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CHAPTER ONE
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Cam Macarro couldn't stop staring at her love, Lotan, prince of the nox demons, inhaling the cold tacos that Abeula had left out for them. In fact, Cam was almost afraid to blink. If she did, she might realize this was all a dream, perhaps the last panic-induced fantasy before her blood left her body and her spirit ventured to wherever they went after death. Because that was infinitely more believable. 

She, Jack, and Lotan had just been rescued by a newly rejuvenated Anya, who had somehow managed to discover that the demonic athtar magic was still around and also somehow managed to absorb it for herself. She was now the most powerful demon in the entire world, able to wield time and space, and had retrieved the imprisoned trio from the clutches of the noxes who'd betrayed Lotan and put them in Cam's grandmother's kitchen. 

"Okay, you have to stop looking at me," Lotan said, putting down the half-eaten taco. "I promise you, I'm fine." He flashed his wrists at her. "Look, no scabs. Nox magic healed me."

"I…" Cam started, rubbing her face. "How is any of this possible? Bael's magic was… How did she… What the shit is going on?"

"I have absolutely no idea, my love," Lotan said. "But I assume we will all find out in due time. I don't even know if Anya knows what happened." He took another bite and moaned. "Cam, this is the best pork I've had in my entire life."

And that was saying something, considering he was born over five hundred years before. "I'll be sure to tell abuela that you enjoyed it," Cam said with a half-smile. "But really… I'm still in shock, I think."

"Well, eat up," Lotan said, pushing the plate of food toward her. "And we'll go to bed. I'm sure everything will seem less…shocking in the morning."

The kitchen door opened, and Jackson Grenard, Cam's best friend, partner, and almost-death buddy, walked in, a concerned and confused look on his face. 

"Where's Anya?" Cam asked. 

"Out there, I guess," Jack said, sinking into the chair. 

Cam pursed her lips. "What did you do?"

"Me? Nothing," Jack said. "Anya's the one who—"

"Who what?" Cam asked, tilting her head to the side. "Saved all our asses?"

Jack snorted. "Took Bael's power. Became a demon again."

"And why is that such a bad thing?" Cam asked. 

"Yes," Lotan said, grabbing the last taco on the plate and chowing down. "It sol' a lo' of our pro'lems."

"Or creates a mountain of new ones," Jack said. "We have no idea what that magic is going to do to her. If she's the belu, then—"

"Is she the belu?" Lotan asked, after swallowing. "Was she actually touched by God?"

"She said she took Bael's powers," Cam said. "Does that make her a belu?"

"Good question." 

Cam nearly jumped out of her skin. Anya stood in the kitchen, her power filling the room. Her eyes, formerly a beautiful mossy green, were now emeralds, shining behind thick, dark lashes. Her skin had darkened to a beautiful, smooth bronze, as if she'd just spent a week on the beaches of her native Syria. Even her nails were long and sharp, unlike Cam's jagged edges. 

"It's okay," Anya said with a nervous half-smile that didn't meet her eyes. "I'm still me."

Cam hadn't realized she'd been gripping a napkin and released it, forcing herself to relax and smile. "Thank you, Anya. I don't know… Thank you for coming for us."

She took the chair next to Jack without looking at him. "I'm glad I got there in time."

Cam glanced between the two of them—Jack looking like he wanted to walk out of the room and Anya holding herself so tightly she might implode. Their communication issues hadn't been resolved with her newfound powers, it seemed. They'd need to hash it out eventually, but Cam wasn't the one to make them do it. 

"Why don't you tell us what happened, Anya?" Lotan said, saving them all from the awkward silence. "And how you came into…this."

Anya licked her lips. "After Jack left in Lisbon, I…" She swallowed, casting a nervous look around. "Diogo found me. I asked him if he'd help me, and he said he would…but not the way I wanted. He had a portal."

"Wait—a portal?" Lotan said, sitting upright. "An athtar portal? Between the human world and Underworld?"

Anya nodded. "He made his own. All athtars could, apparently." 

"Huh." Lotan rubbed his chin. "Sorry, please continue."

"We landed in Ath-kur, and we had to walk… We passed the battlefield," she said with yet another half-glance at Jack. "The land was very unstable. Earthquakes and mist. He took me to a large crack in the earth that we climbed down. There was…" She furrowed her brow. "I don't know how to explain it. It was Bael's magic—just without Bael. It felt familiar, like him, but it wasn't him."

"How did you take it?" Lotan asked, leaning on the table. 

"I think…." She hesitated, glancing at Jack, and Cam could practically hear the calculations in her mind. She was trying to massage the truth so Jack wouldn't freak.

"You can tell us the truth," Cam offered, gently. "We won't be mad." She caught the gaze of the only person whose opinion Anya really cared about. "Right, Jack?"

"Right," Jack said.

But Anya stayed silent for another long moment, chewing on the inside of her cheek. "I think it was waiting for me," she whispered finally. "Bael's magic wanted me to take it." 

Jack's brows went to his forehead, and he looked at Cam as if to say "I told you so," but she ignored him. "What do you mean? Was the magic sentient or something?"

She shrugged. "I don't know how to explain it. But Diogo tried to take the magic and it didn't let him." 

