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CHAPTER ONE
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Bael, Master of the Underworld, Lord of the Mountain, emperor of all he surveyed, the original athtar demon, stood still as stone, watching the events of the past two years unfold before him in fast motion. He had a lot to catch up on, after all—since he'd been dead for the past year.

He wasn't resurrected, necessarily. More like given a wonderful gift from his beautiful Lady of the Mountain. He'd seen her traveling through the time river before, first alone, then with the nox prince Lotan. It had been surprising; the only athtar who'd ever known about the time river was Diogo, and his power limited him to a few minutes in the past. Bael had kept his distance for the most part. But when he'd seen his beloved Anat in the river once more, watching their daughter Asherah, he knew he had to speak to her. 

It was unique to see his own magic in someone else's body, to look at Anat and not feel her emotions through their connection. But there had been something else as well, a whisper of a hunch that if he held onto her magic, he might be able to skip over his fate and land in her time. In the future. And he, of course, was right.

His first order of business was to orient himself. As he'd always predicted, his demise had led to a chaotic future. The balance between humans and demons had been completely upset. A nox of all people (not even a nox belu, just a regular spawn), had thought he could take Bael's place as king of the demons. And poor Anat, too weak to do the hard thing. 

Knowing the present, Bael had gone back to the past, viewing the events that had occurred. Time continued to flow as if he'd never left: from the moment Bael had taken Jackson Grenard, to Anat spawning with Camilla Macarro and their romp through the Underworld. The buildup of the war that would eventually end his life. 

It was heartbreaking, to say the least, to watch Anat pick up Sharur, the sword he'd given her, and use it against him. For thousands of years, he'd considered Anat more than an ally. A lover, a partner. The mother of his child. The other half of his soul. But with one swing of that bejeweled blade, she'd ended any illusion that she felt the same. She'd been poisoned against him, listening to falsehoods and lies spouted by that human, Jackson Grenard. 

Bael wasn't a vindictive man, and it hurt him just the same to watch her struggle after returning to the human world. Her human wasn't of any help; he had no idea how to manage Anat's mood swings and dark places the way Bael did. Her downward spiral continued until she reached a dark place even Bael had never seen her go. 

Then something changed. The nox prince Lotan had been stolen by his own pack, and while Jack was gone with his human partner, Anat had been given a gift. The knowledge that an athtar was still alive. 

Bael watched her absorb the magic with a little pride—at himself. Even in death, his plans could not be stopped. Diogo had retained his magic, just as Bael had always intended, and had been the one to guide Anat to the Underworld to retrieve the belu magic. And now, it seemed, his plan had come full circle. For had she not been the one to retrieve the magic, Bael never would've been sitting in this bustling cafe in the human world after his own death. 

But that world was no longer his. There were anti-athtar talismans everywhere, which had proven useless against an onslaught of angry demons who'd wreaked havoc on hundreds of cities. Anat had managed to quell the riots by moving the demons back to the Underworld, but it was a temporary measure. The humans would want revenge, the demons would want their own, and poor Anat was in over her head. 

Bael was the only one who could bring order back to this world. And if everything went according to plan, his beloved Anat would rule by his side once more. 
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Elonsi was dusty, and never a place Bael enjoyed visiting. Now, of course, it was filled with eloko demons, many of whom were still confused as to how they'd ended up here. Perhaps a day ago, they were fighting in the streets, massacring humans. The next moment, they were here. Undoubtedly, quite jarring for them.

Their belu, Biloko, was in the middle of a crowd of shouting demons, doing his best to calm their fears and promise he would return them to their homes as soon as possible. 

"I will speak to the belu athtar," he said, waving his hands to try to keep the elokos calm. "I'm sure she can be reasoned with."

"Or perhaps you can speak with the real belu athtar." Bael's voice rang out across the group, and it pleased him to see his memory hadn't been forgotten. Every eloko seemed to wear the same mask of disbelief and fear, and Biloko himself paled five shades. 

"B-Bael?" he croaked, taking a hesitant step back. "What are you doing here? How?"

"I'm just returning to see my old friend," Bael said, walking through the parting crowd. "We are still friends, are we not?"

"This isn't possible," Biloko breathed, shaking his head. "Anat killed you."

"So she did," Bael said. "And you did nothing to stop her."

"I was—"

"Hiding in your hut like a scared little boy while your spawn fought your battles for you?" Bael said, his voice low and even as he came closer. "It is a shame that I placed my faith in someone so cowardly. What might've happened had you been there to help?"

Biloko swallowed hard. "I meant no disrespect, my lord. You asked me to steer clear, so I was merely following orders."

Bael had no idea whether that was true or not; he'd skipped over the more boring parts immediately preceding his death. But it didn't matter. The time was near for a cleansing. 

Bael turned around, gazing out across the elokos and searching their faces. He didn't care for the powerful among them, not when the balance was about to shift completely. He was after something else. 

"I need to know who amongst you will swear fealty to me," Bael said, his voice carrying across the silent land. 

"W-what?" Biloko began, but Bael froze time around the belu, leaving him motionless—and more importantly, quiet. 

"I have seen what the humans have done in my absence," Bael said, walking out amongst the crowd. "They have abused their powers and killed innocent demon lords. Upset the balance of power in this world and theirs. My poor Anat cannot seem to do what needs to be done." He smiled. "But fear not, my friends, your king has returned."

Nervousness rustled through the crowd, and Bael saw hearts turning in his direction. 

