, working on schmoozing her way toward a mid-level director position for the US Division of the International Coalition for Demon Management. Then they'd stumbled across La Colibrí and things had just gone to shit. He'd run off in search of her, and Cam had stumbled upon a mystery of her own. The five iron talismans that hung around her wrist had been a gift from her grandmother. Cam had been told they were an old wives' tale. But she'd always suspected they could be more useful than helping her combat demonic miasma, so she'd started along a path to introduce them to ICDM headquarters. 

Only, it turned out they could be weaponized, and the aforementioned King of the Demons had put a gag order on her family for the past umpteen generations to keep it hidden. A gag order he'd been kind enough to remind Cam of when he came to retrieve his girlfriend the day before.

Cam could picture his face as clearly as the ceiling above her. The disarming smile, the way he'd so casually threatened to slaughter her entire family if she continued to talk about the talismans. And he would make good on that promise. After all, he'd slaughtered an entire contingent of Division security guards in one second. 

How the hell were they supposed to defeat that?

Emotions bubbled up inside her, and it took all her strength to keep tears at bay. She'd been crying entirely too much lately. Perhaps she just needed to get laid or something. 

Instead, she grabbed her phone and left the room, seeking a quiet place to stare at the moon and figure some things out. Per Anya's request, her phone had been off since they'd decided on this ill-advised mission. Anya had even suggested (rather forcefully) that Cam toss the device entirely. But nobody was following them anymore. Bael had closed the schism. The athtars were back in the Underworld. And the Division was probably glad to be rid of both her and Jack.

Once the phone booted up, it began pinging with the hundred or so emails Cam had missed. It was an odd feeling to no longer care what Deputy Director Kim thought, not to worry about whether Director Navarro was going to let her continue on in Atlanta. Those worries and thoughts had since evaporated in the face of much bigger problems.

She unlocked the phone and dialed a number, closing her eyes. 

"Hola?"

Her heart constricted in her chest. "Hi, Mama."

"Cam? Cam! Oh my God, where are you? What's going on?" Her mother spoke in rapid-fire Spanish, a testament to the chaos Cam had left behind. How Jack could've survived this as long as he did was beyond her. 

"I'm fine," Cam said. For now. "Listen, Bael…took Jack. To the Underworld."

Her mother was silent. "And the demon woman?"

"She's…well, she and I are gonna get him back."

Cam braced herself for another onslaught, but there was only a quiet sigh. "The hole in Atlanta is closed."

"Yeah, well," Cam glanced around. "Apparently, that's not the only one. La Colibrí says she knows a way in."

"Are you sure you can trust her?"

Cam had asked herself the same thing a thousand times. "I don't have any other option."

Elena made a tutting sound. "Baby, I think… Maybe, it's time for you to let him go." 

Tears rushed to Cam's eyes, and she struggled to keep them out of her voice. "Mama, you know I can't do that."

"Sara would understand."

"But that's just it," Cam said, wiping the wetness from her eyes. "It's not just about Sara. It's about every human who's ever been hurt by a demon. We're all…" She licked her lips, wondering how far she should veer into the truth. 

Instead, her mother surprised her. "…So María told you, hm?"

"You know?" Cam said, sitting up straighter. "About the talismans?"

"Of course I know. Where do you think you get it from?" Elena said with a sad chuckle. "Believe it or not, your mother used to be a pretty fierce Division agent in her own right. I felt, as I'm sure you do, that it was wrong to keep these from humanity, no matter the cost."

Cam stuttered for a moment. "What changed?"

"I had a baby girl named Camilla," Elena said. "The moment you came into my life, I understood what María was saying about sacrifice. The greater good. Bael has killed in our family before and I couldn't risk him going after my children."

"But what about Sara?" Cam said, standing. "Mom, she could have been saved if we knew about the talismans—"

"And how many more would've died?" Elena said. "Bael is a powerful demon, my love. How many lives have we saved by toeing his line?"

"Yeah, well, that's part of why I'm headed down there," Cam said. "I want to get Jack, but man… I also want La Colibrí to slice his motherfucking head off."

Elena, by now used to Cam's tongue, simply sighed. "Do you think she's able to do that? She's been his lover for millennia."

