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For anyone who has ever felt invisible—I see you.





“You must not lose faith in humanity. Humanity is like an ocean; if a few drops of the ocean are dirty, the ocean does not become dirty.”

—Mahatma Gandhi
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PROLOGUE
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Demons were festering in the Mortal Realm.

No matter how hard they attempted to hide their disguises—human, animal, or otherwise—the Goddess of Destruction could see the rakshasas plain as day, scattered like black poisonous dust, tainting the very air around them. They lurked in any dark hole they could find.

Waiting.

The goddess frowned. Size was immaterial. Small demons were as clever and insidious as their larger counterparts. At times, even more so. Even now, she could foresee the black dust multiplying, paving the path for something monstrous . . . a plague that would only spread if left unimpeded.

Lord Devendra had been wise to forestall the end of the world by banishing the Kali rakshasa months before, with the help of his consort Lady Serjana and their mutual ally Kalias. But the truth was, the fate of man had been sealed the minute the binding wards of the Mortal Realm had been breached by Ra’al, the Demon Lord of the seventh level of hell. The gates of Xibalba had been opened, its very stench seeping through its seams and into the human world.

The goddess’s third eye slid shut; she contemplated what she’d seen.

It was too late.

The Mortal Realm had to be cleansed. It had to be destroyed.





GODDESS WARFARE
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Kyle Knox inhaled deeply as the tingling sensation he’d felt in his arms and legs disappeared for the moment. It had been a shiver of something that caused a dull ache in his bones—that cold, numbing feeling of a storm brewing. He must be tired. After everything that had happened in the last few months—namely, the near extinction of everything human—it would be strange not to be out of sorts. And, of course, there had been his miraculous transformation from human boy to immortal guardian of the Mortal Realm. Miraculous because it was granted by the Trimurtas, the gods of Illysia, and mostly because he hadn’t been sentenced to eternal damnation.

He gave himself a stern shake and shrugged off the strange feeling. “I am an Azura Lord.”

The words felt strange in his mouth. What they meant felt even stranger. An Azura Lord, responsible for keeping the demons where they belonged: in the seven domains of Xibalba, what humans called hell. For so long, he’d been confused about his humanity, nearly losing himself to the Dark Realms. But he’d fought the pull, letting his love for his best friend, Sera Caelum, become his moral compass. And even though Sera wasn’t into him—she was in love with someone else—that didn’t mean what he felt just went away. He’d fallen, hard and fast, from the moment he’d met her. Love like that didn’t disappear overnight. It stuck around and tortured you with what you couldn’t have.

Kyle sighed.

Being immortal had its perks, but it didn’t earn him any bonus points with Sera. It was kind of hard to compete when the girl of his dreams was dating a powerful god who happened to be the protector of the entire world. Not to mention that the two of them had been destined to be together from the dawn of stinking time. It was freaking unfair, that’s what it was. Even so, Sera had chosen to stay in the Mortal Realm with him, instead of taking her rightful place in Illysia—the Light Realm—with Dev.

That had to mean something, didn’t it?

“Hey! Get out of the way!” someone screamed behind him just as a black Ducati motorcycle squealed past and into the high school parking lot. Kyle twisted out of the way, barely clearing the hissing rear wheel. The bike skidded to a stop, acrid smoke billowing in its wake.

“What the heck are you—” Kyle’s voice stuck like sand in his throat as a tall, slender girl got off the bike and pulled a black helmet from her head, releasing waves of glossy dark hair, which tumbled down her back. The girl was dressed all in black—black T-shirt, black leather pants, black boots—except the black and white skull belt hanging low on her hips. Her hair was a shimmery ebony, so sleek it looked liquid, moving with her every step as if it had a life of its own. She glanced at him over her shoulder, tossing a lock of hair to the side as she hoisted her backpack on her arm.

“Sorry.” The girl’s voice was smoky and rich . . . the kind of voice that suggested it guarded dark, decadent secrets. One word, and Kyle’s chest felt two sizes too small, his stomach like it was suspended in midair. He gaped as she passed him, but the girl barely slowed as she surveyed him from head to toe. From the look in her jet-black, kohl-lined eyes, he wasn’t worth much more than her cursory glance. Kyle could smell a hint of her musky, cinnamon perfume lingering in the air as she disappeared from view.

“Who was that?” Sera’s voice startled him so much that he nearly dropped his books. She had a knowing look in her clear, light eyes, a smirk on her lips.

“Who?” Kyle’s tongue tripped over the word.