"Whoever amongst you will swear yourself to me before Biloko, step forward." 

"And what if we don't?" a rather short man in the front asked. 

"Then you shall remain here, with your belu," Bael said with a smile. 

The crowd murmured, but a few brave souls stepped forward. 

The first to reach Bael fell to her knee. "I swear my fealty to you, Lord Bael." 

"Then you," Bael said, reaching down to lift her to stand, "shall be my first." 

The numbers were not as great as he might've hoped; perhaps twenty elokos pledged themselves to Bael. But really, he only needed one.

"Very well," he said, when there were no more cries of support from the crowd. He nodded slightly. "This is where I take my leave." 

The world slowed around Bael and the twenty elokos, and the woman who'd spoken up first inched closer. 

"My lord," she said. "What would you have us do?" 

Bael turned away from them, concentrating on the space between the threads of time. As if pushing aside a curtain, Bael opened a portal to a timeless zone. A space where time would cease to exist. He stepped through to the other side and beckoned the elokos to follow. 

"You will be safe here," he said with a warm smile. "And I will return in time with a precious gift." 
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Bael returned to Elonsi, leaving his twenty loyal elokos behind. Time resumed its pace in the Elonsi world for the rest, including Biloko, who blinked three times before pulling his spear from his back. 

"You are not welcome here, Bael," he said. "Not if you will be usurping my powers." 

"They're yours because I gave them to you," Bael said with a smile. "And since you no longer swear fealty to me, I will have to take them back." 

Bael felt the tug of the eloko's magic pushing him from the lands, so he stopped time once more. Taking the eloko's own weapon, Bael struck him in the heart, then used his sword to decapitate the belu. 

As the belu's head fell from his body, the magic he'd held for thousands of years came to the surface. Bael reached forward to take it in his hands, careful not to want to take it for himself. He'd learned that lesson many times. It was not for him but for him to give. 

This time, he would give it to those who would know and appreciate the gift. And who would do his bidding unequivocally. 

As he stepped back into the time portal, time resumed once more, and the land of Elonsi collapsed on itself, taking every treacherous eloko and the dead Biloko with it. 

He closed the portal, finding his twenty reverted humans collapsed on the ground, their powers gone with their belu. Bael walked to the one who'd spoken up first, the ambitious woman he'd selected as Biloko's successor. 

Gently, he roused her, smiling as she blinked heavily at him. 

"Who are you?" she asked in a language Bael hadn't heard in a long time, but still understood. "Where am I?" 

"I am Bael," he said softly. "And I come with a gift from God. But first, I demand your loyalty to me." 

She slowly nodded, that spark of ambition back in her gaze. "I will be loyal." 

Bael took her hand and helped her to her feet, walking her back to the bright orange magic waiting for her. 

"This power is ancient," he said, resting his hand on her shoulder. "And if you take it, it will make you one of the most powerful creatures in existence."

"What would you have me do with it?" she asked. 

"Build me an army," Bael said. "Starting with the rest of the humans here. And then we shall begin our work."







CHAPTER TWO
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What had she done?

Anya paced the living room in Ath-kur, chewing her fingernails to the quick and finding no solace. At least Cam, Lotan, and Jack weren't there, probably back in the human world to help with the clean-up and aftermath of the attack. She wasn't sure what she'd say to them—she wasn't even sure she knew what to say to herself.

Time travel was supposed to be just viewing. She'd traveled back in time and watched events over and over again. She hadn't even been corporeal there. Just a shadow of herself. 

So how the hell could she have brought Bael back?

Running her hands through her hair, she walked to the window, waiting for him to make his appearance. This Bael was from the era just after she'd left him again, when he realized she was falling for Jack and turned even more vindictive than she'd thought possible. Surely, there would be some punishment in store for her. 

No. Things were different now. He was no longer the all-powerful monster who'd found her outside her village thousands of years ago. She had the same power, theoretically equal to him in every way. He couldn't take it away from her even if he wanted to. 

She would keep repeating that until she believed it. 

Some small, perhaps hopeful, part of herself tried to convince her she'd imagined things. That in her sadness of seeing Asherah again, she'd dreamed all of it. But she'd become accustomed to believing her own eyes, and even that little candle of hope snuffed out. 

What it all meant, she had no idea. She searched the human world and Underworld for any sign of him but couldn't See him. Whether because he was hiding himself or because in some place she couldn't find or…

Her spiraling panic quieted as the connection between her and the only person who would truly understand lit up. Diogo was on his way to her. She'd slowed time to keep Jack or Cam or Lotan from finding her, so Diogo had taken some time to prepare and arrive in the Underworld.

"My lady," Diogo said, appearing in the living room. "I'm sorry it took me a moment to arrive. What is the crisis?" 

Anya looked at her reflection, unsure how to explain the situation or how far back to start. So she just came out with it. "Bael has returned."

Diogo's face was clear in the window, and he took a step backward in fear. "That's…not possible." 

"It is," Anya said, turning around. "I went… I went back in time. One last time…" She shook her head, not wanting to go into the reason. "And he was there. Not as the man he was, but another version. Perhaps the Bael from just after the last Demon Spring." 

"My lady, you aren't making much sense," Diogo said. 

Anya exhaled. "I think…somehow… I managed to find a version of Bael in the time river and he used me to come to the present." 

"As a vision or—"

She shook her head. "He was living. Breathing. Whole." 

"Are you certain you aren't just…" Diogo licked his lips, clearly not wanting to continue that train of thought. "I don't believe this is possible."

