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DEDICATION




To Pickens Ave

You almost defeated me but I defeated you instead




Please note: 

This is a follow-on story to the Demon Spring Trilogy. This book contains references and spoilers to the original trilogy. It is highly recommended that readers enjoy that series prior to beginning this one. 







CHAPTER ONE
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Cam Macarro was having one of those days. From the moment she woke up, her email was already full of questions, approval requests, and about ten documents her subordinates had thought were passable but weren't. It was the tenth that finally drew her out of bed; the workmanship was so piss-poor, her indignation was too much to type out on her smartphone, and she'd dressed and headed into the office. She was still fuming about it, having written and rewritten her response several times to keep it from being as harsh as she'd wanted it to be.

She sighed and turned in her chair, taking in the view of downtown Shanghai. This sight was the one good thing about this job, halfway around the world from her parents, her friends, and everything she'd ever known. The other thing, she had to force herself to remember, was that this was the career opportunity of a lifetime, and she'd nearly lost that life to get it.

To be fair, she'd gotten the job as a byproduct of the mess that had happened six months prior, when Bael, the so-called king of the demons, had come to Atlanta and stolen her best friend and partner Jack. Bael's actions had set off a two-month odyssey that ended with Cam transforming into an athtar demon herself to travel to the Underworld to save Jack. Cam had been there when her own demon sire Anya had decapitated her former lover Bael and caused the demise of all athtar demons. 

Fast forward a few weeks, and Cam was asked to become the division director of advanced weaponry in the International Coalition for Demon Management (ICDM). Cam reported directly to the Council, which was comprised of fifteen representatives from different countries and happened to include her great-aunt. And if María saw this sloppy report on the effectiveness of the eloko talisman on hypnotism, she'd have a conniption. 

Cam exhaled. She'd informed her deputy that his work was unacceptable, and he promised it would be fixed, but she had very little faith that it would be to her standards. Delegation was a bitch. 

Although Cam would've preferred to do the work herself, it was too much for one person. Bael had instituted an embargo on using the talismans, which had been in Cam's family for generations and could dispel the magic used by demons. Since he was no longer around to enforce it, Cam had been put in charge of learning everything about them and forging them into weapons that ICDM could use. She'd been given a team of hundreds of scientists and weapons experts, and it was either sink or swim for the former field agent who'd never so much as led a task force. 

María believed the Council was testing their family's mettle, so she'd been requesting to review every single status report before it went to the larger Council. So far, Cam had been resisting, which was why she was also avoiding the blinking red light on her voicemail. But she could only imagine what it said:

"Camilla, it's your tía. I haven't received your latest status update. If you make a mistake, you will bring shame to the García legacy for generations to come."

The light continued to blink, and Cam turned her eyes away, rubbing her temples. Sometimes, she could just rip the band-aid off, but today she was being quite procrasti-productive. 

Her intercom beeped. "Director Macarro, you have a visitor."

Cam glanced at her calendar—full as usual, but the madness didn't start for another half hour. "Who is it?"

"I…" The line went dead. 

Cam pursed her lips and rose, narrowing her eyes. 

The beautiful mahogany doors opened, and in walked the prince of the nox demons, the ferocious shapeshifting monsters who could exploit fear to coerce humans to become their spawn. Lotan was devilishly handsome, with curly black hair that fell across his forehead effortlessly and cheekbones sharp enough to cut paper. His velvet lips were stretched into a knowing smirk as he waltzed into Cam's office as if he owned it. 

"You are not supposed to be here," Cam said as her pulse quickened.

Lotan shut the door behind him. "Your assistant has left. She's become overcome with worry that she left her coffee pot on."

Cam's scowl darkened. "We've talked about this. You cannot magick my assistant."

"It's harmless."

"Rules are rules, Lotan. And I won't have you breaking them."

His smile widened. "Is that so?" 

Her pulse skipped as he continued his slow prowl toward her. She almost wanted him to say something so she could argue with him, but the look on his face was paralyzing. Licking her lips nervously, she watched him turn the corner of the desk before coming to stand before her. 

"Can we break another rule?"
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"Lotan…" 

Cam made no attempt to hide her gasps and moans, trusting that he'd cleared the two floors below, and hoping so, because he had thrown her on the desk, pushed her skirt over her hips, and spent the past five minutes with his head between her legs. When she'd sworn she could take no more, he had carried her to the window, where she was pressed, bare-ass, visible to anyone within a hundred feet. 

She was normally leery of the height, but for the moment, she felt safe in his firm grip and let herself enjoy the feel of him. His scent filled her nose as she gave into him fully, forgetting where she was and how incredibly dangerous it was to be there. If anything, the thrill made her hotter. 

With a final grunt, Lotan sank into her, pressing his forehead to the glass. Cam closed her eyes and enjoyed the moment until a breathy chuckle rumbled in his throat. 

"You really do have quite a view here."