"Yeah, and apparently, he's been beating the shit out of her," Cam said, sitting down. "You shoulda heard him yesterday. Talking about how much he loves her. I would've believed him, except for how damned terrified she is of him. And she told him to let her go."

"So he took Jack instead?"

"Yeah," Cam said. "It's so sick. He treats her like garbage, but even now, she won't even agree to kill him when we get down there. I'm afraid he'll bat his eyes at her and she'll puddle at his feet."

"Mm," Elena said, thoughtfully. "Perhaps not."

"You aren't here, Mama."

"The heart is a forgiving place, my love. But in this case, her actions speak louder. She's clearly going with you to the Underworld."

"But what if she goes back with Bael?"

"If she were going to do that, she would have already," Elena said. "She wouldn't have run with Jack all over the world in search of a resolution to her curse. She wouldn't have told Bael she was leaving him. Bael wouldn't have taken Jack unless he thought he was a threat. It sounds to me as if she's a woman working to break free of a bad situation, but needs some help getting there."

Cam slumped against the wall. "I wish that we'd never met her. I don't want to be in the middle of this."

"But you are, my love. And maybe that's exactly where you're supposed to be. If anyone can make Anat realize what needs to be done, it's you."

"Well, I do have very little patience right now," Cam said with a laugh. "She owes me a lot after what she and Jack put me through. Least she could do is behead her ex."

Elena laughed, and it raised Cam's morose spirits. "Good to know you've still got your priorities straight. I'm so very proud of the woman you've become."

This was starting to feel like a goodbye call, so Cam swallowed her tears and steeled herself. "We're headed to Mexico City. Do you think…?"

"I'll put in a call to your grandmother. I'm sure she could put you up for a night. She may even have a few extra talismans lying around you could use."

Anya's warning rang in Cam's ear. "I'm not sure it'll be helpful where I'm going, but a good meal would be a nice send-off."

"Call me the moment you get back," Elena said, her voice filling with emotion. "Cam… I love you so very much."

Cam closed her eyes, letting one tear drop down her face. "I love you too, Mama. Tell Dad I said…"

"He's better off not knowing until you return," Elena said with a watery laugh. "But I'll give him an extra hug for you tonight." 

"Thank you." Cam wiped the tears from her face. "Gotta run. Love you."

"Be careful."
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"Where the hell did you go?" Anya said, sitting up when Cam walked into the room.

"Relax. I just made a phone call," Cam said, waving her phone.

Anya stiffened and flew out of bed wearing nothing but a long, white t-shirt. With frenzied speed, she yanked her pants on while snapping up the few things scattered around the room. "Are you insane?"

"Calm down," Cam said, holding up her hands. "It was just to my mother—"

"And Bael—"

"Is in the Underworld, remember?" Cam said, inching further into the room. "And he's waiting for you to come down there."

Anya dropped her toiletry bag and sank down on the bed. "Sorry. Habit."

"Hell of a habit," Cam said, sitting on the other bed. "You okay?"

"Yeah, just… bad dreams I guess." The demon stood and undid her pants, letting them fall gracelessly to the floor and leaving her dressed in the white shirt that hung to her mid-thigh. "I'm sorry, really."

"Hey, shit happens." She curled her legs beneath her. "He's really far in your head, isn't he?"

Anya leaned against the headboard. "It's not just him." Then she half-smiled at Cam's quirked brow. "Okay, it's mostly him. I've been on the run for so long, I don't know what it's like to be the one doing the chasing."

"It's a lot harder to chase than to be chased," Cam said. "Trust me, it was no picnic trying to figure out where you two would be going next. Thank God you guys stayed put in New Orleans long enough for someone to recognize you."

Anya snorted. "I told Jack it was stupid to not be more careful. But he wanted to call Bael's bluff. I guess he was right all along. Bael knew where I was. He'd always known where I was. Even before I met you and Jack, he knew I was alive."

"And you didn't…know that?" Cam said, sitting up. "The demon-maker connection is pretty well documented."

"Athtars are different," Anya snapped, pointedly staring at Cam.

"Are they, though? Or is that another lie Bael told to keep you all under his thumb?"