"Perhaps not with a human or another demon," Anya replied. "But you said yourself we'd only scratched the surface of the time river. If two belu athtars meet in the same moment of time, one can, I suppose, hitch a ride to the present." 

Diogo's eyes lit up with understanding. "So you're saying that Bael, the belu athtar from some time before his death, is now in this world? In this time?"

Anya nodded, pressing her back against the window. "He knew things. He knew about Jack. But he didn't know how I'd killed him…" She shivered, recalling what he'd said about planning his own death. 

"Where is he now?" Diogo asked. 

She shrugged. "I can't See him. I have no idea."

"Does this mean… I have resumed being his spawn?" Diogo asked, a little nervously. 

Anya shook her head, offering him the only smile she could muster. "Our connection is still strong. He's merely a demon in the wrong time. But a demon as powerful as I am."

Visibly relieved, Diogo joined her at the window. "So…what do we do about it? You should inform your human compatriots."

Anya flinched. The last words she and Jack had shared weren't very…compatriot-like. After Yaotl had led riots in human cities around the world, Anya had moved nearly every demon back to their respective worlds as a stopgap measure to avoid any more bloodshed on either side. But it hadn't been enough for Cam, who'd demanded Anya give up her athtar powers to keep the demons and humans separated for good. 

Jack had agreed and Anya had somewhat lost her temper. But after coming to realize that they were right, that the temptation to become what Bael had been was too strong, she'd made the decision to become human once more—after she traveled back in time to see her precious daughter Asherah one last time. To remember her voice, her cherubic face, the way her hair bounced when she ran. 

And that was when she'd come face to face with Bael. 

"My lady?" Diogo said, breaking her from her trance. "Shall I fetch your friends for you?"

"No," Anya said. Cam was already distrustful. Lotan didn't even know who he was anymore, and when he did get his memory back, he'd side with Cam.

And Jack…there was no way to explain this to Jack that he'd believe. The words he'd flung in her face in Lisbon still stung. 

"You're still enamored with Bael and his magic, and you always will be. I will never be enough for you." 

They'd come so far since that day. She could still feel his lips on her skin from the night before. But she couldn't risk ruining that any more than she already had. The only thing she could do was protect them from Bael until she managed to put him back where he belonged. 

"I need you to do something for me," Anya said softly. 

"Anything." 

"I need you to convince them to wear anti-athtar talismans," Anya said, slowly. "I don't care how you do it. But this Bael knows Jack, knows how I feel about him. And by extension, Cam and Lotan. Until I can contain him, they need to be protected." 

"Or you could just tell them what's happened," Diogo said slowly. "Then they would be protected because they would be by your side."

"Do as I say," Anya snapped, giving him the most dangerous look she could muster. "And do not question me." 

Diogo took a step back, all his misgivings gone, and bowed at the hip. "As you please, my lady. I will find a way." 

He disappeared and Anya exhaled, pressing her head to the window again. 

"Such a loyal foot soldier. It's a shame he never felt that way about me."

Anya would never get used to hearing that voice so clear, not when it had haunted her dreams for all these months. She lifted her gaze once more to the window, seeing Bael's reflection mere inches behind her. He gave no magical signature she could detect, perhaps because his magic was equal to her own. Or he was doing a good job of hiding it. 

"Oh, my beautiful Anat," he said, sliding his hands down her shoulders and rubbing slightly. She hated how she trembled at the weight of them. He was absolutely real. "It pains me to see you so troubled. What can I do to ease your mind?"

Anya spun from his fingertips, forcing herself to remember she was just as powerful as he was. "Don't touch me." 

He smiled. "So you still hate me." 

"Why would I not?" 

"I have seen your journey since my death," Bael said. "You struggled as a human, you struggled as an athtar belu. My arrival should be a blessing to you. Finally, someone to give you guidance."

"I'm not in need of guidance," Anya said, hating that she didn't sound convinced. "But if you'd like to return to your time, I would be happy to oblige." 

"I don't think so," Bael said, with a knowing smile. "I find that this world is much more in need of care than the one I left."

Anya licked her lips, unsure if she wanted to ask him more but unable to stop her curiosity. "So does this mean that the Bael I remember, the one I killed, is no longer dead?" 

"No," Bael said. "Time is funny. The moment we met, I became part of your future. Your past remains unchanged. The events as you remember them remain the same." 

That made no sense to her, but very little did at the moment. Bael smirked and left her in the living room, venturing to the kitchen and the bottles of wine Cam had left on the counter. He opened one and poured himself a glass, tasting it before pouring one for Anya. 

"You see, once you enter the time river, all the normal rules stop. Your body physically remains in the present, as you know. It's merely an extension of yourself that travels to and from." He handed her the wine, and she took it, if only to keep him talking. 

"And does your past self, the one who sent you, see what you see?" 

"Who knows?" Bael said, bringing the wine to his lips. "This is my first time traveling forward in time." 

Anya didn't drink, staring at him and racking her brain for more questions, but all she could do was watch him, marveling at the sheer aliveness of him. 

"Are you pleased to see me?" Bael asked. 

"What will you do now that you're here?" Anya asked instead of answering his question. 

"Oh, I have plans," Bael said with an enigmatic smile that boded nothing well. "This world is in disarray. I don't blame you, of course. Your heart is far too soft to do what needed to be done. There is only peace through obedience. Now, my love, you understand why I forbade the use of those deadly talismans." 