She smiled, leaning back against the window. "Can you let me down before someone notices we're up here?"

He made a noise, but gently placed her back on the ground, and she scurried to her private office bathroom, yanking her skirt down as she walked. 

"Tease," he called after her, and she could almost picture that devilish smile on his lips.

She shut the door behind her and pressed herself against it. Her reflection was a disheveled mess, with her hair half fallen and her makeup smeared from sweat and Lotan's assault on her body. She looked like she'd fucked a man in her office. 

And despite her inner horror that she'd allowed such a rule to be broken, she grinned. 

She cleaned herself up as best she could before returning to the office. There was an ass-shaped smudge on the window where Lotan had held her. She'd have a devil of a time convincing the janitorial staff that a rather large dog had pressed its nose there. 

Though…it was a fair observation. As a nox, Lotan could shift into a giant, wolfish hell beast, fueled by the fear magic that gave him his super strength. 

But at the moment, he was as human-looking as any other. Handsome, irresistible, and right now, staring only at Cam. Now that her baser instincts had been satisfied, she was starting to remember all the reasons she had rules for Lotan in the first place—and regret breaking them. 

"Why the visit?" Cam asked, avoiding his gaze as she rearranged the papers they'd mussed up on her desk. 

"Do I need a reason to visit my favorite person?" Lotan asked, leaning down to grab a set of folders, organizing the papers inside, and placing them gently on the desk. 

She pursed her lips and glanced at him. "You usually try to wine and dine me up before you get in my pants." 

"Thought I'd mix it up today," he said, grinning. "So, dinner?"

"It's eight in the morning." Cam rolled her eyes.

"We can wait," he said, pulling her hands toward him. "I want to take you out somewhere. Really take you out—not just get takeout and hide in your apartment."

Cam slid her hands out of his. "And I've told you that is a terrible idea." He pouted, but on this, Cam would stand firm. "What do you think the Council would say if they found out the director of the organization building weapons to fight demons was sleeping with the prince of the nox demons?"

"They'd say, 'Good for her.'" Lotan wagged his brows. 

Cam did her best to ignore his charms. "I'm under a lot of pressure, Lotan."

"As are we both," Lotan said. "Which is why I wanted to sweep you away for a few days and have the pleasure of your undivided attention." 

She turned to him. "A few days? What happened to dinner?"

"A few days, today, whatever." He took her hands, firmly enough that she couldn't avoid looking at him. "Please, Cam." 

It was so hard to say no to Lotan when his large, brown eyes grew wide or when that blasted curl fell into the center of his forehead. And especially when Cam's entire body was craving a reprieve from blinking lights and sub-par reports and the overbearing cloud of her aunt. 

"Just today," Cam said, holding her finger up. "And you'd better have me back by this evening."

Lotan kissed her finger. "No promises."
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Cam honestly couldn't tell what time it was, or what time zone she was in. And perhaps that was what Lotan was after by sweeping her to a remote island in the South Pacific only accessible by seaplane. Her phone had mysteriously vanished when she'd gone to the restroom and Lotan refused to tell her where it was. But perhaps that was for the best. She didn't even want to know how many fires were in her inbox. 

"Your drink."

It was something else to be waited on by a demon prince. If she forgot who, and what, he was, she could pretend that God had blessed her with an unimaginably attractive fucktoy, and something that made sense in some fantasy world she'd be living in. But even as she thanked him with a long kiss and gazed at his half-naked body, she couldn't completely forget what he was—and what he represented. 

"So what's this trip really about?" she asked, pulling down her sunglasses. 

"I'm working on something," Lotan said, his dark eyes taking on a new look—concern. "And I think I'm close, which is why…" He sighed. 

Worry shot through Cam as she sat up. "Are you breaking up with me?" 

"Of course not," he said with a smile, but it wasn't as affirming as Cam wanted it to be. "But there are people who…"

"Quit being vague and spit it out."

His affable smile returned. "You certainly know how to make a moment, my love."

Cam made a face. "Well?"

"Ever since your jaunt into No Man's Land in the Underworld, I've been thinking about…well, everything. How demons were created, why the belus are who they are. How Michuzi managed to keep the line of kappas intact even after his death."

"Lotan…" Cam could see his train of thought, and she didn't like it. "You aren't thinking about doing anything to yourself, are you?"

"I've been alive for over five hundred years," Lotan said. "I was born a demon, I suppose, and have never known anything but demonic life. Every other demon in existence was human first. Even my parents were human when God found them."

"Lotan, becoming human isn't something you just do for a weekend trip," Cam said. "The same way becoming a demon is mostly permanent, unless you feel like decapitating someone."

He brushed a stray hair out of her face. "I'm not talking about a weekend trip. I'm talking about becoming human. For good."

"For the next fifty years," Cam said, straightening more. "Then you'll die like the rest of us."