Anya didn't answer right away. "Not everything out of his mouth is a lie, you know."

"I kind of think it is," Cam said. "There's a rule that my grandmother taught me when I was young. When you get the measure of someone, expect them to act that way forever. You'll never be disappointed."

"What if they improve?" Anya asked. 

"Then you'll be pleasantly surprised," Cam said. "But that rarely happens, you know. Bael is a liar. He's a manipulator. He's going to do everything in his power to maintain control for as long as possible. So no, I wouldn't put it past him to keep pertinent information away from you."

Anya didn't respond, just glared at the ground as if unable to come up with a better response.

"Wanna talk about it?" Cam asked. "I'm not sleepy anymore anyway."

"No, I don't," she snapped. Then, after a brief pause, "We need to rest. If you need a nightcap, there should be a bottle in my weapons bag."

Cam sat up, a bit confused by the sudden change of character. "Thanks."

"I may be well enough to drive some tomorrow. But I'd prefer to save my energy."

"Get me some coffee, and I'll be right as rain," Cam said, but still crawled out of bed to hunt down the bottle. At the very least, it would help quiet her racing thoughts. Cam carefully sifted through the various swords and knives in Anya's weapons bag. Something white caught her attention, and she pulled out a man's shirt, identical to the one Anya wore to bed. On it, she caught a whiff of Jack's usual scent—a mixture of his shower gel and musk. She also found the mostly empty bottle of whiskey, from which she took a long sip. It burned, but the fuzzy feeling almost immediately took effect.

The demon woman's breathing had slowed as Cam crawled back into bed with the bottle in her hand. Again, Cam noticed the white shirt—Jack's shirt. This demon was sleeping in Jack's shirt. 

Perhaps there was something to what her mother had said after all.







CHAPTER FOUR
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Cam rustled, then settled to sleep, but Anya couldn't doze off. The dream she'd been having left her wide awake. She'd been reliving the last death she'd caused—Ekur. The sight of him falling backward. The smell of his blood. The knowledge that she'd done it of her own free will. 

"You did what you had to. If you didn't kill him, he would have killed you." 

Jack's voice floated through her memory. She curled up tighter against the pillow, inhaling the faint smell of the man who'd comforted her that night. When she'd become so dependent on him, she had no idea. But there she was, missing him with an ache that wouldn't relent. Smelling his t-shirt like a woebegone teenager. 

In the short time they'd been together, he'd become the only stable thing in a world that was constantly shifting. There were no pretenses behind his smile, no ulterior motive. He'd come because he wanted to help her, then stayed because he wanted her. 

Something she was still having a hard time believing. 

But now he was gone, and she was lost again. Unlike before, when she'd had the threat of the curse to keep her tethered to an identity, now she had nothing. She lacked the courage to even accept why she was on this journey in the first place. The truth lurked behind the intent of their travels, watching her with blood red eyes and sharp teeth promising pain. Pain if she completed the task, and more if she didn't.

She'd known falling for someone else was a bad idea. Bael had shown his jealous nature with Ayumi, the servant girl who Anya had befriended once. Now, with Jack? She could only imagine the torture he was going through. She prayed Bael would save his worst punishments for her. But that had never been the case, no matter how much she begged for it.

And yet, even as she feared and hated Bael, some part of her accepted the situation—even justified it. After all, Bael had rescued her from a mortal life filled with pain. And she'd repaid him through betrayal. 
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The day Anya had met Bael had been a day like any other in the hot, humid village near the Mediterranean Sea. Anya had been around thirteen—old enough to have started her monthly bleeding, which was the cause of everything.

Her father was a gambler, a drunk, and owed money to nearly every man in the village. Anya had no idea why her father had chosen the particular man she was to wed, but she did know he was probably three times her age, and had grandchildren. Perhaps it was simply the timing. The day he'd discovered her bloody linens was when he'd announced her impending nuptials. 

Protesting had been a futile effort; there was nothing she could do. She was expected to lie on her back and do whatever her new husband said, regardless of how she felt about it. But she spoke her mind anyway, awaking his wrath. But as her father raised his voice in argument, spittle flying from his grotesque mouth and his hands bruising her delicate skin, the world began to shake. 