Anya brought the wine to her lips but didn't drink. "So they affect you as well?" 

"Of course they do," Bael said. "But fear not. You don't have to tattoo the symbols on your lover Jack or his friends. They do not play into my plans." 

She nodded. If they affect him, how was I able to stop time in Geneva?

"Then what will you do?" she asked again, her voice quiet and contemplative. 

"That, my love, will be revealed in time." He stepped toward her, and before she could stop herself, she took a step backward. Thousands of years of fearing him was a hard habit to break, it seemed. 

He leaned down to kiss her softly, and she was struck by how different his lips felt from Jack's. 

Jack. 

The memory of Jack in Bael's castle, of how he'd hurt the man she loved, broke the trance, and she yanked herself away from him.

"I told you not to touch me," she whispered fiercely. 

"So you did," Bael said, his eyes capturing hers the way they'd done a million times before. "But perhaps one day, my love, you might change your tune." 

He disappeared.

She hoped that he couldn't See her, because the wine slipped from her hands, and she slid down the windowsill, hot tears spilling down her cheeks as she held herself. She could've been the most powerful demon in existence, but with Bael, she reverted to the thirteen-year-old girl every time. Trapped in his gaze and believing every word he said. 

"My lady!" Diogo was back, and she hated that he'd seen her in such a state. "My lady, what is it?" 

"Nothing," Anya whispered, not wanting to upset him. "Did you do as I asked?" 

"There was nothing to be done," Diogo said. "The humans have encamped in Geneva, which is still covered in talismans. I was unable to get closer." 

"Then it is your job to make sure they stay that way," Anya said, looking up at him. "I want to know if they set one foot outside the protection zone." 

He nodded. "You have my word. But Bael—"

"Leave him to me," Anya said, wiping her cheeks. "He's my problem. And I will solve it myself."







CHAPTER THREE
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Jack Grenard tossed and turned in the twin bed, trying to find a comfortable spot, before recognizing it wasn't the mattress's fault. There would be no rest any time soon, not when he couldn't stop replaying his last conversation with Anya. 

"Anya, this…staying athtar… It's not necessary. You would only be doing it to suit your own desires."

"It was necessary when I saved your life just now."

"But the danger has passed."

"There will always be danger—"

"Not if the demons can't reach the humans. You said yourself you're the only way they can get between worlds, so if you no longer have magic… You don't need it anymore, Anya. It's not who you are, and it doesn't define you." 

"Then you clearly don't know me at all, Jack."

He stared at the ceiling, wondering if there was some other way he could have phrased it, perhaps some other angle he should've taken that might've landed better. Or were they just destined for this inevitable parting of ways? 

Cam was still fuming and had insisted they return to the human world since Anya wasn't interested in helping, which seemed a little unfair to Jack. But Geneva was in dire straits. Jack guessed ICDM had lost at least half their staff in the attack, and even more of their security forces. Backup was nowhere to be found, as most cities were dealing with their own aftermath. 

More than that, Frank would've wanted him to step up. 

He sat up and walked to the window, opening the blinds and looking out onto the side street in Geneva. Here, far from the chaos in the center of town, it was easy to forget that the world had been turned upside-down. Though no one was on the street, the coffee shop across the way had its doors open. 

Was Frank a regular, and would they know that Jack was his grandson? Had they even heard he'd died?

Jack walked back to the twin bed and made it up, remembering how Frank would get onto him that one summer Jack spent shadowing him as a teenager. There were no maids in the US Councilman's apartment, so cleanliness was on the two of them, Frank had explained. 

Jack dug through the hastily packed bag he'd brought from Ath-kur for a change of clothes and frowned at it. Things had moved quickly, and he'd been too distracted to take any care in stuffing his shirts and jeans into the bag. Now everything was wrinkled. Not exactly the picture he wanted to present when he went back to ICDM, but it would have to do. 

His stomach grumbled, so he grabbed his wallet and busted phone—reminding himself to purchase a replacement on the off chance Anya decided she was done pouting—and walked out into the living room. 

Lotan was already there, reading the paper with a steaming cup of coffee. It was so strange to see the former nox prince looking so…human. Some of his perfection had waned, and his hair wasn't quite as shiny and perfectly curled as it had been, but he was still too gorgeous for his own good. 

He looked up at Jack and offered a genuine smile. "Good morning! Jack, right?" 

Jack couldn't help the flinch. "So your memory hasn't returned." 

"I remember…" He smiled sadly. "I remember my parents. Very clearly. I remember Cam, well…" His smile turned a bit bashful. "I remember how much I love her. But the details are still somewhat fuzzy." 

Jack had to smile. If he lost his memory, he'd want to remember his parents, Cam, and… 

"Why don't we head across the street and pick up some food? There's a cafe over there that looks inviting."

Jack led Lotan across the way, amused at how the former nox was fascinated at literally everything. He pointed to a croissant and announced loudly that he knew what it was, earning some odd looks from the old man at the counter. Jack thanked the clerk in his best French, and carried the bag and three cups of coffee back to the apartment. 

Sugar, chocolate, and butter were what the doctor ordered, and Jack had two of the croissants in one bite while Lotan took his time, savoring the food as if it were the first time. 

"Do you…think your memory is better than yesterday?" Jack asked. "Or better at all?" 

"I think…" Lotan looked down at the cup of coffee. "I do remember the taste of coffee. It's almost like awakening from a dream. Experiencing things feels like…what's that thing when you've experienced something before?" 