"I'm already dying, Cam." Lotan moved closer and pointed at his hair. Small gray wisps were visible in the curls. "I'm aging."

Cam opened and closed her mouth. "You…are?"

"It makes sense," Lotan said. "If I didn't age, I wouldn't have grown from an infant into this ravishingly handsome man you see before you. But I did—from infant to child to teenager to…well, now." 

"But that doesn't mean you should just become human," Cam said. "Sure, you're aging, but you've been alive for five hundred years. It may take another five hundred for you to actually die. Why would you want to hasten that?"

"Because today," he said, threading his fingers through hers, "I have someone I could see spending the next fifty years with. And if you died—"

Cam's heart skipped, and she waved him off. "I could die tomorrow, Lotan. Aneurysms happen all the time."

He smiled. "The point, my love, is if I had to go on living without you, I don't believe it would be much of a life. I do believe I am very much in love with you, more than any other creature I've encountered in my five hundred years."

The look in his eye sent shivers down her spine, and an uncomfortable queasiness rumbled in her gut. "Lotan, I think… There's no way I'm more special than any of the other thousands of people you've met in your lifetime."

"Am I any more special than those you've met in yours?"

She opened her mouth but couldn't come up with a retort. He was different—for the first time, someone loved her without making her feel less than she was. Jack had been the only notable exception, but she hadn't felt this way with him. Lotan was free with the "L" word, but Cam hadn't uttered it yet. She couldn't bring herself to say it. Not when there were still so many questions in her mind.

To her stuttering, Lotan cupped her cheek and kissed her forehead. "I am telling you, my dearest love, I want to commit to you fully, and I'm willing to give up my limited immortality and powers if it means I get to spend the rest of my days with you." He tilted her head up a little to look into his eyes. "If you'll have me, of course."

"But how would that even work?" Cam said, instead of answering his question. "You're the connection from your mother's magic to the noxes. If you give up those powers, the Noxlands would collapse like Ath-kur did—and all those noxes would revert to human."

He sighed and it seemed she'd gotten away with not answering his question. "I would never move forward with the plan unless I was certain it would result in no harm to my fellow noxes. But in my naivete, I told a select few about my plans and there was some…backlash."

"I can imagine."

"But part of why I wanted to bring you here was to ask you if…if you'd be interested in coming with me to figure out a way to do it." He lifted his eyes to hers, uncertainty in them. "Back to the Underworld, to help me research. As a human, you should be impervious to the Nullius, so that might help."

The Nullius—the center of the demonic Underworld. It held powerful anti-demonic magic, something Cam had found out first hand. "That would mean…"

"Leaving the job you have worked so very hard for, yes. A request I do not take lightly but…" He dropped his gaze again. "There is no one I trust more than you, Camilla Macarro." 

Lotan wanted her to leave her job? That was absolutely…not a bad idea? 

She shook her head. Stop thinking with your crotch, Macarro.

"Why can't you ask Jack or Anya?" Cam said, the world starting to tilt. 

"I could," Lotan said, leaning back. There was something else in his gaze now—hurt? "Anya has warmed to me more than she had, and I'm sure Jack would be capable. But I thought…" He shook his head. "Never mind. I never should have asked you at all."

"Lotan," Cam began, but he rose. 

"How about I get you another drink?" He didn't meet her eyes and left before Cam could remind him she had an untouched one right next to her. Well, it was untouched until she downed it in one go.

She put her head in her hands, unable to shake the look of hurt on his face. She'd chosen careers over men thousands of times in the past, so why did this one sting? 

The dismissive voice that sounded an awful lot like María hissed in her ear that this was probably Lotan's way of getting her away from talisman work. Keep her busy with a project for a few years until she died of old age. Promise to love her when he was really just outlasting her.

But even as the scenario played out in her mind, there was a ring of falsehood to it. Despite her own reservations, Lotan had proven himself again and again in the months they'd been together. He'd never once asked about her work, except to inquire about her day when he called. If she hadn't trusted him, she wouldn't have allowed him to kidnap her to a remote island far from any backup. 

"Idiot," she murmured to herself, throwing her head back and closing her eyes. Lotan had bared his soul, basically committed to life with her, and she'd told him to ask someone else. No wonder he couldn't look her in the eye. 

A loud thump drew her attention to the bungalow, and she put down the cup. "Lotan?"

Another thump—followed by the strangled, guttural growl of a monstrous dog—and Cam scrambled to remember where her macuahuitl was. In the bungalow.

"Lotan?" 

With nothing but her own fists and sarong, Cam bolted toward the house. Before she even got inside, there were clear signs of a struggle. Overturned furniture. Scratch marks on the wall from a large animal—a transformed nox. Their luggage in tatters. Blood on the floor. 

Lotan nowhere to be found. 

A motor hummed to life in the distance, and Cam ran through the bungalow to the other side, just as a small plane was lifting off, presumably with Lotan inside it. 