"But Bael let you take it," Jack said. 

"It's not…" Anya cleared her throat. "He's dead."

Jack caught her in his gaze. "His power clearly wasn't."

"And I don't know what that means," Anya said, her gaze desperate for him to believe her. "But I know that I'm still myself." 

"This is fascinating," Lotan said, clearly ignorant of the tension brewing. "Bael is dead, but his magic remained in Ath-kur and another person was able to absorb it. I wonder if that means… If I gave up my power, could someone else take it?"

"We'd have to make sure it's not Yaotl," Cam said. "Speaking of… what the hell are we going to do about him?" She sat back. "I guess Anya could—"

"No." Lotan's tone was firm. "He's gone astray, but we can't kill him."

"He was going to kill me," Cam said with a glare. 

"And two wrongs don't make a right, my love," Lotan said. 

She pursed her lips at him. "Lotan. Yaotl has his eyes on world domination. At this moment, he's making alliances with demons in every corner. He plans to take control and perhaps eradicate ICDM. Clearly, we need to do something about that." 

"And I will," Lotan said with a half-smile. "But killing him isn't the answer. And if my goal is to reclaim my pack, I have to do it without assistance. They won't take kindly to the noxslayer stepping in."

"Then what will you do?" Cam asked, a little nervously. 

"For now, nothing," Lotan said. 

"Nothing?" Jack said with a look. "So you want to let him continue to find allies? He was trying to overthrow ICDM and put the humans in chains."

"My educated guess is that once the demonic folk find out there's a new athtar in town, they might be less inclined to listen to a nox who's merely powerful." Lotan looked at Anya. "I assume you plan to announce yourself to the belus."

Anya's mouth parted, and she hesitated just long enough to pique Cam's suspicions. "Eventually, yes, but I don't want to be the kind of belu who goes around threatening people to bend them to my will."

Jack snorted, and Cam kicked him under the table. 

"But your presence will be as much of a deterrent to Yaotl's plans as we can ask for," Lotan said. "Which means that in the interim, I can continue work on my experiments. It might be beneficial to see the crevasse where you found your magic in Ath-kur, Anya. If you want to take me there."

"Oh, uh…" Anya cleared her throat. "Ath-kur is…not the same as you remember." 

"What do you mean?" Cam asked.

She smiled, as if she had a secret. "I can make the world any way I want. So I made it… I recreated it into something better. I would love to show you." She turned to Jack, her hesitation clear on her face. "If you'll come with me." 

But Jack just looked at Cam. "What do you think?"

The adrenaline of almost dying was leaving her blood, and exhaustion was settling in. She had been in Lisbon yesterday, today, had nearly lost her life, and tonight, was just too tired to deal with Anya's newfound powers, as well as all the other chaos left unresolved in this world.

"Can we go tomorrow?" Cam asked. "I just…I think I need to stay put in one place tonight. My brain can't absorb any more information." 

"Sure," Anya said with a firm smile.

"Shall we go to bed?" Lotan asked. To his credit, he kept the question innocent. 

"You go ahead," Cam said, squeezing his hand. "I'll be there in a minute. I need to get some air."
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The moon was full tonight, and Cam couldn't stop looking at it. She'd never been so close to death before, at least a death she couldn't fight her way out of, and it put things in perspective—made her appreciate these beautiful moments more. 

"You should be with your prince." Juana, Cam's grandmother, left her bedroom to join Cam on the veranda. 

"I will," Cam replied. "But first, I need to know… Was María really going to leave me?"

It had been a revelation from Jack that Cam's great-aunt, a Councilmember for the ICDM, had given the order to let Cam die at the hands of the noxes who'd kidnapped her. María was always willing to sacrifice for the greater good, but this one, in particular, stung.

Juana's old face, so familiar and warm, hardened. "I do not know the particulars. But it seems to me…your Jack was ready to kill every nox in existence to get you back, and he was doing it alone."

Cam sighed, leaning on the railing. "When the nox magicked me, I saw María telling me she knew everything. About Lotan, and me turning athtar, and she was firing me." Cam chuckled. "And all I felt was relief."

"I bet the nox didn't like that," Juana said. 

Cam shook her head, refusing to think of what he'd shown her instead. "I love my job, but I love Lotan more. Does that make me…" She stared at the moon. "I never thought I'd be one of those people who'd give up the perfect job for love."

"Jobs come and go, but your prince is once in a lifetime," Juana said softly. "Like your abuelo, God rest his soul. He was the only man to keep me on my toes and change my mind about anything. I would've given up your job for him." She sniffed. "But I also wouldn't have taken your job. You have your father in you."

Cam shook her head. "Do you think mama and papa would be mad at me?"

"I think they just want you to be happy, Camilla. And that man makes you happy." She patted Cam on the butt. "Now get in there and enjoy him, or else I might go in your place." 

Cam snorted. "Hands off my prince, Abuela."

She cackled and waddled toward the kitchen, presumably to tell Anya to go to bed. And Cam turned to walk back to the bedroom where she'd find her prince. 

She opened the door to the dark room slowly. The small twin Cam always slept in already had a body in it. 

"Plenty of room for you," came a soft voice. "Come, my love. I miss you."