"Deja vú." Jack smiled. 

"Perhaps there are things I don't want to remember, anyway," Lotan said, looking out the window. "I'm not the man I was. Perhaps it's a good thing to start clean."

Jack shook his head and took another long sip, following Lotan's gaze. From this side of the apartment, the plume of smoke coming from the wreckage of the ICDM headquarters was still visible. They would have their work cut out for them getting it back up and running—and protecting them from any unseen threats that still lurked out there. 

"What do you want me to do?" Lotan asked. 

"It might be best for you to lie low for a while, just until we know for sure what we're dealing with," Jack said. "We don't know if any of the noxes survived with their powers intact, and you'd be a target." 

Lotan nodded. "I don't understand most of what you said, but I'll stay put if you think it's best." He smiled. "Will we be seeing that other woman again? Anya?" 

"I don't want to think about it," Jack said, finishing the rest of his coffee and walking to the sink to leave the cup. "I'm going to headquarters. Tell Cam I'll see her later." 
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The closer Jack walked to the center of town, the more the ghosts of the previous day's attack haunted him. The sheer number of dead would take some time to work through, and identifying who'd been the aggressor and who a victim even more. 

"I saw that demon about to kill you and I guess I just… did it. I was able to stop time completely and…" 

The memory of Anya in the square, the sight of her wet, green eyes drinking him in, was seared in his memory. She'd seemed so breathless, so proud of herself for accomplishing the impossible. She'd cried over Frank then gently tended to Jack's wounds—he didn't even have as much as a scratch on him today. They'd made love, forgetting about the world on fire and just being together. Until the world came crashing back in.

A desolate laugh came from his lips. It was pretty par for the course for their relationship. Just when things were good, when the sun was rising and the world seemed to be settling, something else came up. He supposed he should be grateful it wasn't Bael this time. 

And yet, he kept coming back to the sight of her in the square, and how no matter what happened between them, his heart still skipped a beat when he looked into those eyes. Perhaps he was just a masochist. Or stupid. 

His internal deliberations ended abruptly when he arrived at the scene of the chaos. ICDM headquarters was a husk of itself, the initial explosion taking out the front half of the building. What was left was jagged rebar and concrete, a grotesque view into the innards of the offices, with desks overturned and wires hanging from the ceiling. 

The Swiss military had moved most of the bodies from the square, but dark stains still marred the stone design on the ground. There was a heavy presence of armed guards milling around, waiting for the next attack. Jack hoped they'd been equipped with more than human weapons, but it would take time.

He was stopped at the first checkpoint, but after showing his ID and getting checked by the main security staff, he was allowed through. On the other end of the square, a large green tent had been set up as a command center of sorts. He nodded to the two guards out front, but they must've recognized him from the day before, because they let him through. 

Inside, there was a flurry of activity. A mix of ICDM and military leadership gathered in clusters, all wearing the same exhausted, yet determined, looks. 

Jack spotted María, Councilwoman to Mexico and Central America, and also Cam's great-aunt, standing to the side. She locked gazes with him and beckoned him over. Her forehead had a few stitches and her face was bruised, but she didn't seem bothered by it.

"Morning," she said, giving him a once-over. Probably wondering what happened to his battle wounds. "I was hoping we would see you." 

"Frank would want me to help," Jack said, before swallowing hard. "Speaking of—"

"We have already made arrangements to have his body, and the bodies of his staff, flown back to Charleston," María said, speaking without emotion. Jack would've gotten mad about it, except that she probably had no emotion left in her. 

"Thank you," Jack said with a nod. "What can I do to help?" 

María gestured at him to follow her out the back flap of the tent, perhaps so they could talk in private. But there wasn't much privacy, not with all the armed guards floating around. 

"Do you have confirmation on the location of the demons?" María asked. "The ones who disappeared?"

Jack nodded. "Anya moved them to the Underworld."

"And there's no way for them to come back?" 

He didn't want to go into details just yet about Lotan. "The only way in-between worlds now is Anya." 

María quirked a brow. "And you don't think that's a problem?"

"I do, actually," Jack said. "But unfortunately, right now, there's nothing I can do about it."

"What does that mean?"

He hated how often his personal relationship got muddled in ICDM business. "I asked her to give up her powers so that the demons would remain in the Underworld, and she declined." 

"Give up her powers? Is that possible?"

Jack pinched the bridge of his nose. "It's a long story."

"I have time." 

Against his better judgment, Jack told her what Lotan had done, and what it meant now that the nox belu no longer existed. She listened intently, asking no questions until he was done then nodded slowly. 

"So if we were to kill the belus, all the demons would go?" 

Jack cleared his throat. Typical María. "Yes. For now. But the magic would remain in this world. Eventually, another human would find it, then we'd have a new crop of demons."

"How soon?"

"I don't know. Could be tomorrow, could be a thousand years from now. But considering the belus are in the Underworld, I don't think it's a good plan of action to think about offing them right now."

María nodded slowly. "Thank you for telling me. There is still the matter of the topside demons to deal with."

"How many?" Jack asked, grateful for a change of subject. 

"We are still gathering intelligence from our divisions around the world. A fraction of those who were here before, to be sure, but perhaps enough to be concerned about." 

"You will have to get them to sign a treaty without the belus, then," Jack said. "Frank said—"

"Our plans have changed," María replied, lifting her gaze to meet his stonily. "After what we've witnessed, there is little appetite for any demon to remain in this world. The remaining Council is coming together to put together an agreement for complete eradication." She looked at Jack. "I need to know if your demonic friend Anya will stand in the way of that?"