Cam could do nothing but sit there and stare at it disappearing into the blue sky. The humming of the plane coincided with the replaying of her last conversation with Lotan. 

I told them about my plan. 

There was some backlash.

Backlash… This looked like a coup. Cam didn't know how Lotan fared against the other noxes in his lair, but she did know he had little control over those his parents had transformed before his birth. Presumably the same ones who'd just taken him. 

"Shit."

Cam ran her hand through her hair and began to pace the dock. She had no idea where they were taking him, but logically, it would be back to the Noxlands. A place Cam, as a human, couldn't follow. 

She exhaled as the full weight of the situation came over her, her chest tightening at just how helpless she was. Even with all the talismans in the world, she wouldn't last five minutes in the Underworld. But that hadn't stopped her before.

Regaining some of that familiar Macarro fire, she marched back into the bungalow. There was a good chance her phone was on that plane, but perhaps her paramour had been a little kinder and stashed it in her luggage. After some digging and turning over everything in the room, she finally found it—stuffed inside her suit jacket pocket. 

So maybe he hadn't stolen it as much as she'd been too distracted to look at it.

She smashed the on button and took a long breath as the phone booted up. Ignoring the non-stop pinging, she found the emergency contact in her phone and auto-dialed the number. 

"Pick up, pick up, pick up." She had no idea what time it was, but she prayed his phone wasn't on silent. 







CHAPTER TWO
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Jack Grenard's phone was buzzing, but he couldn't get to it, not when his twin knives were locked together, keeping the club of the eloko demon from smashing his head. The eloko, named Deron, looked human enough, but he was a powerful demon. Even though Jack wore two talismans, the faint sound of bells clanging threatened to drag him into a stupor. 

But the teenager who'd been targeted and transformed against his will kept Jack's focus, as did the promised reward of five thousand dollars upon reversion. 

The demon's strength was almost too much for him, so Jack swept his leg up and found the demon's knee. Deron howled as he stepped back, clutching his joint and cursing. But the pain was momentary and before Jack could catch his breath, the demon's blade came for his head again. Jack only just got his knives up to block the attack.

"You're sprightly for a human," he said. "ICDM?"

"Formerly," Jack replied with a grimace. "Now I'm freelance."

"Then they won't miss you if I kill you." The monster pushed down harder and Jack's knives began to slip.

But movement behind the monster's head brought a confident grin to Jack's face. 

"Neither will your sire."

Before the demon could react, a blade cut through his neck, sending his head rolling down the street. The headless body swayed for just a moment before collapsing to the ground. 

Behind him, the sobbing teenager stopped wailing and also fell face-first onto the sidewalk, human once more. 

"Took you long enough," Jack said, casting an annoyed glance at the holder of the sword, Anya. 

The former athtar demon returned his glare and wiped her bloody sword on the shirt of the headless corpse but said nothing. Six months of humanity had done wonders for her overall health; her olive skin glowed over toned, lean muscle, and her dark hair curled in near perfect ringlets. It was no wonder Bael, king of the demons, had chosen her to be his mate. 

"We should get going," Anya said, walking to the teenager. "There's a bonus if we get her home before midnight, right?"

She attempted to pick up the girl, but even after months of weight training, Anya's strength was still only a fraction of what it had been as an athtar demon. She huffed, but the girl wasn't budging. 

"Do you want me to help?" Jack asked cautiously. 

With a scowl, she gestured to the girl and let Jack gently pick her up and take her to the car parked a few blocks away.
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The drive through the suburbs of Seattle was silent, save the soft murmur of the radio. Anya wasn't big on music, so Jack had become accustomed to driving with it barely audible. Still, he wished there was something to pass the time as they stopped at empty stoplights in the middle of the night. 

"That demon was pretty strong," he said, breaking the silence. 

She nodded and shifted away from him. "You handled it well. Sorry I was late."

"Don't worry about it," he said. "Just glad you were there."

He waited for more from her, but she simply sighed and stared out the window. The light turned green and Jack gently pressed the gas to move forward. 

"It's a shame we didn't have more bounties on his head," Jack said. 

"What do you mean?" 

"As strong as he was?" Jack shrugged. "I'd say he had a little empire of demons under him. Perhaps twenty. They can't have all been willfully transformed. We could've made a killing if we'd timed it better."

She nodded and returned to the window.

Again, he waited another breath then asked, "Are you all right?"

"Fine."

"Then…" He didn't want to harp on it, but he was genuinely curious. "Where were you?"

She shifted again, moving even further away from him. "Got caught up. I'm sorry if you thought I wasn't coming." 

Whatever Jack was going to say was forgotten as the teenager moaned softly in the backseat. "W…what happened?"

"We did," Jack said, catching the girl's eye in the rearview mirror. "We're taking you home."

"But—" The teen shot up then winced and grabbed her head. "I mean… What?"