Cam unstuck her feet and padded over to the bed. Climbing in, she realized just how little room there was for the two of them. Lotan's broad shoulders and long legs took up most of the space, and she had to lie on her side just to fit. But as she decided this wasn't going to work, Lotan draped an arm over her and pulled her close.

"We can make do," he whispered, his breath tickling her ear. "And make love. But in the morning, mmkay?"

She smiled; he must've been exhausted. She settled, relishing this moment of peace. Perhaps Juana was right—this man did make her happy. Even here, uncomfortable as she was, and knowing she would get very little sleep on the edge of the bed, there was nowhere she would rather have been. And with that thought, and the knowledge that everyone she cared about was safe tonight, she allowed herself to relax into the arms of her demon prince. 







CHAPTER TWO
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Jack tossed and turned, his dreams plagued by visions of noxes firing guns at his head and Anya begging him not to hate her. He woke up feeling just as poorly as he had the night before, only now he had to face another day. Rolling onto his back, he replayed the conversations with Anya over and over, looking for any sign that the woman he cared for was gone. But she was just herself—and the only thing keeping him from marching down the hall and taking her was his own fear.

But it was potent, so he just showered quickly and followed the scent of fried eggs and bacon to the kitchen. To his surprise, Lotan was the one with the skillet and apron, hovering around and making breakfast for an amused Cam and Juana. Anya was nowhere to be found, which Jack actually found rather…disappointing. 

"Morning, sleepyhead," Cam said. "You're right on time. Lotan is impressing us with his ability to make chilaquiles."

"It's what my lady requested," he said with a cheesy grin. 

"Tortillas are burning," Juana said, sitting back. 

"Shit," Lotan said, dashing over to a smoking pan and lowering the heat. "Well, they'll be a little extra crispy."

"You shouldn't torture him like this," Jack said, settling in the empty seat. "The man's been through enough."

"He insisted," Cam said with a haughty look as Juana stood to help Lotan with the pan of eggs. "How about you? Have any good conversations last night?"

Jack didn't feel like answering the question. "Where is Anya?"

"No clue. But I assume she comes and goes as she pleases these days," Cam said. "What with being able to cross the entire universe in the blink of an eye."

Jack nodded. Cam seemed to have accepted Anya's transformation without hesitation, which made sense, considering that she'd been an athtar herself for a brief period. 

"Are you still mad at her?" Cam asked. "Because if you are, you should probably get over it. She was athtar when you met her, and you still managed to fall for her. So I don't understand why you've suddenly got this stick up your ass."

A hum of energy made the hair on Jack's neck stand up and as he turned around, Anya appeared in the room. She gave Jack a half-smile, which he didn't return. 

"Well, I have to say, it's nice to know you're coming," Cam said. 

"How?" Anya said, taking the empty chair.

"You aren't exactly subtle about your magical presence," Lotan said, putting a plate of burnt food in front of her. "But you're amongst friends, so it doesn't really matter." 

She looked down at the food and made a face. "What's wrong with it?"

"It's great," Cam said, swallowing hard. "Thanks, Lotan. Now please let me help clean up." 

"I told you I'd be doing all of it," he said with a look. "Just sit there and eat."

"Mm, delicious," Cam said, forcing the food into her mouth. 

The sizzling sound drew down to a low rumble, and Lotan's movements slowed with them. Anya's eyes glowed darker, but her smile was genuine. She'd slowed time except for herself, Cam, and Jack.

"Do you want me to get us some real food?" she asked, pushing the burnt tortilla around the plate. "This is inedible." 

"It would break his heart, though," Cam said with a tut. "Let's all power through, kids. He tried so hard."

"Anya, you can't just…" Jack began but then stopped. He couldn't tell her to stop using her powers, especially for something as innocuous as having a private conversation to spare Lotan's feelings. But the ease in which she'd reacquainted herself with this magic unnerved him.

"Can't what?" she asked. 

"Nothing," Jack said, shaking his head. "But Lotan's weirding me out. Can we get back to real time?" 

Lotan had turned to bring his plate to the table, and the sight of him slowly walking with a proud grin on his face was strange indeed. 

Cam made a sound and softened, putting her face in her hand. "Look at that big dummy. Yeah, let's get back to him." 

The world sped up and before Jack could say anything, Lotan was seated with them, ready to dig into the meal he'd made. 

He took a bite and winced. "This is abysmal."

"It's great, honey," Cam said, taking another bite and daring the other two to say a word. Wisely, neither Jack nor Anya responded. 
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After breakfast, which Jack and Cam cleaned up, despite Lotan's protests, Anya seemed eager to get to Ath-kur. Jack had no bag to speak of, and neither did Cam, so the only thing left were goodbyes with Juana. Cam's grandmother gave them big hugs each, and made Cam promise to call her parents and give them a heads up as to her next move. 

"Perhaps leaving out that you were kidnapped," Juana said with a smile. 

Before any of them could answer, Juana faded from view and Jack braced himself for his arrival in the Underworld. But they didn't land there—at least not that he could feel. They were in a library, dimly lit by candles and gas lanterns. He caught Cam's similarly confused look. 