Jack stared at her. "Complete eradication? So even the demons who weren't involved in this attack will be killed?" 

"They didn't exactly lift a finger to help us, either," María said. "Thousands of humans have been massacred, perhaps even hundreds of thousands. It's unheard of." She sighed heavily, looking at the soldiers standing mere feet away. "If we do not show that we are taking action, someone else will take it for us."

[image: ]

It took most of the afternoon for Jack to find a cellular store that was open, and another couple hours for the technician to retrieve his SIM card from his busted phone and put it in a new one. Once the device lit up, he found several missed calls from his parents and Cam's mother, but none from Anya. 

He swallowed and found her number, punching out a text. We need to talk.

A moment later, the response came in. Stay in Geneva. 

Jack frowned, looking around in indignation as if she were there herself. Stay in Geneva? What the hell kind of response was that? 

It's important.

No answer. 

ICDM wants to move against the topside demons. I need your promise that you won't do anything to interfere.

No answer. 

Jack nearly threw his phone across the street. She could be petty when she was mad, but this was more than that. She couldn't be this juvenile when she was the one holding the key to the door separating demons and humans. 

Anya, please. 

Finally, he saw the cloud of dots indicating she was typing. 

Stay in Geneva.

"Fine," Jack barked at the phone, earning him a look from the tech. But if Anya was going to be that way, he would just have to assume she wasn't going to help. Which made their jobs a lot harder. 







CHAPTER FOUR
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Cam heard Jack get up and leave, and the muffled conversation between him and Lotan. To be honest, she wished she'd gotten up and left with him. At least then she wouldn't be alone with Lotan. 

Or the man who looked like the love of her life but barely remembered his own name. 

He hadn't even wanted to sleep in the same bed with her the night before—not that she'd really asked him to. They were tiptoeing around each other now, or so Cam felt. She was being a coward, but she couldn't allocate any energy to being brave. Not when there were so many other pressing matters crowding everything else out. 

Anya had disappeared, presumably to continue her life as an athtar and leave them to clean up Yaotl's mess alone. 

ICDM's global headquarters had been decimated, and many of its senior staff had been killed, including Frank. 

The entire world seemed to be in a state of shock. 

Certainly, her memory-less boyfriend problems could wait. 

Footsteps echoed down the hall, and she tensed as the door opened, revealing Lotan's beautiful face. It was the same, and yet…different. There was less definition in those cheekbones. His eyes had dulled to a softer brown. But the smile on his face, that still elicited the same magic in her bones. She couldn't deny she loved him. Especially when he brought her caffeine.

"Good morning," he said. "Jack's left, but I thought you might need some coffee."

"Thank you," she said, taking it from him. "I should probably get up and join him. I'm sure it's chaotic out there."

She expected Lotan to argue with her, but he nodded supportively. "What do you need me to do?"

"Lie low—"

He chuckled. "You've been talking with Jack."

"Did he say the same thing?" Cam asked. "Then doubly so. We have no idea what's still out there, and who might have a bone to pick with you now that you're human."

"Was I really so hated?" Lotan asked, looking at her with a sad curiosity. 

"Not hated." Cam took a sip of the coffee. "Just…when you gave up your nox magic, it caused a ripple effect across the world. Every demon who had the nox magic lost theirs at the same time. They could want revenge…" She took another long gulp. "If they even remember." 

"If they've lost their memories as I have, they can't be much danger to me," Lotan said. "I would rather stay with you, if possible." 

"Let me get my arms around what the world looks like today," Cam said. "Once I have a chance to talk with the Council, we'll figure out what we're doing next." 

Out of habit, she leaned toward him, ready to peck him on the lips, but she stopped herself, staring into his brown eyes. He seemed ready for something but confused at the same time. She opened and closed her mouth like a fish for a moment then covered her awkwardness by finishing the rest of her coffee. 

"I'll be back when I can," she said, jumping up and walking to the bathroom. 
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After a quick shower and change of clothes, Cam headed out into the city, making a beeline for ICDM headquarters. The heavy military presence gave her pause for a moment, but someone called her name. Jack was jogging over, now sporting an ICDM jacket straight out of the past. He vouched for Cam with the guards and waved her through. 

"Where'd you get this?" Cam asked, pinching the sleeve of his jacket.

"María said that if I was going to stick around, I might as well rejoin the force," Jack said with a wry smile. "Got one for you, too." 

Cam nodded. "What else does María say?" 

Jack gave her the brief rundown of his conversation with María, and she shook her head. 

"People are pissed, and rightfully so. They want all demons gone." Cam couldn't disagree with them.

"We're still trying to get a handle on how many demons are left," Jack said. "But it's not many. The noxes might've been completely eradicated."

"And what about our bridge between worlds?" Cam asked cautiously. "Any word from her?"

Jack showed Cam his new phone and texts from Anya. Cam wanted to believe there was something more behind them, but considering her behavior the day before, she wasn't holding out hope. 

"If we start offing demons, can we be sure Anya won't retaliate?" Cam asked. "That the belus won't come to her and ask her to step in?"

Jack was silent for a long time. "I don't think she will, but…" 

"But we can't be sure," Cam finished for him. "We know she can somehow bypass the athtar talismans, so that's great."

Jack nodded and looked over his shoulder, nodding to something behind her. "We're being summoned." 