“Miss I-Hate-The-World new girl who nearly ran you over without blinking,” Sera said. “You should wipe the drool off your chin, by the way. Very unbecoming of an Azura Lord.”

Kyle smirked, though his heart was still hammering. Clearing his head of dark eyes and cinnamon musk, he forced his breathing to slow and calm. “Looks like I still have some of my human traits. Pretty girls will always get me hot and bothered.”

“I can’t even with you,” Sera said, eyeing him. “Plus, it’s not like you need any more distractions at school. Especially not some girl who looks like more trouble than you can handle. You should be focusing on keeping all of the demon riffraff out of the Mortal Realm.”

“Sure, Mom. Though that doesn’t mean I can’t have a little fun playing the field, right?” Kyle winked as they walked toward the school entrance. “After all, I did come back to finish senior year, even though high school’s pretty pointless when you’re fighting hordes of acid-spewing demons.”

“High school’s a must,” Sera tossed back.

“Overrated. Who needs trigonometry when you’re an all-powerful, portal-defending Azura Lord?”

“You wouldn’t say that if you were caught between a rock, a hard place, and a bunch of demons and needed to figure out escape routes. Trig is useful, and learning, in general, keeps your mind sharp.”

“Woodshop is useful for designing weapons,” he grumbled. “But I guess you have a point.” He shook his head and smiled. Only Sera could come up with a reason to use trig or statistics mid-battle. Though she was right, he supposed. Demon fighting was in a class all its own, requiring dexterity and finesse unlike other fighting styles. One wrong move could cost you more than your life—and pretty much guaranteed an eternity of pain. He sobered at the thought. “On a more serious note, any more news on what’s happening with the rest of the demons?”

Sera’s face drew tight. “My parents are still battling, along with the rest of the Daevas, to get rid of the ones that are in hiding here. It’s tough, though—they know how to conceal themselves. Some are even taking human form.”

He blinked his surprise. “Like possession?”

“Similar, though not what you’d expect from the movies. No veined faces and clotted blood patches, or anything like that. Possessed humans look completely normal. Like you and me.” Sera laughed at herself. “Well, not exactly you and me. These days, you can hardly tell what a possessed human host looks like.” She tapped her head. “My dad says you need to use your senses to feel them. The stronger demons are nearly undetectable.”

“Great.” Kyle sighed. Sera’s dad would know—he was an ex-Azura Lord turned human. So he knew more about human souls than just about anyone. “How are we supposed to send them back to hell if we can’t even see them? Does Samsar have a cheat sheet or something? Cliffs Notes? Post-its?”

Sera rolled her eyes at him. “Practice. Plus, you’ll learn to sense them after a while. With your abilities, it should be a piece of cake.” She shivered, shadows gathering in her pale eyes. “They feel . . . oily. Like scum coating your skin.”

“Thanks for the tip.”

Inside, the school hallways were bustling with students back from summer break. Kyle watched Sera say a shy hello to some girls she knew and then head over to her locker. Things had changed for her since she’d come into her own as a goddess—not that the other kids knew that’s what had happened. But discovering her true identity, and dropping the shade her mother had placed on her to hide her otherworldly looks, had transformed Sera’s appearance. Her natural auburn suited her more than the goth-black hair color she’d worn most of the previous year. It was eye-opening how shallow most teens were—some of them acted as if they hadn’t known who she was anymore. Then again, in high school, something as superficial as a makeover could change your entire social life. And Sera was immortal. Without her shade, she tended to attract people without trying.

Occupational hazard, Kyle figured.

No one waved to him—he’d always been a loner. And that wasn’t going to change just because he’d moved up the cosmic food chain and gotten a new, indestructible body. Unlike Sera, he wasn’t a god and his looks remained the same—his black, curly Mohawk and tattoos told people to stay the heck away if they knew what was good for them. And they did.

He studied his human peers moving like animals, survival instincts primed. A trio of football players slammed into a skinny, freckle-faced boy at his locker, making him drop his belongings. An apple rolled out of a brown paper bag and one of the boys kicked it across the linoleum floor. They snickered and high-fived one another like a bunch of hyenas determined to play with their food before eating it.

It wasn’t his business, he told himself. And then he sighed. That kid’s entire semester could be ruined because of this one moment. Didn’t Sera’s mother always say that life was determined by a series of moments and choices?

“It’s only the first day. Why don’t you guys knock it off?” Kyle snapped, drawing surprised looks his way. As if sensing danger on the wind, the football players’ gazes flickered with uncertainty before they banded together, seeming to decide that strength in numbers would give them a sort of edge.

The tallest of the three sneered at him. “What’s it to you, loser? You want to be next?”