"We decapitated your sire. You are now human," Anya said, almost robotically. "Your parents hired us to revert you. We are bringing you home."

"My folks are gonna murder me," the girl said, sinking low in the seat. 

"They paid us a good sum of money to bring you back alive," Jack said. "I doubt they'd turn around and kill you."

Jack glanced at the passenger seat to see if Anya would respond, but she'd crossed her arms over her chest and was staring out the window. He decided against pressing her until they were alone again. 

Unsurprisingly, when they rolled up to the teen's house, her parents spilled out of the front door, crying and grabbing at their daughter with the usual hysterics that came with these sorts of jobs. Anya remained in the car while Jack took the second half of the payment. 

"You should probably invest in some ICDM talismans," Jack said, flashing the bracelet he wore. "They really help. And not the knockoffs you get on Amazon. Make sure they're the official design or they won't work." Jack looked at the teen. "And if you hear the sound of a bell, run in the other direction."

She nodded and leaned into her mom. 

With the money in hand, Jack returned to the car, where Anya was waiting and playing on her phone. 

"We were past midnight, but they still gave us a tip," Jack said, placing the cash on the center console. "Extra hundred in there."

"Mm."

"Are you…" Jack began but then stopped. The eloko fight had already tired him out. He wasn't about to start another one just because Anya was being herself. Instead, he smashed the key into the ignition and drove off.
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Since Jack was officially medically retired from the US Division of ICDM (on account of being kidnapped—twice—by the demon king then undergoing weeks of torture), he was receiving a nice sum of cash every month, which he'd used to purchase this remote cabin on almost three acres of secluded wilderness in Snohomish. He'd bought it thinking it would be more space than they'd need. 

Slam.

Turned out it wasn't nearly enough. 

Anya, her sword slung on her back, marched inside and promptly retreated to her half of the house. As Jack walked in, he heard the shower running and he retreated to the master bedroom, where he poured himself a nice glass of whiskey from his selection then dutifully cleaned his weapons. 

As he sharpened his swords on the whetstone, he glanced at the door. When would he stop hoping Anya might change or come out of her funk? When she'd shown up at his apartment in Atlanta, three months after Bael had died, she'd been all smiles and optimism. But in the months that had passed, her depression seemed to have taken root, and she barely even looked at him. He couldn't recall the last time he'd seen her smile. 

Jack had done his best to understand. After all, Anya's entire existence had been overshadowed by Bael's abuse, both physical and psychological. But it was lonely waiting for her to come back to herself—and he was starting to fear she might never get there.

His knife slid off the whetstone, nearly taking his finger with it. 

"Fuck," Jack said, looking at his finger. It seemed to be a close shave, but he'd have to be more careful. He took a sip of his whiskey and examined the blade, then pressed it back down on the stone. 

The demon had been strong tonight, but things hadn't been right since Bael's death. The balance between the demonic and human worlds had shifted and what had been a very rigid organization of demon lords and spawn was evolving into a free-for-all, where weaker demon lords encroached on long-held cities. Seattle was a kappa town, but this was the third eloko case Jack had seen this month—and the strongest he'd fought to date. If the demons were going to start jockeying over who owned which city, innocent humans might get caught in the crossfire. 

Jack lifted his knife to inspect the blade and found it satisfactory. Then he grabbed his second blade and began working on it. 

As much as Jack had hated the bureaucracy of the Division and how they seemed to kowtow to the local demon lords, at least it had been predictable. A demon lord would've taken an inch, the Division leadership would've pushed back, the demon would half-heartedly apologize, and things would settle for a month or two before they struck up the dance again. 

After inspecting the second blade and finding it sharp enough for his liking, Jack put them in his knife sheath belt and hung it by the door. He swiped his whiskey off the table and walked to the floor-to-ceiling windows to gaze out into the dark forest beyond. The moon was obscured by the treetops, but the morning would be one of the prettiest sunrises, if the last ones were any indication. 

He took a sip and enjoyed the burn as it slid down his throat. After Sara died, he'd enjoyed this brand of whiskey more than he probably should have. But after spending weeks being forced to converse with a lilin demon glamoured to look like her and what had felt like an eternity reliving her death thousands of times, the grief had been tortured out of existence. He still missed her, missed the life they could've had together, but he was a different person now. 

And right now, this person wanted the woman sleeping down the hall from him. No, based on the sound of the water running, she was still showering. Which meant he would have to wait until morning since she'd use all the hot water. 

Yawning, he glanced at his watch and did a little mental math. Cam was probably still at work and would be for another three hours. It was hard to time their phone calls, mostly because he didn't want to distract her. When she spoke about her day-to-day, she seemed exhausted, exasperated, but accomplished—exactly the way she liked to be. Jack was proud of her for converting what could've been a career-ending turn into a rocket to the top, although he did miss having her in roughly the same time zone. 