She turned to see a young ICDM agent waving at them frantically from the main tent, and they shared a look of exhaustion before heading in that direction.

"What's going on?" Cam asked, walking up to the display of screens where María was watching with a furrowed brow. 

"There's been an attack," María said. "Demons have overrun Berlin. It looks to be elokos."

"That's… Berlin is a lilin town," Jack said. "Where the hell would they have come from?"

María sniffed. "It was a lilin town, before the athtar disrupted everything. We need to send a team there quickly. The local ICDM office is overwhelmed." Her sharp gaze turned to Cam. "Do you still have the ability to move places quickly? Or has your athtar friend taken that ability?" 

"You mean the athtar portal?" Cam shook her head. "No. Not anymore." She'd left it behind when Anya had disappeared, deciding that if Anya wanted to choose her magic over them, she could keep all of it.

But Jack nodded. "I do. But it won't work until we're further outside town."

"Make it happen," María said, nodding to the agent beside her. "Take a contingent and follow Agent Grenard." 

Jack and the soldier left immediately, leaving Cam standing in the middle of the tent, stuck to the ground. She should've gone with him, but her soul was weary. She'd barely survived the attack less than forty-eight hours ago; she wasn't eager to walk into another one.

"Does your presence here indicate you're rejoining the agency?" María asked, turning back to the screen of the chaos in Berlin. 

"I suppose," Cam said, not loving the icy tone in her voice. "You look like you could use the help."

"And your nox prince? I hear he's human once more." 

Damn it, Jack. Cam had been hoping to keep that under wraps for a while. "Yes. He's… he's human now." She turned to María, her gaze suspicious. "I hope you aren't thinking of bringing charges against him or anything." 

"I'm not," María said. "Others may feel differently. He's responsible—"

"Yaotl is responsible," Cam snapped. "And I'm fairly sure he and the rest of the noxes are at the bottom of what was once the noxlands." 

"We have sources that say he survived," María said. "And I was hoping to ask your prince about it."

Cam almost laughed. "Tough luck, I guess. Lotan barely remembers what a nox is, let alone what happened in the hours before he became human. He's harmless."

María didn't respond right away, turning back to the screens and tapping her finger against the table. "Cam, it should not surprise you that the worldwide attacks yesterday awoke something in humanity. Countries are threatening to pull funding and staff. After all, ICDM's only charge is to protect the world from demons, and we allowed this to happen." 

Cam bit her tongue instead of reminding María that she, Jack, and Anya had warned ICDM of this exact outcome. 

"Most concerning, to them and to me, is that your athtar friend was seen in the middle of a city covered in talismans designed to prevent her appearance. Do you know how she did it?"

"No," Cam said. 

María sighed. "Jack said she was unresponsive when he reached out to her. Perhaps you could try."

Unresponsive. That was certainly one way to phrase it. Perhaps Jack wasn't as ingratiated with ICDM as the jacket would indicate. "I'll do my best, but I'm not sure I'll get a better response." 

[image: ]

Cam excused herself shortly after that, needing to get away from María and the thought that her weapons might be used against one of her friends—and the reality that it might be needed. So she'd hopped a ride with a unit of soldiers to the end of town where Jack had set up Anya's portal. It was huge now, the size of a whole house, to allow the soldiers and armored cars to drive through. 

Surely, Anya knew something was going on. Would she show up to help?

By the time Cam arrived in Berlin, the fighting was in full swing. She unstrapped her macuahuitl from her back and stepped into the fray. The demons were young—none of them had the sort of power the demons in Geneva had displayed. It was a blessing, because the non-ICDM military were able to fight them without succumbing to their magic, and Cam's talisman-laden macuahuitl was more than enough to take them out permanently.

Cam swung her club, making a path for herself and the military so they could back up the first unit. More soldiers poured from the portal after Cam, a steady stream that would overwhelm the elokos before too long. It seemed…easy, almost. Too easy. 

"Jack!" Cam called once she spotted him in the crowd. His knives cut through the elokos as easily as her club, mowing down demons as two soldiers flanked him with guns. 

"Good of you to join me," Jack said with that typical cocky smile he wore in the middle of a fight. "Any idea where these jackasses came from?"

Cam shook her head. There was no one language; it was a true mix from across the world. How all they all managed to get together for this attack—especially since Yaotl was no longer pulling the strings—was a mystery. 

A blade came for her head and she whacked it away. A mystery she'd solve once this city was under control. 

"How many of them are there?" Cam asked. 

"No idea. We found the first set and started fighting," Jack said. "There could be hundreds—maybe thousands. Maybe every eloko left on earth got pissed off and congregated here."

"But why here?" Cam said, digging her club into an advancing eloko and stunning him long enough for Jack to slice his head off. "And not Japan?"

"I have no answers, Cam," Jack said, panting. "I just…"

An intense energy was arriving from somewhere far away, and the sounds of fighting slowed. Cam actually exhaled in relief. Anya would put a quick end to this—and perhaps she and Jack would finally have a chance to talk about their argument the other day. 

The belu athtar appeared on their left side, fearsome and terrifying in her power, especially compared to the pathetic elokos they'd been fighting. 

And she looked pissed—at them. "I told you to stay in Geneva."

"Is that really all you have to say?" Jack barked back. 

"What else do you want me to say?" Anya asked, her tone high—panicked. Why was she panicked? "You should have known I would take care of this. There was no need for you to leave Geneva."