Kyle raised an eyebrow and folded his arms across his chest. “Sure. Come and get it.”

The wide receiver who’d tossed the taunt threw the first punch. Kyle saw the fist coming toward his jaw and stopped it mid-strike with the heel of his palm. He closed his hand around the other boy’s and squeezed, watching his face contort, then leaned in, his voice low: “Pick on someone your own size next time, or you won’t be using this arm anytime soon, got it?” He released his hold.

Thin-lipped, the wide receiver nodded and clutched his injured hand, scuttling back to his friends. Once he was out of reach, safe among his packmates, he glared daggers at Kyle. “Watch your back, man.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

As they took off down the hallway, Kyle shook his head. Sometimes, high school was worse than the lowest level of hell. He considered helping the other boy gather his things, but decided against it. He didn’t have to go all out to be a good guy.

“So, I’ll catch you later for chem?” Sera said, walking back toward him with her books in hand. She narrowed her eyes at the retreating football players as one turned around to give Kyle the finger. “What’s with them?”

“They’re just having a bad first day,” Kyle replied. “Wait, you’re not going to English?”

“I have a note. I need to see the guidance counselor about some AP courses I’m taking.”

“AP? What for?” Kyle asked. “You’re a deity. Why do you need advanced placement classes?”

She tucked her books under one arm with an earnest look. “If I’m planning to stay in this realm, I can’t exactly be a bum on my parents’ couch. My mom still wants me to get into a good college. You’d be smart to think about that, too.”

“Hell, no. I promised Carla I’d graduate high school, and that’s it. I’ll get a job working at Sal’s rather than voluntarily signing up for another four years of eternal death.”

Sera put one hand on her hip. She leaned in, her voice a low whisper. “You knock school, but seriously, where do you think all the demons hide out?” Kyle felt his stomach curl. “High school. College. My dad says teenagers and young adults are more susceptible to possession. They’re not as innocent as children and not as jaded as grownups. The middle ground is the easiest to penetrate and, in some really messed-up cases, the teens even like it. Demonic possession makes them popular, believe it or not.”

Kyle grimaced. How could any kid enjoy having a demon inside of them? “What do you mean they like it? That makes no sense.”

“Demons have huge egos. They love themselves more than anything. You don’t think that translates into a bonus to some insecure teenager who’s been bullied half his life? When a kid’s possessed, he becomes insanely confident, dresses differently, talks differently, and basically stops being afraid of anyone. It’s like a creepy symbiotic relationship. The demon depends on the host to exist in the Mortal Realm, and the host depends on the demon for social survival.”

He’d never thought of it that way, but the theory made sense. “That’s messed up.”

“Tell me about it,” she agreed. “See, you may want to rethink your strategy about college. Anyway, keep your eyes open and your Azura demon-banishing skills primed. Catch you later.” As they arrived at his classroom, Sera gestured at someone behind him and grinned before heading in the opposite direction. “And try not to hurt yourself.”

He turned, his gaze colliding with a scorchingly dark stare that made patches of actual sweat break out on his skin. The girl from the parking lot was in his class? Sweet baby Jesus on a skateboard. Closing his eyes, he seriously considered ditching for a moment. He’d been joking earlier about playing the field; the act was mostly all bravado. Girls weren’t into him. They never had been.

He took a deep breath and entered the classroom, unable to take his eyes off the girl. She was lounging in one of the seats in the second to last row, her boot propped on the chair beside her. Kyle tried to keep his eyes down, despite the immediate response somewhere deep in the pit of his belly, but he couldn’t stop glancing in her direction.

“See something you like?” Her voice was light, amused.

He shook his head quickly. “Just looking for a seat,” he muttered, almost crashing into another kid as he backed away, only to find himself wedged in by someone else on her way into the classroom. Kyle sighed, looking around the room—all the good seats were already taken, with the exception of the one beside the new girl, or the front row. His eyes slid to hers, and he swallowed hard. Her lips twitched as if she was enjoying his predicament.

A boy behind the girl tapped her on the shoulder, then passed her a flyer, and Kyle dragged his eyes away. Her teeth flashed white at something the boy said; something silver glinted in her mouth. She had a tongue-ring.

Kyle’s knees felt boneless. God, she was hot.

But hot girls were high maintenance. And way more trouble than he needed this year. He was an Azura Lord now, and he had a mission. Glancing around the room, he spotted an open seat in the far corner that he hadn’t seen earlier and edged his way to the back of the classroom. He took a deep, clarifying breath, and focused on Sera’s earlier words in the hallway. Of course she was right. Even during school, they all had a job to do.