His phone was still in his jacket pocket, so he ventured over to retrieve it and frowned—twenty missed calls and ten "SOS" messages from Cam. As quickly as his fingers would move, he was calling her back. 

"It's about time, Jackass! This is a damned emergency!" 

"Sorry, sorry, we were working," Jack said, running a hand through his hair. "What's up?"

Cam told a story that was hard to follow—Lotan aging, wanting to become human for her, and a conspiracy about the noxes trying to put a stop to all of it. What was very clear, however, was his best friend was close to hysterical. 

"I'm stuck on this island in the middle of nowhere. I don't even know where I am, nor do I know how to get out. I'm—"

"Use your phone's GPS," Jack said, calmly. "That's the first thing."

"Right." A moment's pause. "I'm a dot in the center of the ocean. So helpful."

"I'll call in a favor from Frank."

"Don't you dare. I was here with Lotan. If anyone finds out, especially the ICDM Council—"

Jack grinned at his reflection in the mirror. "Cam, you're stuck on an island in the middle of the South Pacific and you're worried about someone finding out you were screwing a demon prince?"

She took a breath. "Jack, I'm scared. Lotan isn't the sort of demon who can get kidnapped. Whoever did this…" 

"We will find them, and we will get him back," Jack said, waving her off even though she couldn't see him. "But first, we need to get you off that island. There's nothing there? No emergency numbers?"

"I think…" Jack heard papers rustling on the other end. "Okay, here's something. God, I didn't even look. I'm a mess, Jack."

He had to smile. "It's a refreshing change, I'll tell you that."

"Fuck off." But there was relief in her voice. "I'm so glad you called me back."

"I'll always call you back," Jack said. "Should I make plans for Mexico City?"

"I think that's the most logical." She sighed. "I guess I can put in a call to Abuela."

"I was hoping you'd say that. Do you think she'd make some pozole?"

"For you? She'll grow the corn herself."

Jack chuckled, glad Cam was starting to sound like herself again. "You focus on getting off that island and to Mexico, I'll call Abuelita." He paused, thinking. "It's probably pretty expensive to charter a flight. Do you need any money?"

She guffawed. "Are you so rich now? Medical retirement treating you well?"

"Well enough," Jack said. "But seriously—"

"I'll call you if I have to declare bankruptcy," Cam said. "And maybe I'll have Lotan reimburse me when we get him back."

"See?" Jack walked to his closet. "That's my partner. Keep me posted on your progress."

"I will." Another pause as she collected herself. "Love you. Thank you."

"We'll figure this out," Jack said. "Love you, too."

He turned off the phone and stared at it, shaken. Cam hadn't been that off her game in a long time—if ever. That she didn't even think to use her GPS first… 

But Lotan had a way of throwing Cam off, and with him in danger, she wouldn't rest until he was home safely with her. The same way she'd done for Jack when he'd been taken by Bael six months ago. 

So Jack began to pack. 







CHAPTER THREE
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The water was lukewarm now, but Anya made no move to turn it off. Not when tears kept leaking down her face uncontrollably. The sound of the water drowned out her loud sniffs, and her red eyes could be explained away if he asked. 

Jack had nearly been hurt tonight, and it was all because her stupid human body was too slow. She'd been down the street keeping watch for other demons when she finally noticed he was in danger. As an athtar, she could've stopped time and decapitated the kappa before he'd known what hit him. As a human, she'd had to run, and Jack… 

"Took you long enough."

He hadn't meant it meanly—he seemed incapable of that—but the frustration at her was getting harder to hide. 

She leaned back against the tub and gazed down at her naked body. It looked no different than when she'd been Anat, Bael's Lady of the Mountain. She ran her fingers along her toned abs, the lines on her thighs, the curve of her forearms. But these muscles lacked the demonic magic that had given her the ability to lift a teenager. Now she was just Anya—the name she'd given Jack back in Atlanta. Like every bit of her life these days, it was foreign and unfamiliar, and she felt trapped in it. 

If only I hadn't killed him…

The small voice in the back of her mind was a whisper, but the words brought forth a torrent of guilt. Bael was a monster and deserved what he'd gotten a thousand times over. He'd murdered their precious daughter, Asherah, and lied about it. 

But Anya had believed him. She'd believed him and taken comfort in him and shared his bed for centuries afterward. 

Sometimes, she missed being that person. Living in blissful ignorance of his true nature and being happy—truly happy. Before she'd known what real pain felt like. 

Now, all she had was her own self-hatred and a shower with freezing water. She reached to the faucet to turn it off, but didn't get up. She just sat there, shivering and grateful she felt something instead of the malaise that had taken root in her heart. 

She wanted a stiff drink, but all the good liquor was in Jack's room—perhaps purposefully—and she didn't have the desire to solve this problem by getting her own stash, either. She had money, of course; she and Jack had been making a few thousand dollars every couple of nights freelancing. But it just sat in her account, gathering dust and interest.