"Where—"

"My lady." A man appeared in a blur, and immediately bowed his head. An athtar—Diogo. "It is an honor to have you in my home again."

Diogo seemed like an old soul—and not just because he was transformed in 1755. He wore a tweed jacket with leather elbow patches, and a plaid shirt that was in style sometime around the time Jack was born. The spectacles perched on his nose gave him a professorial look, as did the rows and rows of books that lined his expansive library. Even Lotan looked impressed, walking over to a nearby stack to get a closer look.

"Diogo, these are my companions," Anya said. "Cam Macarro, Jack Grenard, and—"

"Lotan," Diogo said with a small nod. "I'm glad to see you are well. My lady was very worried for you."

He smiled. "Thank you for helping her."

"She's my belu. I would do anything for her," Diogo said. 

Jack furrowed his brow. "She's only been your belu for a few hours. And from what I hear, she's not really your belu."

"You have not been a demon, so you don't understand," Diogo said with a warm smile. "My connection with Lady Anat is as strong as it was with Bael. My power comes from her, and I'm grateful for it." 

That didn't give Jack any warm fuzzies, but with a look from Cam, he decided to let it go. "Then we're happy to count you as an ally."

"My lady, how may I serve you?" Diogo asked, bowing to Anya. 

"We simply need the portal," Anya said. "I wouldn't have disturbed you, but I wanted to introduce my friends formally."

"You have never disturbed me, and never will. It is always an honor to have you here."

How much of this was a show for the all-powerful demon beside him? Anya's smile lacked the usual hubris of Bael's, though. Still, for a demon who hadn't wanted anything to do with them before, Diogo was certainly kissing their ass now. 

"Shall we?" Anya said. 

Before any of them could answer, the ground slipped beneath their feet once again. The burned eggs came back with a vengeance as Jack was flung from the normal to the abnormal. His entire being was being torn apart, the pressure outside his body fighting against that inside, and neither side was winning. His chest constricted so tightly that it was hard to suck in more than small gasps. 

"Just breathe," Anya said, pressing her hand to his chest. "It'll pass in a moment." 

He opened his eyes to a bright blue sky surrounded by tall trees. Familiar trees. Redwoods. 

"Where are we?" He was supposed to be in the Underworld, not on his mountain in Washington. 

"Don't worry about that now, just focus on coming back to yourself." Anya's face appeared in his line of sight, and her warm hand touched his cheek, grounding him to reality. He also didn't think it would be gentlemanly to vomit in her face, so he swallowed what was about to come up as he took deep, gulping breaths. 

"I'm sorry, I don't think I can fix that," she said softly. "Cam?"

"Gonna be fine," she grunted from somewhere far away. "Just after—" She, clearly, was not concerned about upchucking the breakfast Lotan had made. 

Jack slowly pushed himself up, still unsure what he was looking at. Because if he believed his eyes, he was in Seattle, staring at his house. But that was impossible—they were in the Underworld.

"Anya, what's going on?" Jack asked. "Where are we?"

"Ath-kur," she said, helping him to his feet. "My version of it."

He shook his head slowly. "What does that mean?"

She wore an enigmatic smile, looking pleased with herself. "I can't really explain it, but…there's this innate knowledge I have now. This intimate feeling that this world is mine to do with what I want. And I wanted…this." She gestured toward the house. "Do you want to see it?" 

Jack took a hesitant step forward then forced himself to continue. Anya opened the door to the foyer, with the long lines of dark pine flooring leading into the living room. Everything was exactly the same as he remembered it, right down to the arrangement of the furniture and the dining room. If he ignored the nauseated feeling in the pit of his stomach, he could almost believe that he was home.

"This looks familiar," Cam said with a smile to Jack. 

"Where will I be able to work?" Lotan asked. "This room looks too nice for me to be making a mess."

"Follow me," Anya said, gesturing him toward what was a broom closet in their house in Seattle, but here appeared to be a stairwell. As soon as the door closed behind them, Cam wheeled on Jack with a grin on her face. 

"So…this is real interesting," she said. 

"What is?"

"She could build anything she wanted and she chose to build your house in Seattle. Down to the shade of the flooring. I think that's something, Jack." 

"She's already made it clear what she wants," Jack said. "The problem is me."

Cam sighed. "Well? Out with it. What's wrong now?"

"I don't know. I just feel like… I feel like there's something." Jack walked to the window. "I'm trying to be okay with her and these powers, but Diogo is acting like she's Bael, and she's able to do things at the drop of a hat and—"

"If you want my opinion," Cam said, joining him. "And you do, because you're asking me about it. I think…" She seemed to consider her words. "Do you think maybe you're just looking for something to go wrong?"

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"It means that… Every time you guys get somewhere in your relationship, when both of you are at the same place emotionally, something happens. So now that Anya's pretty much back to her old self, ready to start a relationship with you, you're backpedaling as fast as you can. I think you're just trying to guard yourself." 

Jack blinked at her. "That's…astute of you."

"Speaking from experience," she said. "I'm not saying you should jump in, and maybe you can't yet. But you have to at least try. She's trying." Cam gestured to the house around them. "Meet her halfway. You both obviously care about each other. While you're waiting for the shoe to drop, you might as well enjoy what you have."