Sera’s was to guide humanity; his was to defend it from the bad guys trying to take up residence in the Mortal Realm. Demons loved to prey on human flesh, he’d learned. As a Portal Guardian, he could send trespassing demons back instantly. It was also his job to keep an eye on any human souls being lured into the Dark Realms.

Kyle, of course, could travel to Xibalba if he needed to, but it wasn’t something he enjoyed, exactly. The seven hells that made up the Dark Realms appealed far too deeply to his darker nature, drawing his more wicked instincts to the fore. Lust, pride, ego, power. The temptation to sin was always there, thanks to the tainted blood of his father, the Demon Lord of the seventh and lowest dimension of hell. Kyle couldn’t trust himself when he was in Xibalba. And the Trimurtas didn’t trust him, either. They were only allowing him to remain in the Mortal Realm because of his relationship with Sera.

Sera was a goddess, and one of the strongest. Though she had chosen to remain in the Mortal Realm with her family, she was the consort of one of the Trimurtas Lords, Lord Devendra. Some thought she had chosen him over Dev, but deep down, Kyle knew better. Sera cared about him—loved him to a fault, even—but she’d made her choice. And it wasn’t him. That was the way of things, and because he was in love with her, Kyle knew he would accept whatever she was willing to offer him, even if it was only friendship. And the truth was, he liked Dev, too.

Love triangles freaking sucked.

Lost in concentration, he didn’t notice that someone had slid into the empty seat in the back row. Crap. That meant he would be stuck up front. As he walked past her for the second time, he took another look at the new girl and froze. She was staring right at him, her inky eyes dark and intense. He couldn’t help but notice her dewy skin—the color of deeply brown polished stone.

“You’re back,” she said with a smirk, eyebrow raised. Once more, Kyle realized he’d been caught gawking. “I’m Kira. We met in the parking lot, right?”

“Kyle,” he choked out, almost butchering his own name. He collected himself with a strangled breath, searching for something clever to say. “And we didn’t officially meet. You tried to run me over with your motorcycle. Great way to make friends, by the way.”

Wonderful. He sounded like a wounded Goody Two-Shoes.

But Kira chuckled, throwing her head back and exposing a long bronze throat. All eyes in the room went to her—the girls, with envy, the boys with poorly masked longing. Kira didn’t flinch, keeping her own gaze focused on Kyle as if he were the only one there. She toyed with the silver stud on her tongue between her teeth. “Yeah, sorry about that. I kind of have speeding issues—and road rage. Not a good combo.”

Despite Sera’s warning looping in his head, he nodded to the seat beside Kira, the one she’d propped her leg on. “That taken?”

“It is now,” she said, removing her foot slowly and smiling as she pushed it toward him so that the edge of the metal nudged his calf. He flinched. For some reason, it felt as though she’d touched him herself.

“Thanks.” The warm scent of cinnamon wafted toward him as he settled in the seat. Trying not to breathe, he opened his English textbook, determined to avoid making an idiot of himself.

Kira leaned toward him. “So, who was the redhead you were talking to before? In the hallway. Girlfriend?”

“No, Sera’s . . . my friend,” he said quickly. Kira’s eyes widened with a strange look, but it was gone as fast as it had appeared.

Kyle shifted uncomfortably as a surge of guilt flooded through him. It wasn’t like he and Sera were together. They were just friends. He could flirt with a girl if he wanted to, especially if said girl was flirting back . . . which, however inconceivably, Kira seemed to be doing. “Are you a transfer student?” he asked her.

Kira nodded. “I moved from the city.”

“City girl,” Kyle said. “It’s a big change from Manhattan up here in the boonies.” He pointed at the window with an overly bright grin. “Out here, we have these really cool things—called grass and trees.”

“I know, right?” she joked back with an elegant shrug of her shoulder. “Though I’m not a huge fan of the outdoors. I miss the buildings and the streets in the city. It was structured. Ordered.”

New York City? Order? Kyle frowned at her strange choice of words, but quickly smiled to try to hide it. He found the city too overwhelming, but different strokes for different folks. “Well, let me be the first person to officially welcome you to Silver Lake. It’s a small town, but everyone’s pretty friendly.”

Except for the demons, he thought just as Mr. Moss walked in and rapped on his desk. “I can show you around after school if you’d like,” he added quickly.

“I’d like that.”