"Are we so sure you would have?" Cam asked. "Because you haven't been very forthcoming in your intentions lately."

Anya licked her lips, staring at Cam as if she were considering her words very carefully. "I will protect this world. These elokos will be returned to their land. I'm not sure how I missed them the first time." 

There was something unsettled about the way she kept looking past them, behind them, to the side of them. Almost as if she were waiting for something. Expecting something. 

"Just, please," she said after a while. "Go back to Geneva. I will handle this." 

"We'll leave as soon as this city is under control," Jack said. 

"I'll get it under control," Anya said. "Just go. Please. Or I will do it for you." 

"Anya, you can't just—"

Whatever Cam was going to say died on her lips as the world blipped. Every kappa in the city was gone—along with Anya. 

"Again?" Jack said with a heavy shake of his head. "So what? She's just going to show up and move demons back to the Underworld?"

"I think she can," Cam said with pursed lips. "After all, she's the belu athtar. She can do whatever the fuck she wants." 







CHAPTER FIVE
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Lotan couldn't breathe. 

He looked up to see a familiar face but couldn't find his name. The man was at once human and wolf—and Lotan recognized both for some reason. The man's large paw was on Lotan's throat. 

"I wonder if I'm powerful enough to maintain my own connection," the man said. "Shall we test the theory?"

Lotan managed to find the strength to kick the man-monster off of him. Precious air came back to his lungs. "Are you so blinded by your ambition that you'd risk it all?"

"Merely studying new theories around belus," the man said. "Tabiko was quite helpful. She told us an athtar managed to survive after Bael's death. No living child required. I'm willing to gamble the same thing will happen when I destroy you."

That felt like a stone to the stomach, but Lotan had no idea why. There was something, some mystery he'd known intimately but now escaped his grasp. He wanted to ask the man-monster more, but…

"You're hesitating, boy," the man sneered. "Are you second-guessing your decision?"

Then, like a blinding light, his mind filled with the thought of Cam. She was standing firm in a room full of enemies, a fierceness in her gaze as she braved the magic and danger that Lotan knew but didn't understand. What he did know was this was the moment his heart had fallen for her, a feeling that would transcend even his own memory loss—and give him the strength to survive. 

But just as he turned to the man-monster, the vision faded, and with a soft breath, Lotan opened his eyes to a much different room, with sunlight streaming onto his face. It took him a moment to realize he'd fallen asleep in the afternoon sun, reading one of the many books Jack's grandfather had around the apartment. 

He put down the book and leaned forward, rubbing his face as he grasped at the dream and the context that still eluded him. It was all on the tip of his tongue, but he had no one to ask about it, not in this empty apartment. He rose from the chair and scoured the apartment for a paper and pen he could use to jot down his thoughts to ask Cam later. 

As he was describing the dream, a name floated by his mind. Yaotl. The man-monster's name was Yaotl. 

But that was all, just a name. Who the man was, why he'd wanted Lotan dead, why Lotan had been so afraid—none of it made sense. He stared at the scant description on the paper and frowned as frustration bubbled in the bottom of his chest. How in the world was he going to be useful to anyone if he couldn't make sense of anything? 

Now, that wasn't entirely fair. He could speak and read, and he could do basic tasks like taking a shower. But those things seemed more like instinct, and he wasn't sure how he knew how to do them. He just could. 

His memory was shrouded in a thick, gray cloud, with shapes he could barely make out, but he knew they were there. Somewhere, in the deep recesses of his mind, he would find everything he needed to know. But for now, all he had were dreams that made no sense but left his pulse elevated. 

He sighed and walked back to the window, retrieving the book and gently sliding it back onto the shelf. It hadn't been all that riveting anyway, but perhaps a different book might jog his memory. 

His rumbling stomach interrupted his thoughts, and he ventured into the kitchen. Unfortunately, Jack's grandfather had left a sparse cupboard with mostly condiments and very little substantive food. Cam had told him to stay put, as had Jack, but he needed to eat. 

Taking care to grab the set of keys hanging by the door, Lotan locked the door behind him and ventured downstairs and out onto the street.
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For mid-afternoon, things seemed rather dead to Lotan. Not that he really remembered what a city was supposed to be like, but his gut was telling him something was off. He passed several small cafes, but they were all closed. Some were even boarded up. 

Finally, he spotted an old woman sweeping her front step, and she glared at him for some reason. But Lotan wasn't deterred, and happily walked up to her, flashing her a smile. 

"Pardon me, do you know where I can get a bite to eat?" he asked. 

The woman spoke in words he didn't understand, and he took a step back, trying to parse it out. So perhaps his language skills weren't fully developed yet. 

"I'm sorry, can you—"

But her swinging broom told him all he needed to know, and he dashed down the street out of the line of fire. 

Lotan kept wandering, but his initial gut feeling that something just wasn't quite right in this city grew as he encountered a few more strangers. They didn't throw their broom at him, but their tight smiles and darting gazes left him uncomfortable—and he didn't approach them. 

Finally, after an hour of wandering down mostly residential streets, he found something open and selling food. There was no one inside, save one old man behind the counter. Lotan walked right by him to peruse the aisles of packaged food and plucked a couple of things off the shelf he thought he remembered he liked. When he'd filled the small basket, he walked to the clerk, whose gaze was still glued to the television screen. 

Lotan made a small noise, and the clerk turned, speaking words Lotan didn't understand. "I'm sorry," Lotan said with a shake of his head. 
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