Her father fell to his knees and she bolted from the house. Ignoring the shrieking of the people around her, she ran as fast and as hard as she could. Why, she still had no idea. Perhaps it was just delaying the inevitable. Perhaps she was hoping the shaking would demolish the village and everyone in it. Or maybe she thought it was the end of the world, and she wanted to see her sanctuary one last time. 

Huffing and puffing, she crested the hill and stood atop it as the world slowly stopped trembling. The crystal waters were rougher than usual, shaken by what Anya now knew was an earthquake, but still breathtaking. She'd been coming to the idyllic blue water since she could toddle. It was the one place she could go to escape her miserable life—one place unsullied by her father and the miseries of the village.

The sound of gravel crunching beneath feet roused her and fear sent daggers into her heart. Would it be her father, finally come to take her? Or her betrothed? 

The man who stood before her was neither. His skin was golden brown, like hers. His hair was long and thick, hanging to his elbows. But what struck her most was the bewildered look. As if he'd just stepped into a world he didn't recognize. 

He spoke to her in a strange tongue. She backed up a few steps, too afraid to turn and run. She'd known nothing but cruel men, and there was nothing to make her suspect this man would be any different. 

She steeled herself, crawling back into the space in her mind that held the sea and serenity as the man approached closer. He placed two soft hands against her cheeks and wiped away her tears. Her eyes fluttered open to look into his. There was kindness there—something she had only seen from her mother, who'd died when she was young.

The man spoke again, and although she didn't understand him, when he offered his hand to take her away, she readily accepted.

They didn't return to the village; rather, he brought her into a world of vibrant colors and beautiful mountains that stretched for miles and miles. Her champion continued to speak in the language she didn't understand, but it didn't matter. He'd saved her, and she would do whatever he said without question. And when he kissed her the first time, her young heart soared. 

Along with that kiss had come new feelings—that invasion of demonic energy that had scared her at first. But she'd trusted Bael, her savior, that he wouldn't hurt her, and she'd allowed the kernel of magic to take root. She had known, somehow without being told, that becoming a demon was the only way to escape her father and the life that she'd led in that village. 

"Do you accept this gift?" 

"Yes," she had replied.

Glorious pleasure pulsed through her. It was the first time she'd ever felt so alive, so perfect. The man's words began to make sense in her addled brain, promising riches and beauty if she'd just submit to him, if she would stay with him and be his Lady. And she, a mere peasant girl, readily accepted.

She had awoken a woman, but had still very much been a girl. Bael took great pleasure in doting on her, washing her hair and making her simple dresses. It was just the two of them in Ath-kur then, no servants, no other belus. And for Anya, it was heaven.

Then, one day, Bael asked if she wanted to return to her village. 

"No," she'd said definitively. "I don't ever want to see that place again."

"But my lady," he cooed, taking her into his arms. "You are strong now. Wouldn't you want to see all those who hurt you destroyed?"

Did she? She still had nightmares about her father's beatings, and still worried he might show up and ruin their paradise. 

"You could kill him," Bael whispered, as seductive as ever. "Him and everyone else. Show them the true power of an athtar. You are the most incredible, the most powerful creature. They will tremble at your feet." He held her face in his hands. "I want them to fear you as much as I love you."

And though she didn't want to at first, she'd returned with Bael and slaughtered every single person in the village, just to hear Bael sing her praises.
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It had been a long three thousand years since then. At times, Anya felt every year, and others, she remained that scared teenager who yearned for Bael to rescue her once more. No matter how many centuries passed, she still saw that long-haired, disheveled man who'd cupped her cheeks and carried her away to a fantasy world like a knight in shining armor. 

Would she ever be able to separate the two? Could she slay the monster while she still longed for the man?

That was the question she kept asking herself as she silently cried herself to sleep.







CHAPTER FIVE
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The whiskey had done the trick, because the next thing Cam knew, it was nine in the morning, and Anya was shaking her awake. 

"Brought you this," she said, placing a large cup on the beside table. 

"Thanks," Cam said, rubbing her face. "Didn't mean to sleep in."

"It's been a long few days," she said, sitting down on the bed. "How long until we reach Mexico City?"