For the rest of the class, Kyle was acutely aware of the girl beside him . . . the way she smelled, the dark gleam of her skin, the soft movements of her body, her overall magnetism. Not only was she striking to look at, she practically oozed self-confidence. He wasn’t the only one staring. Everyone else seemed to be peeking over at her whenever they got the chance. Normally, kids at Silver Lake High School would give the new kid the once-over, and then life went back to normal. But this girl held them all in thrall.

Suddenly, Sera’s words popped into his head again—the stronger demons are nearly undetectable. Could Kira be possessed by one of them? For a second, Kyle wished that Sera was in this class. She would have known in an instant. Then again, Sera hadn’t said anything about the girl earlier in the parking lot or in the hallway—and she would have. He was being paranoid.

His breath caught in his throat as he felt a gentle tug on the sleeve of his T-shirt. Kira’s breath was warm on his neck as she leaned toward him. “Hey, do you have a pen I can borrow?”

“Sure.” Handing over his only pen—and mentally cursing his idiocy—his fingers grazed hers, direct skin to skin contact this time. Red-hot spirals shot through his hand and sank deep into his chest. He snatched his arm away.

One of Kira’s elegant eyebrows rose, a frown puckering her smooth brown forehead. Had she sensed something, too? Unlikely, though it wasn’t outside of the realm of possibility. Some humans had extrasensory perception—a real ability, as he’d learned. Most of the Ne’feri, human fighters who defended the Mortal Realm from evil forces, possessed some form of it. They worked with the Daevas, guardian spirits on earth, to protect the Mortal Realm and were trained to dispatch demons just as effectively as their immortal companions.

His skin tingled, and his paranoia surged back in full force. No human girl could make someone feel like this, could she?

Or maybe he was overreacting. After all, he hadn’t exactly had a lot of contact with the opposite sex over the last few months while he’d been mooning over Sera.

Kyle took a deep breath, trying to focus. Kira’s confidence made him pause. Despite being oblivious to everyone else, she seemed to be all too aware of the effect she was having on him . . . as if she was enjoying making him squirm. Could she be a demon?

He had to be sure.

Leaning back in his chair, he cleared his mind and let his senses reach outward, just as Sera had said to do. Demons had to be felt, not seen. And she said it would feel oily and scummy. Drawing on his newly enhanced Azura abilities, he let his consciousness push toward Kira. After a minute, it encountered hers.

Mortal.

And definitely not scummy. Kyle could see flashes of her in an instant—pieces of her childhood in Manhattan, her last school, her recent birthdays—and he couldn’t help feeling intense relief as he pulled away. If she had been a demon, or possessed by one, he would have had to banish her, no matter how hot she was. Shaking his head and glancing to the left, his eyes connected with hers.

“What?” he asked Kira.

“You were staring at me like you were in some kind of weird trance,” she said in a low voice. “It was borderline creepy.”

“Oh, sorry,” he blurted out, going red. “I was thinking about homework and zoning out.”

“Homework on the first day?” she asked.

“I like to study.” Immediately regretting the lie, he studied his open textbook. With Sera, his feelings had grown over time, but with this girl, the attraction made him stupidly tongue-tied. Though, apparently, a convincing liar. Kyle frowned.

Lust was one of the seven deadly sins. And a definite path to Xibalba.

So was pride. Yes, he was a powerful Azura Lord, but he was also just a teenage boy. Without a girlfriend. He had nothing to lose, and if Sera could make the effort to befriend new people, so could he.

He felt Kira’s eyes settle on him again. “That makes one of us,” she whispered. “Maybe you could give me a few pointers sometime?”

Kyle wasn’t dumb enough not to realize that she was interested. She was practically asking him out. He smiled at her as he forced his fears to subside. “You bet.”

Senior year seemed to be off to a promising start.





SECRETS
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Sera bent over a table tucked between the library stacks, staring at the tiny lotus-flower flames that danced in the middle of her palm. Being a reincarnated deity—not to mention the conduit between heaven and hell—wasn’t everything it was cracked up to be.

It made her important. Responsible for the survival of the realms.

And Sera wasn’t entirely sure she was up to the challenge.

She flipped her palm over, watching the flame flicker between her knuckles like a dancing coin. It returned to her palm and she curled her fingers into a fist, snuffing the fire flower out.

Whether she wanted it or not, Sera couldn’t change who she was. Not only was she Lakshmi reincarnated—consort to Lord Devendra and one of the three female rulers of Illysia known as the Tridevi—she was also born of a Sanrak deity and an Azura Lord. As a result, she was the only goddess who could walk all three planes of existence. It was a power that many had coveted—none more so than her own uncle, Lord Azrath. Several months ago, he’d released the Kali rakshasa demon in an attempt to usher in the KaliYuga, and tried to use Sera’s powers to create a portal he could use to enter Illysia. And he’d almost succeeded.