Still, the urge was growing stronger, and she found that with enough booze, she wouldn't be visited by Bael in her dreams. So she heaved herself out of the tub and grabbed a towel. 

With her hair leaving a trail of water behind her, she padded down to the other end of the hallway, hoping Jack wouldn't even speak to her. She just didn't have the energy. If she got lucky, he might've already gone to bed, and she could sneak some out.

His door was cracked open, and he was up. Packing. 

Fear jolted through her, waking her from her stupor. Was this it? 

Her voice sounded odd coming from her lips. "Where are you going?" 

He stopped and turned to look at her. His gaze fell to the puddle at her feet, but he didn't say anything, even though she knew he loved the pristine look of the wooden floor so much that he waxed it once a month. 

"Cam called," he said, checking a bag for his knife-sharpening stones. "Lotan's been…well, I guess would you call it demon-napped?" 

Anya blanched. "Demon-napped? As in… He's the nox prince. Who the hell would want to do that?"

"Apparently, he's got it in his head that he wants to become human and was going to start experimenting, so smart money's on all his fellow noxes who think he's the only link to their powers."

"Lotan wants to become human?" Anya snorted and leaned against the doorframe. "He should've talked to me first."

Jack started, but with his back to her, she couldn't read his face. "He's aging, he says."

"Aging?" Anya narrowed her eyes. "That's impossible. He's immortal." Lucky son of a bitch.

"Cam says he's not so sure anymore. Especially since he was born then aged into an adult and now apparently has gray hairs," Jack said, glancing in the mirror. "He should join the club. I call mine Cam."

"Jack, I'm sure he's just saying things…" Anya said.

"Cam had a good point. He was born and he aged," Jack said. "And so did Asherah, right?" He caught her eye in the mirror, and she averted her gaze.

"Yes," Anya said quietly. "She aged." Until her life was cut short. 

"I have no idea if he's on to something or just blowing smoke," Jack said. "But clearly, the noxes were worried enough they decided to take matters into their own hands." 

Anya chewed her lips. "Children born of demons are…well, there have only been two that I know of. They don't remain infants forever—but I suppose I assumed they stopped at adulthood. Lotan certainly did."

"Lotan's convinced otherwise," Jack said. "And apparently told Cam something like…if he was going to die, he'd much rather do it with her." He actually chuckled. "I'm sure that scared the piss out of Cam."

She furrowed her brow. "Why?"

"No guy's ever committed to her like that before," Jack said, his face warming at the mention of his beloved partner. "And, of course, it's not just any guy. It's the prince of the noxes. Cam really can pick 'em."

"I remember," Anya said quietly. When Cam had briefly been her polluelo (Anya had hated the term "spawn"), Anya had been privy to her emotions and had felt just how deeply she was falling in love with the demon prince—and how much that had scared her. 

"So of course Cam told him she couldn't take time off work because that's Cam," Jack said. "And of course she regretted it instantly, but before she could tell him otherwise…" Jack sighed. "So now Cam is on a mission to get him back."

Anya felt the beginnings of a smile, but it couldn't quite break through her mood. "What does she want to do about it?"

"I have no idea," Jack said with a resigned sigh. "But whatever it is, I have to be there to support her. After all she did for me, it's the least I can do." 

What we did for you, Anya thought lightly. "Not to be the bearer of bad news, but two humans—even ones as well-trained as you two—are no match for a pack of noxes. Especially if they're powerful enough to kidnap their own prince." 

"Then we'll figure something out," Jack said, turning to face her. "My flight leaves in a couple hours."

My flight. "I see."

His gaze was on her again, but she couldn't meet it, staring at her hands. She wanted to go, wanted to help, but it seemed a feat beyond her grasp. Being a human herself, she'd be no more help than the two of them by themselves. And with her current frame of mind, she might be more of a hindrance.

"I'll drive you to the airport." 

He smiled, that warm, genuine look that made her heart flutter. "That would be great."
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It was so late it was early. By the time they reach the airport, Jack's flight would be boarding. Anya drove in silence, the unspoken words between her and Jack filling the space between them. 

There was a part of her that begged her to speak up, to tell Jack she wanted to go with him and help. To beg him to kiss her, to hold her, to make her feel things. But that voice was locked in a battle with apathy, and the sludge was winning. 

Jack, it seemed, had given up on trying tonight and was playing a game on his phone every time Anya snuck a look. He was heading into danger, she told herself. She should say something. Anything. 

"Heard from Cam again?"

"She sent me a text that she'd found a way off the island," he said. "Looks like she'll be flying out of Tahiti in a couple hours, then Honolulu, then Mexico City." He snorted. "I can't believe she let Lotan take her all the way to the South Pacific. She must've been really stressed."

Anya nodded.

"Any…thoughts?" Jack asked, almost hesitantly. "On who might've done this or where we might find him?"