"This shoe, Cam, it's going to drop hard," Jack said. 

"And you've survived harder falls," Cam said. "Besides that, you can't know how this ends. Maybe Lotan unlocks the secret to demonic powers and maybe Anya decides it's better to stay human and be with you. But she can't make that call unless you pull this stick out of your ass and talk to her." 







CHAPTER THREE
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Anya led Lotan down a short staircase, lost in her own thoughts. She'd hoped Jack would give her some hint about what was in his mind, and if he was angry with her, even though he'd sworn he wasn't. She'd returned to Ath-kur, to this home, to make it perfect for him—and for Cam and Lotan, too. Something to prove to Jack that she wasn't the monster he suspected. And perhaps to prove to herself that what had happened with María was just…a fluke. 

She could barely stand to think about it—and how easy it had been to succumb to her emotions. She'd never had this much control over literally everything. There was no one holding her leash now, no one keeping an eye on her. She could destroy the world if she had a mind to.

Not that she did. But it was intoxicating. And dangerous—her mistake with Cam's great-aunt was one she wasn't hoping to repeat.

"What do you suppose they're talking about back there?" Lotan asked, drawing her attention back to him. 

"Us, probably," Anya said, clearing her throat. "Cam seems to have settled down."

"Was she worried for me?" Lotan asked with something of a boyish grin. 

Anya rolled her eyes. "I'm not talking about that. I'm talking about…" She didn't quite know how to explain it. "She's not as nervous to express herself."

"She's never nervous to express herself," Lotan said with a chuckle. "But I know what you're saying. She's been much…freer with her expressions of affection." He sighed with a content smile. "It's been nice." 

Wonder what that's like? Anya tried to bury that jealous voice in her mind as she reached the bottom of the stairs. She opened the door to a large, expansive room with absolutely nothing in it—white walls and white floors that extended as far as the eye could see. 

"I wasn't quite sure what you needed, so it's kind of a blank slate," she said with a small shrug.

"You weren't kidding," Lotan said with a bewildered look. "I confess… I don't know anything about this world manipulation thing you suddenly have. Is it… How does it work? Do you think I have it as well?"

"If you'd like me to accompany you to the noxlands, we can find out," Anya said. 

He made a noise. "Not yet."

"Why are you afraid to go back there?"

"I'm not afraid."

"Aren't you?" Anya asked, without a hint of malice. "They've disrespected you. You are their leader. You need to show them what happens to insubordinate underlings."

"They were never mine, Anya," Lotan said with a soft sigh. "Most of them had lived a hundred lifetimes before I showed up. I'm merely their connection to my mother's magic. Yaotl has made my place in the world exceptionally clear to me." 

Anya could hear the pain in his words. "And yet, here you are, looking for a way to keep them connected to their magic. You would be within your rights to rid yourself of it and see what happens."

"I would be," Lotan replied. "But that's not… I don't think that's what my mother would've wanted."

Anya had doubts about that. The only reason Yaotl and the rest of his band of traitors had their powers in the first place was because Bael had "gifted" them to Xo and Mot. Xo had initially refused the gift, but after Bael had ordered Anya to slaughter them, she capitulated. It wasn't until after Xo's death that those noxes even returned to the human world to grow their numbers. As far as Anya knew, Xo had no interest in preying on humans the way the others did.

But Lotan, only five when his parents had been taken from him, might've been fed a different story. And Anya knew from experience it was difficult to break someone from a long-held reality. 

Luckily, Lotan was otherwise distracted with the table Anya had conjured for him. "Would it be possible to return to my home in Mexico City? I have some notes and papers I would like to retrieve—and some clothes, as well, unless you were able to conjure those."

"I could, but we can make a quick trip," Anya said. 

Cam's voice echoed behind them. "Whoa." 

Cam and Jack had ventured down the stairs, craning their necks at the world Anya had built for them. Anya's gaze landed on Jack, hoping to see something other than disdain and distance. He seemed bewildered now; that was something of an improvement. 

"Lotan would like to retrieve some items from his home," Anya said. "Would either of you like to accompany us?"

"I'm still nauseated from our arrival," Cam said with a firm shake of her head. "But I wouldn't say no if you grabbed some stuff from my apartment in Shanghai." As Lotan grinned, she narrowed her eyes. "Sensible underwear only, please."

"Jack?" Anya asked. 

"How long are we planning on staying here?" he said, slowly lowering his gaze to her. 

"As long as it takes," Lotan said. "I want to complete my research and become human. Then we'll figure the rest out." 

"What does that entail, exactly?" Jack asked, crossing his arms over his chest. 

"I'm currently testing theories on the talismans, and how their proximity affects the demon magic," Lotan said. "A process that'll be made much easier with a human assistant." 

"I can answer that one for you," Cam said, narrowing her eyes. "You put a talisman on your body, and it hurts. Next theory."

He smiled. "Maybe Jack would be a better assistant, on second thought." He looked to Anya. "And perhaps even our fair belu athtar can lend a hand if needed. Knowing Bael's magic existed after his death is a game-changer, to be sure. There's so much we don't know, even now."

"We can stay here as long as we need," Anya said. "Anything we need, I can get for us back in the human world. It would be easier for me to go." 