But then, Kyle and Dev had saved them all.

Her stomach fluttered as she thought of Dev. He was her other half, and he always would be, even though she had chosen to remain in the Mortal Realm, where she couldn’t be near him. It had been months since she’d seen him last. He had offered to return her to Illysia, but she hadn’t been able to leave her family—her father, her mother, her brother Nate.

And Kyle.

He needed her more than ever now. Just because they had narrowly escaped death in Xibalba didn’t mean either of them were free. The latest rakshasa infestation was only the tip of a very monstrous iceberg. After they’d halted the KaliYuga in its tracks, they’d hoped to strengthen the wards between the realms and keep the rakshasas in Xibalba where they belonged. But somehow, demons were once again appearing in the Mortal Realm—a quiet, consistent, and noticeable number of them.

Which made the Trimurtas, and everyone else who’d nearly died to save the realms, very uneasy.

“Hey, Sera.” A quiet voice interrupted her thoughts. Beth Davenport. Like her parents and her recently initiated brother, Beth was a part of the Ne’feri Order, but she had graduated from Silver Lake High the year before.

Sera blinked. “What are you doing here?”

Beth smiled at her confusion. “I’m taking a year off between high school and college. I’m helping out in the library. How was your summer?”

Sera recalled her parents mentioning that the Davenports had gone to Europe . . . something to do with the other Ne’feri Orders and coordinating a global effort against the new demon influx. They wanted to neutralize any threat before it became an infestation. Sera couldn’t help thinking that she wouldn’t have minded visiting Paris or London for a couple months. Instead, she’d been here. Killing monsters.

So Sera almost laughed at Beth’s question about her summer. “Not bad,” she whispered, though their corner of the library was deserted. “You know, banishing rakshasas and starting my last year of high school. All in a day’s work, right?”

“Glad to see you haven’t lost your sense of humor.”

Sera grinned. “Sometimes I think it’s the only thing keeping me sane. How was Europe?”

“Eye-opening. Mind if I sit for a minute?”

Sera nodded at the seat on the other side of the narrow table. “Go ahead. Can’t beat a free period right before lunch. It’s just too bad Kyle isn’t in many of my classes this year. It kind of sucks, actually.”

“How is he doing?” Beth asked tersely, running her fingers through her short hair. “With the changes and everything?”

Sera knew that Beth trusted her, but she’d never been a big fan of Kyle.

“He’s doing okay, I think,” Sera said, then frowned as a thought suddenly occurred to her. “Wait, did you take the year off because you really need a break between high school and college? Or because you wanted to keep an eye on him?”

Beth shrugged as if she’d been anticipating the question. “It’s complicated.”

“How?” Sera asked. “The Trimurtas made him an Azura Lord—they trust him. That should be enough for the Ne’feri.”

“He’s still Ra’al’s son.”

Sera leaned forward, an edge to her tone. “He died to save the entire Mortal Realm from an apocalypse demon—and any part of him that was tied to Ra’al is gone. You know that. He’s proven himself a hundred times over.”

“Maybe. I know you trust him, Sera, but—”

She cut Beth off, her voice shaking. “I do. Completely. He sacrificed himself for me, for all of us. And you’re treating him as if he’s some kind of demon-spawn leper.”

Beth extended her arms in a conciliatory gesture. “Look, calm down. I’m just doing what I’ve been told, that’s all. I hope to the gods that you’re right about him. But there’s been a lot of talk . . .” she trailed off, looking around uneasily, as if she expected someone to be listening in. “You missed the last Ne’feri meeting.”

Sera exhaled slowly, guilty heat rising in her cheeks. She had missed the last meeting—for no reason other than that she hadn’t felt like going. She hadn’t wanted to sit through hours of tedious details about the statuses of the various portals between the realms. Though her parents hadn’t made a big deal of her refusal to go, Sera knew that she had disappointed them.

The truth was, some days she was fine with being a goddess, and all the responsibilities that entailed: keeping demons and humans where they belonged, and making sure mortals were safe. Other days . . . well, it wasn’t always easy to be responsible for the fate of everyone. She was only seventeen, for heaven’s sake—as she’d reminded her mother just the week before.

“What teenager behaves like a full-grown adult all the time?” Sera had cried in frustration.

“One who understands the significance of the lives she has lived. And you’re not exactly a teenager, are you?”