"La Madriguera," Anya said. "It's where they keep the portal to the Underworld. But it's heavily guarded." She paused. "Cam knows. She's been there before."

And she'd barely been able to stand upright as a human. 

Perhaps Jack sensed her apprehension. "This isn't going to be easy, is it?"

"About a thousand years ago, Bael gave fifty humans to Mot and Xo," Anya said. "It wasn't… It wasn't a welcome gift, but they took them and transformed them anyway. Those fifty noxes predate Lotan by a few hundred years and weren't too keen on him taking over when he came of age. But he's their only link to the magic, so if he was talking about giving that up…" 

"Makes sense," Jack said. "So we're probably going to have to fight a few-thousand-year-old demon?" 

She sighed, heavily. "More than one, would be my guess." 

"Great." 

The silence stretched again, and Anya's pulse quickened as the airport exit came up. The fight continued between her dead heart and her deepest desires. A silent battle she wanted to tell him about. 

Instead, she pulled onto the arrivals ramp. 

"Well, I guess this is it," Jack said. 

"Tell Cam I said hi," Anya replied. 

"I will," Jack said. 

She waited for him to reach for the door handle, but he sat there, indecision on his face. 

Her pulse skipped again, and she licked her lips, hopeful. "What?"

"Maybe while I'm gone, we can… You can…" He cleared his throat, clearly unable to decide what he wanted to say. "This…what we're doing doesn't seem to be working right now. You aren't happy and…well, neither am I."

A piece of her heart cracked. "I see."

"But I don't…" He released a frustrated sigh. "I'm not really good at this."

She nodded, waiting for the final blow. 

"I know that you've been through a lot," he said, his voice quiet as he stared out the windshield. "And I'm not trying to rush you or make you do anything you don't want to. But maybe some time apart will help us both…decide if we want to continue as we are or do something else. Figure out what we want."

I want you, the voice deep inside her whispered. But it was muted, far away. She couldn't find it inside of her to say the words aloud. It was as if her ability to love had been cauterized, burned to a crisp, and the only thing left was a phantom feeling that reminded her of what she used to be able to feel.

She stared out the front of the car, wishing she could show some emotion but unable to conjure it. "What do you want?" she heard herself asking. 

"I want…" He looked down at his hands, thinking. "I wouldn't be here if I didn't want to be, Anya." 

"Why do you want to be here?" 

It was an honest question. Jack's loyalty was always a curiosity where she was concerned. Even when they'd been veritable strangers, he'd dropped everything to follow her to the ends of the earth. And now, living together these past six months, she'd done nothing to cultivate a relationship other than just existing with him. Yet he still wanted to try.

"Because…" Jack said with a little smile. "A long time ago, when I saw all of you… Behind the fear and the ego and the scars he left on you, there was this beautiful heart that still had such a capacity for love even after all it's been through." 

She stared at him, breathless. 

"Maybe…" He turned to her, his smile breaking something deep inside of her. "Maybe I'm just waiting for that woman to reappear. To realize she's strong enough to bring herself back from the brink."

That small voice moaned in relief, but it was so far away it might as well have been across town. 

"And what if this incredible woman is gone for good?" she asked instead. 

"You are the Lady of the Mountain. I wouldn't bet against you." He leaned across the car to press a kiss to her cheek. "I'll see you when I get back."

Before Anya could react, the car door shut and he was walking briskly to the front gate. The tears that had been absent in his presence sprang to her eyes and she took a long gasp of air. 

His lips on her cheek, the only physical connection in months, was like a warm breeze on the first day of spring. She desperately wanted more, to reach for his hand, to feel his embrace. To fight the apathy that had taken hold in her and show him how much she felt for him. 

But all she had was the empty seat beside her. 

A horn blared behind her and she jumped, putting her foot on the gas to move out of the way. She made it out of the airport throughway before the tears spilled and halfway home before having to pull over to cry.







CHAPTER FOUR
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Cam wasn't exactly sure what day it was, but when the wheels of the airplane touched down in Mexico City, she finally exhaled. She'd caught a few hours of sleep on the flight from Tahiti to Honolulu then passed out from Honolulu to Mexico City. By the time the plane landed on the tarmac, Cam was wide awake and ready to take on the world. 

Just not her inbox. She'd briefly turned on her phone in Hawaii and it had nearly melted from all the notifications. Ten voicemails from her great aunt, a couple from the director. Notifications galore from her subordinates and tons of missed meetings. 

Luckily, however, there were only two texts from her mother. 

Camilla, tía called. Where are you?

Then, ten minutes later. 

Spoke with Jack. Call me when you land.

Of course Cam's mother had called him when she couldn't reach her daughter. Cam had so far avoided going into much detail about her relationship with Lotan, but Ana had known something was up. Cam just hoped that Jack hadn't been too…explicit about what was going on. 

Still, Cam couldn't let her mom worry, so taking a deep breath, she dialed the phone. "Hey, Mama."
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