"From here? Maybe another five hours," Cam said, stretching her tight shoulders. "We can crash with my grandmother. She's about an hour outside the city."

Anya furrowed her brow. "Is that advisable?"

"She's not like my Great Aunt María, if that's what you're worried about," Cam replied. "Polar opposite, in fact."

"I meant, are you willing to…" Anya's shoulders sagged. "Never mind. I suppose no one would be looking for us."

"Because we're not on the run."

"Because we're not on the run," she repeated with a shake of her head. 

"But I appreciate you looking out for my grandmother," Cam said, before taking a long sip of coffee. It tasted like an old tire, but it would get her up and out the door. "Maybe you aren't as bad as I thought."

"Don't let our conversation last night fool you," Anya said, although there was very little heat in it. "I'm still the Lady of Destruction."

"Who brought her friend a cup of coffee?"

"Who brought her driver a cup of coffee."

"Sure," Cam said, with an exaggerated wink. "Now I see why Jack stayed."

Anya's eyes grew wide for a moment, then she walked out of the hotel room.
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Several hours later, they reached the outer limits of Mexico City, and the roads began to look a little more familiar. The García clan had been in Mexico City for hundreds (perhaps thousands) of years, but the current familial home was in the mountains, surrounded by lush green forest. It was easy to miss the turn onto the small road that cut through the greenery, and Cam nearly did as she veered around a corner. 

The car whined and complained the whole way up, but the drive was worth it. Aptly named Hacienda los Xoxoctic, or Green House in a blend of Spanish and Nahuatl words, the pink clay home towered out of the mountainside, with a large overhang held up by concrete columns, tile steps, and a front garden filled with green bushes and multi-colored flowers.

"I don't know which house is more impressive, yours or Jack's." Anya muttered from the passenger side. 

"Mine, obviously," Cam said with a smirk. "This one predates Jack's by a good hundred years."

Anya nodded to the house. "That must be your grandmother."

Juana stood in the doorway, a wide grin on her old, wrinkled face. She, like the rest of the García clan, was short and stocky, and gray hair spilled in glorious curls down her back. 

"Camilla, my love!" she exclaimed the thickly-accented Spanish favored by those from Mexico City. "Do you know it's been exactly twenty months since I've last seen you?"

Cam got out of the car, the smile on her face matching the one in her heart. "Been a little busy. I'm sorry."

"Your family is always more important than that Division you work for. Remember that," she said, holding out her arms for a hug. 

Cam embraced her, breathing in the scent of childhood and summer, and probably something delicious for dinner. She hadn't realized how much she'd needed such an embrace. But coming to la hacienda always dissolved the adult part of Cam to reveal the gangly teenager she always felt like inside. 

"You, demon." Juana said to Anya. "Go in the backdoor."

Anya shot the woman a glare, but hoisted all their bags and marched toward the back. 

"There now. We have some privacy," Juana said with a smile. 

"Anya isn't going to be a problem," Cam said. "She's on our side."

"Mm-hm," Juana said with a snort, then her face lightened. "Come, let's get you settled. I know you've had a long drive."

Cactuses lined the stone entrance into a surprisingly modern home filled with local art and concrete floors. Long, vine-covered outdoor walkways separated each of the different rooms housed in their own buildings. 

Cam stood in the center of the buildings and drank in the view. The house overlooked green, nobbly mountains that rose into the blue sky. Other houses dotted the countryside, but here, Cam could've been the only person in the universe. It was a nice reprieve from the weeks and months of stress.

"Did you bring your suit?" Juana asked. "The pool needs some attention."

"No, we're just here for a night," Cam replied. 

"Then off to the Underworld?"

She pursed her lips. "Mama needs to learn to keep her mouth shut."

"You above all people should know, Camilla, that mamas know everything," Juana said with a slight spank to Cam's behind. "And don't be disrespectful to your mother."

"It's not that," Cam said, Bael's warning creeping into her mind. "I don't want anything to happen to her. I'm dealing with some scary stuff here."

"Bael isn't so scary," Juana said with a look only an old, wise grandmother could pull off. "He's an insecure little boy who needs others to make him feel good about himself."

Cam gaped.

"I've been speaking ill of the king since I was a little girl," Juana said simply. "I do not fear him, and thus he has no power over me."