Jack released a sigh, clearly sensing he'd been outnumbered. "Fine. Grab me a couple things. And my whetstone."
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Anya and Lotan, unbothered by the Underworld-to-human world transition, stepped through the portal and stopped first at Cam's apartment. Anya had never been there before, but it was a nice size, though sparsely decorated. Lotan found a suitcase in the closet and began dumping the contents of Cam's drawers into them, while also grabbing her hanging clothes and tossing them on top.

"Are you taking everything?" Anya asked. 

"I don't expect she'll return to this place," Lotan said. "Not after what ICDM did to her. I would be surprised if she stayed with the organization for much longer." He glanced in her direction. "You should probably plan to take what you need from Seattle as well. It doesn't sound like our human counterparts want to make the journey often."

It didn't sound like Jack wanted to stay at all, but only was because Cam was. Anya had hoped once she'd come back to herself, they could finally begin to be together and not just cohabitate. But these powers seem to have pushed him farther away. Taking them had been borne from desperation— 

"Why lie? You wanted it."

She paused, closing her eyes to clear that voice from her mind. It felt like Bael's whispers, but instead of his deep, gravelly voice, the timbre was more of her own. She'd hoped it would fade, or at least that she could exert some control over it. But it was still there, whispering truths and goading her on. 

"I'm not the one who sent you to María's office. That was all you."

She'd merely lost control; she hadn't meant it. Besides that, María deserved to know that she couldn't abandon her family anymore. She'd made the choice to leave Cam to die, the same way she'd left Jack's first wife. And Anya merely…

She opened her eyes to the dark city below. "Jack doesn't seem pleased that I've taken this magic at all."

"I think he's being cautious," Lotan said. "I can't say I blame the man. He spent weeks being tortured at the hand of the last owner of that power. But he shouldn't be worried. You seem the same taciturn athtar you were before." He flashed her a grin. "Though perhaps you hate me less than you used to."

"I have no reason to hate you, and never did, it seems," Anya replied softly. "Besides that, it's you who should hate me."

"Believe me, I've tried," Lotan said, pulling a pair of black lacy underwear from the pile and grinning devilishly. "But they say I have too much of my father in me to hate anyone. Perhaps it's because I understand why you thought you had to seek revenge."

"I was lied to," Anya said, staring out at the city. A cruel irony that Bael's lies continued to haunt her after his death—even Diogo had seen past them. "You know, you might ask Diogo for his help. He knows more about the demonic magic than even I did."

"A man after my own heart," Lotan said. "I caught a glimpse of his library. I'm jealous."

Anya wore half a smile. Even at this distance, if she concentrated, she could feel Diogo's joy. He was reading something, sipping an espresso. She could practically taste the coffee on her tongue. 

"He is yours to do with what you wish. If the nox wants his library, he would hand it over without a second thought if you told him to."

She shook herself, sweeping the voice from her thoughts. "Hush."

"Anya?"

She looked up at the nox prince, bringing herself back to the here and now. "What?"

"I asked if you could see anything else I needed to grab," he said. "I'm not really sure what Cam packs in her overnight bag."

"Not much," Anya said, finally turning away from the window. "Lotan, can I ask you a question?"

"Mm." He'd leaned his whole weight on the suitcase, trying to latch it closed. There were still piles of clothes scattered around the place, but he seemed to have given up packing them. 

"Do you ever hear your parents?" 

He stopped, catching her gaze in the window. "What do you mean?"

"Do you…ever hear their voices in your mind?" Anya whispered. "Like they're still with you?"

Slowly, he shook his head, leaving Cam's suitcase on the bed and joining her by the window. "No. Why?"

"No reason," she said, shaking her head. "Let's hit Seattle then your place and get back."







CHAPTER FOUR

[image: ]




It had certainly been a strange couple of days for Lotan. In his wildest dreams, he never thought he'd be taking up residence in a newly rebuilt Ath-kur with the new belu athtar, her on-again-off-again boyfriend, and the love of Lotan's life, the latter of whom was currently curled up in the space next to him, dreaming. Then again, a few days ago, he was furiously trying to figure how he could end his miserable life to spite the noxes who'd captured him. 

Cam made a noise and rolled over violently, nearly throwing an elbow in his face, then settled against him, the tension line on her brow fading. She'd barely let him out of her sight, and he was happy to occupy her in every way he could think of. But Lotan couldn't quite follow her into dreamland, not when there was so much weighing on him. 

He'd been coy about his plans for Yaotl and the noxes, because the truth was, he had no plan. After losing his own father so early in life, Yaotl had been something of a stand-in for Lotan. The elder nox had taught Lotan everything about life—how to shave, how to hold a sword. How to speak to a girl. How to address a crowd. How to lead, how to be strong. It was on Yaotl's knee that Lotan had sat when he'd been told his parents were gone. These memories weighed heavily on his mind, even as he'd sat in captivity. Because he'd been raised by Yaotl, he knew his mind—understood the intentions. And because he was his father's son, he couldn't shake his affection for the man who'd taken everything from him. 