Sera had rolled her eyes. “That doesn’t mean I’m a thousand years old in this life. I just want to be normal this year. I want to think about senior prom and dresses, getting into college and having fun.” The words had felt stupid and immature to her, even at the time, but something perverse had driven her to say them. Maybe it was part of the darkness that crept within her—her shadowy side that allowed her to survive in Xibalba.

Her mother had smiled sadly. “That’s not your karma.”

Karma. According to Sera’s mother, her entire future existence was set. In freaking stone.

“I didn’t ask for any of this,” she had said.

“I know it’s hard, but we don’t choose who we are. We choose who we become. If you decide to be a teen who wants to do all those things and live a normal life, then I cannot stop you.”

Of course not. But the consequences of her decision would fall squarely on her shoulders. She had shaken her head miserably. “But if I do that, the Mortal Realm will be defenseless.”

“Perhaps. Perhaps not. Humans are stronger than we give them credit for.”

“I can’t just abandon them.” Sera had sighed. “I can’t escape who I am, can I? I’m sorry for being such a brat. It’s too much sometimes. I feel like I’m going to break apart from the pressure.”

“I know it’s hard, my love, but it will get easier, I promise.”

“How?”

“Same as everything else, one day at a time,” her mother had replied. “It’s the action, not the fruit of the action, that’s important. Mahatma Gandhi said that. You only need to try.”

Trying aside, everything had happened so quickly after Sera learned her true identity that she hadn’t had enough time to process it all. Whenever she thought about any of it—her exposure to Xibalba, Jude and the Preta, her uncle’s betrayal, the final battle with Ra’al and the Kali rakshasa—it seemed too fantastical to be real. Like a terrible dream. But none of it was a dream. It was the harsh reality. They lived in a world of monsters and gods. And she was its cornerstone.

Her mother was right. She couldn’t not try. Not even when she felt like burying her head in the proverbial sand.

Sera swallowed hard at the memory of their fight and focused on Beth. “What happened at the meeting? What did the Ne’feri say?”

“That when the portal was open during the demon apocalypse, more demons might have made it through than we thought. It’s getting harder and harder to find the ones that escaped.” She paused, taking a deep breath and dropping her voice to a whisper. “Ever since that portal was created, there’ve been dozens more rakshasas appearing.”

“But the portal was closed,” Sera said. “We destroyed it. How are more of them getting through?”

“We don’t know.”

Sera shook her head. “That doesn’t make sense. Rakshasas can’t just appear out of nowhere—it goes against the laws of the realms. Are we talking about lower level demons, or something bigger?”

The thought of any of the Demon Lords, the powerful Azura who controlled the seven hells in Xibalba, making an appearance was a sickening one.

“No, just the smaller ones.”

“There has to be a fissure somewhere, something we’re not seeing. What are the other Ne’feri Orders saying?”

“The ones on the west coast are seeing the same thing,” Beth said. “Lots of demons. All lower for now, but it feels like something big is on the verge of happening. As if they’re . . . waiting for something.”

“Waiting for what?”

Beth shrugged, but her eyes were troubled. “I don’t know. Here’s the thing: more of them seem to appear when—”

But Beth’s words lodged in her throat as time literally came to a halt. The gilded dust shimmering in the bands of sunlight from the windows froze, and only Beth and Sera were left moving. Beth’s eyelashes swept closed in slow motion as she blinked, her lips parting on a silent exhale.

And then came a heavy rustling of deifyre wings.

Along with the materialization of other immortals.

An eerie quiet descended when two Yoddha appeared. One Sera didn’t recognize, but the other was Mara, who Sera had learned was the sister of Maeve, a seasoned Yoddha who had died at Sera’s uncle’s hands months before. Mara was all bronze-colored limbs and luminescent gold deifyre—the bright goddess aura they wore like a veil. Mara’s resemblance to Maeve always made something in Sera’s chest ache—a reminder of the loss, perhaps.

Mara floated to the ground and bowed to Sera before turning to Beth and saying, in a voice like wind chimes, “Enough. It is not the time.”

Sera flushed. She was still not used to the deference the powerful warrior deities showed her, or the fact that they served her. But then Mara’s words registered. Sera’s eyes narrowed and she forgot her discomfort. “What’s not the time?”

“The Lord Protector will discuss it further with you, Eminence.”

Cringing at the address, Sera sucked air through her teeth in frustration. That would be all well and good if the Lord Protector were here, but Dev was far away, on another plane of existence. And he had been for some time. “Explain it now.”

“I cannot.” Mara bowed again, the deference at odds with her refusal. “I am sorry, my lady. This is the Lord Protector’s command.”