"But he can stop time—"

"And I have a talisman that can kill him," she said with a quirked brow. She nodded to the door, where two arrows were crossed over the entrance. "Those have all five symbols inscribed on them. No demon can walk through my front door."

"That's why you wanted Anya to go in the backdoor?"

"That, and I think she's scum," Juana said with a chuckle. 

"I can sleep in the car, if it's inconvenient for me to be here," Anya said, placing the bags down. She wore an impassive look, but Cam could tell she'd been a bit hurt.

"My grandmother is a bit ornery," Cam explained in English.

That earned a thumb to her side. "I'm fluent in seven languages, granddaughter," Juana replied in the same.

"Since when?" Cam asked. 

"Since always." The old woman cackled. "I just let you and your sister think otherwise so you'd tell more secrets."

Cam's mouth hung as she thought of the conversations she had with Sara in the house. Many of them revolved around the various boys they were flirting (then sleeping) with, as well as the proper way to sneak in and out of the bedroom window. 

Juana whistled to herself as she bustled off to the gourmet kitchen. "I've got a pot of Pozole de Frijol on the stove, when you ladies are hungry."

"Well, I can see where you get it from," Anya observed. 

"Get what?"

"Everything."
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Despite the frosty greeting, Juana had welcomed Anya to her dining room table and fed the both of them a hearty meal of bean soup. Afterward, Juana kicked them both out of the kitchen promising a spanking if they lifted a finger to help with the dishes.

Anya retreated to her room, muttering something about a shower, but Cam ventured out onto the porch. The pool was lit with an eerie blue glow, mirroring the large full moon in the sky. Cam removed her socks and shoes, rolled up her pants, then dipped her feet in the cool water. For the first time in years, everything was quiet—in her mind and in her world—for one beautiful moment.

"Your grandmother is an interesting individual." 

Anya appeared beside her, wearing a fresh set of pants and shirt, her long, black hair dripping from a shower. 

"Between my family and Jack's, neither of us has ever been wanting for love," Cam said. "Or a ration of shit."

Anya looked up to the sky. "I've contacted my friend. She'll meet with us tomorrow night."

"Is she going to get us in to see the noxes?" Cam asked.

The demon sat down next to her. "One can only hope. Otherwise, I'll have to find a few noxes and threaten them within an inch of their life."

"We could skip the meeting and do that anyway," Cam said. 

"You forget I'm operating at a sliver of my strength," Anya said. "I don't wish to walk into the Noxlands with even less power. They would sniff me out and slaughter me before I could mount a defense. It's better to try diplomacy, if we can."

"Diplomacy, who needs it?" Juana had joined them out on the patio. 

"We do," Cam said with a small laugh. "I'm not interested in taking on the noxes either."

"The noxes aren't so bad."

"You also said that about Bael," Cam reminded her. 

Juana smiled, the wrinkles of her face growing deeper and giving her the look of a cheshire cat. "They say the first demons were humans expelled from this earth for original sins. Pride, envy, greed, anger, lust. God chose the worst offenders, so as to save the rest of humanity from those sins."

"Do you believe that?" Cam asked. 

She shrugged. "I believe evil still lives in men's hearts, and not all demons are full of their supposed sin. You, my dear, do not strike me as a prideful woman."

Anya half-smiled. "I used to be."

"Yes, but then you did something else. Choices, my dears, are what makes a life." She nodded toward Cam. "You and Jackson could've held illustrious careers in the highest ranks of ICDM. Instead, you both decided to help people. Jackson chose to help this demon woman at the expense of his career and, I'm sure, your sanity."

"You're not saying Bael can change, are you?" Cam asked dubiously. 

Juana smiled. "Bael would first have to recognize there was a problem, wouldn't he? I don't think him capable of such self-reflection."

Anya snorted. "You're right about that."

"But the noxes. Oh, they are fascinating creatures. I can't speak for the demons who killed our Sara, for they don't live under the thumb of Lotan in the Underworld." Juana's eyes narrowed with unspent anger, then softened again. "But while those who've lived amongst us are still frightful, they're not wholly evil beings."

Cam shook her head. "That's not what—"
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