Even now, Lotan lacked the gumption to march into the noxlands and take what was supposedly his. All he wanted was to rid himself of this demonic curse and the yoke of being responsible for those who didn't care for him and live out the rest of his days with his perfect Cam—while not leaving the noxes who still had good in their hearts without their one link to his mother.

But first, he'd have to figure out that demonic riddance part. Carefully, he slipped from the bedroom and found the pants he'd tossed on the floor. Then he padded out of the room, closing the door behind him. 

The house was silent, and if he ignored the athtar magic pressing against his own innate magic, he could forget he wasn't in Jack's house in Seattle. He'd been here once, during a Christmas when he'd surprised Cam with a flight home to see her parents with a stop to see her best friend. He hadn't exactly been allowed to go with her to Christmas, but the time had been magical all the same.

He opened the door to his basement laboratory. Much like the rest of the house, Anya had done her best to recreate what she'd seen of his setup in Mexico City. It had remained blessedly untouched since his capture. 

Turning on the lamp over the large drawing table, he plucked his notes from the stack where he'd left them and refreshed his memory. Much of what he had was random thoughts, wild hairs that he would investigate. So far, nothing had come from his efforts except more frustration. 

He grabbed a pen and scribbled on a new line. Bael's power existed after his death.

What that meant, Lotan had no clue. Bael's power could've remained because he'd had a child with Anat, the same way Lotan held his mother's power after her death, but that child had been dead for five hundred years. Unless that connection was still there, even in death. But how did that work? What was the science behind it? Lotan didn't know any of it. 

There was one person who might. The kappa belu, Mizuchi, had lost his life in the Great Demon War, and his line of turtle-looking water demons had retained their powers, the same way the noxes had after Lotan's mother's death. But Tabiko, his right hand, wasn't talking—especially not to Lotan. 

And if he wrote a letter now, how would it make its way to Kappanchi? Lotan no longer had a suite of noxes at his beck and call. He had no one, save a couple of humans and the belu athtar. An odd little family, but one that he felt more protective of than the noxes who'd raised him. Even quiet, taciturn, calculating Anya. There was much she wasn't sharing, and while that was cause for concern, Lotan had faith that between Cam and Jack, her tongue would loosen. 

But he was daydreaming. And if he was going to be away from his bed, he might as well try to get some work done. 

On the table behind him, a black leather briefcase sat waiting for him. He approached it much like a human might a bomb, putting on thick gloves and walking to the table with slow, deliberate steps. Keeping his distance, he unhooked the snaps on the leather and the case popped open, revealing a pile of metal coins. 

Nox talismans. 

The magic in Lotan's bones reacted to the collection; he'd sensed it the moment he walked into the room. He'd been somewhat obsessed with these talismans since finding out about them from Cam last year, but the damn things were so potent he could barely stand to be in the same room with them. 

He took a deep breath, girding himself for the pain that was to come. And as sweat broke out on his forehead, he reached into the box and grabbed one. 

"Son of a bitch!"He dropped the coin immediately. It landed on the metal floor with an innocent clang.

Lotan growled, pulling off his glove and inspecting the bright red welt that had appeared on his fingertips. His demon healing was already mending the wound, but the presence of the talismans made it take a little longer. He counted the seconds until the injury was completely gone. Forty-five. 

He jotted down his finding next to the list of ten other readings from past experiments, all within the same time, give or take a few seconds. 

With another deep breath, he readied himself again, clocked on the timer, and reached in to grab two coins. This time, he was ready for the pain, gritting his teeth even as his eyes watered. The talismans felt like fire spreading through his veins, like every inch of him was being torn apart. 

Spots filled his vision, but he braced himself against the table. He just needed to hang on a few more seconds. For science. For Cam. For—

"Nope." 

He dropped the coins and staggered away, cursing in every language he could think of. This time, his fingers had split open, and deep rivers of red flowed down to his wrists. Lotan hit the timer again and waited for the magic to do its thing. Two minutes and five seconds, this time, for the pain in his body to fully subside. 

He jotted down his thoughts and observations and sat back down in his chair to give himself a break. In some way, this felt a bit like insanity—doing the same thing over and over and hoping for a different result. Cam wasn't too far off in her estimation that the talismans just hurt him, but there had to be something. Some way to use them to free him from this demonic curse. 

Or else he didn't know what he'd do. 

He dismissed that desperate thought and braced himself for another effort. This time, three. And he'd hang on until he couldn't anymore. 
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"Lotan! Lotan!" 

Someone was shaking him awake, and when he opened his eyes, he thought it might be an angel. His angel, to be exact. 

"I'm sorry," he said, his mouth barely working. "Did I fall asleep?"

"What the hell is wrong with you?" Anya was here too, and she looked pissed. "You nearly died."

"What were you trying to accomplish?" Jack as well. The whole gang. He must've… 

He groaned as he sat up and his head swam. The last thing he remembered was taking three talismans then perhaps… Perhaps falling over. Had he fallen still holding onto the talismans? He glanced at his hand and swallowed hard. It was black—not just dead but decaying. There was a stench about it, too, one that told him he'd been holding onto that talisman for several hours. He couldn't even feel it.

No, he could. His nox magic was moving into the skin, knitting it back together, regrowing the tissue and reconnecting the nerves. 

"Lotan, answer me," Cam said, fury in her gaze. "What the actual fuck were you thinking?"

"I was experimenting," Lotan said simply, forcing a smile onto his face. "And clearly, the experiment was a failure."

"Do not pull that shit again," Cam said, pointing her finger in his face. "Do you hear me? You aren't allowed to experiment by yourself."

"Yes, ma'am," Lotan said with a deferential nod. 

"Seriously," Anya said, her Mother Athtar on full display. "It's a good thing we found you when we did. This…whatever you're doing with the talismans, let it go. You'll end up dead."

"Not likely," Lotan said, looking at his hand, already turning purple with the influx of new blood. "Hasn't killed me yet. But fascinating nonetheless." 

Cam swore under her breath and stormed out, slamming the door behind her. 

Jack just smiled and put his hands in his pockets. "At least act like you aren't going to do it again, man. For all our sakes."

"And don't," Anya said, walking to his research and reading it. "This…this is just wasted time. It only serves to hurt yourself. The talismans can be used to kill and ward humans against magic. That's it. Trying to use it to cleave the magic from your veins won't work."

"How do you know?" Lotan asked. 

"Based on your research, I'd say you do too," Anya said. "You've run this experiment twenty times and had the same result."

"Not exactly the same," Lotan said, pushing himself to stand with his good hand. "But perhaps you're right. I wonder if there's a way we can separate my human body from my magic without killing my human body."

"That sounds like a bad idea," Jack said. 

"Besides that, magic doesn't work that way. It's fused inside your bones, in your blood," Anya said, looking through the papers. "When the soul leaves the body, when the head is severed and there's no hope of survival, the magic is released into the ether and all that's left is the human remains." 

"There must be a way," Lotan said, falling back into his thoughts. "But perhaps I've been looking at this wrong. Perhaps instead of killing the magic in my body, it's about killing the human part first, but not really killing it." He flashed Jack a smile. "Do you know CPR?"

"Let's not do that either," Jack said, looking at Anya, who seemed deep in thought. "Right, Anya? Let's not get a defibrillator." 

"Wouldn't work anyway," she said, almost off-handedly. "The demonic healing would kick in. It always does, unless—"

"Unless the head is severed from the body," Lotan finished, finding his chair and sitting down in it. His hand was now a bright pink, like he was healing from a bad sunburn. "And there's no coming back from that."

"Not usually," Jack said. 

"Perhaps Cam will do us all a favor and kill me," Lotan said with a smile. 

"Don't joke about that," Jack said. "Because she will if she finds you down here doing this shit again."
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His hand fully healed, Lotan decided to tempt fate once more and find his furious soulmate. 

"My love?" Lotan said, opening the door to their shared bedroom.

"Don't talk to me." 

Even from the other side of the room, he could see that her whole body was stick straight with tension. She was the bomb now, but he couldn't stay away.

"I'm sorry I worried you," he said, sliding his hands over her shoulders. 

She smacked them away. "Don't."

"My love—"

"I just got you back, you stupid dick," she said, whirling on him with tears in her eyes. "And you just… You just… How can you care so little for your own safety like that?"

"Because I know I'm safe," Lotan said, showing her his hand. "Because no matter what I've tried, I can't seem to untangle this demonic magic."

"And what happens when you do and you bleed to death?" But she took his hand, running her fingers along the new skin. "God damn, I thought you were dead. I've never…"

Lotan kissed her forehead gently. "I'm sorry I scared you."

"Just…have a partner or something," she said, the anger melting from her eyes. "Who knows how long you had that talisman on you?"

"Five hours and three minutes," Lotan said with a cheeky smile. She glared at him and he flashed her a smile. "The timer was still going when you roused me."

"Well, now you know that five hours and three minutes is long enough for you to almost lose your arm," Cam said. 

Lotan slid his hand across her hips, grabbing her rear as he pulled her close. "I've still got the other one." 

"I'm not laughing," she said, but even her stubborn nature was no match for his featherlight kisses on her cheek. "Lotan, I'm not…" 

His free hand found the front of her pants and slipped beneath the waistband. "You're not what?"

"I'm still mad at you," Cam said, though her eyelids fluttered as he found his favorite spot. "And don't think you can just… do that and I won't be mad at you anymore."

He removed his hand. "Then what can I do to make it up to you?" 

She turned to him. "Promise me you won't play with talismans anymore." 

"I promise," he said. "If it makes you feel better, I can't seem to permanently injure myself, no matter what I try. And yet, every day I get older." 

"You have to have some other avenue of research," Cam replied. "Maybe ICDM has something that can help you?"

"Are you still considering yourself an employee?" he asked. 

"Until my ID no longer works, I suppose," Cam said. "Would it be wildly out of character for me to want to quit?"

He smiled. "No. Not in this case. I'll let you know if I suspect a personality transplant, though." He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close. "Another option that has so far not borne fruit is to ask the Kappas what they know about it. Mizuchi's line continued after his death, after all." 

"Seems like that might've been your first option," Cam replied. 

"Yes, except they haven't exactly been answering my letters." 

"Then we can go there," Cam said. "Tabiko is familiar with us at least. She'll give us an audience."
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