Humiliation heated Sera’s cheeks. What was the point of being some unique, all-powerful immortal if everyone treated her like a child? And by Dev’s order, no less! The Lord Protector knew best, did he? Well, she wanted to punch him right in his arrogant, know-it-all nose.

Her eyes slid to the deity at Mara’s side. “Who’s this?” Sera asked brusquely to cover her embarrassment. Unlike Mara, the stranger was pale-skinned and slight in stature.

“Ilani. She’s in training.”

“Lucky for her she got you for babysitting duty.” Sera couldn’t stop the sour words from slipping from her mouth, but she only felt worse when she saw the slight tremor of Mara’s lips. None of this was Mara’s fault—she was only doing what Dev and the Trimurtas felt were best. How could the Yoddha trust her when it appeared that even Dev himself didn’t?

“That is not it,” Mara said, as if reading her mind.

Sera frowned, unable to recall whether the Yoddha could read the minds of other immortals. “Not what?” she asked carefully.

“That they don’t trust you.”

“I wasn’t—”

“It is written all over your face.” She cleared her throat. “They want you to be safe, and since you are not where you belong, at the Protector’s side in Illysia, they worry for you. Your mother and Lord Devendra especially.”

Sera drummed her fingers on the table, fighting frustration and shame in equal measure. She knew exactly what everyone was so worried about, and it had nothing to do with her safety. It had to do with theirs. Dev may have asked her to return with him to Illysia, but Sera was sure that the Trimurtas wanted her right where she was. They feared her—feared what she was capable of because of the power that lived within her.

Power both light and dark.

Of Illysia and Xibalba.

Her eyes drifted to the sigils on each of her palms—the one on her left hand that marked her as a goddess of light, and its twin on her right that marked her as its opposite. As the only known goddess who could travel to and survive in the Dark Realms, she was an anomaly. And therefore a risk. Though she had chosen to remain in the Mortal Realm for her own reasons, a part of her had understood that she would never be truly welcomed to Illysia . . . not while she was tethered to Xibalba.

She glanced at Beth, who seemed stunned by the sudden appearance of the warrior deities, and Mara’s curt command. Sera frowned. “Is that all?” she said coolly to Mara. “You wanted to stop Beth from sharing a secret that only the great and powerful Wizard of Oz can tell me?”

Mara frowned. “Wizard of who?”

“It’s a movie about an evil overlord magician. Forget it.” Sera rolled her eyes as Mara and Ilani prepared to take their leave. “Wait, were you guys here the whole time?”

“We are always here.”

“Oh, wonderful.”

The corner of Mara’s lips curled upward at Sera’s sarcastic tone, and she leaned down to whisper something to Beth before shimmering out of sight. Time resumed its normal passage.

“What did she say to you just then?” Sera asked.

The dazed look slipped from Beth’s face, and she shook her head as if to clear it. “That the bell was about to ring.”

Sera’s jaw dropped open in disbelief. “That’s what she told you?”

“Yes.”

Sure enough, seconds later a tone sounded from the speakers at the far end of the library, signaling the end of the period. Sera gathered her things, her eyes on Beth, who still seemed somewhat disoriented. She’d bet anything that that wasn’t the only thing Mara had whispered to her. Beth had been about to explain something she suspected about the appearance of the lower level demons. But why would the Yoddha keep something like that from her, of all people?

And why would Dev command them to?

She made one last-ditch effort before leaving the library. “Beth, what were you about to tell me before, about the demons?”

“What demons?”

“The ones who—Never mind,” Sera said, breaking off mid-sentence as a group of sophomores entered the stacks in a noisy line. She sighed in frustration and stared up at the vaulted glass ceiling. Perhaps it was a blessing in disguise. No doubt Mara and her protégée were both hiding somewhere above, watching, reporting every word back to Dev. “I’ll catch up with you later, okay?”

“See you,” Beth said, as if they’d been discussing nothing but the weather.

Shaking her head, Sera made a mental note to take it up with her mother. Unless Dev had told her not to say anything either. Her aggravation doubled.

She was so caught up in her irritation that as she stopped by her locker to grab her books for advanced calc after lunch, she didn’t see the Frisbee flying in her direction until it clocked her in the back. “What the heck?” she cried, rubbing her sore shoulder.

“Sorry, my bad,” a boy said as she turned to face him. His teeth glowed against the tan skin of his face and the lock of dark hair curling into his eyes. He collected the Frisbee from the floor beneath her, tucking it under his arm with another of those incandescently bright smiles. “Sera, is that you?”

She blinked. “Do I know you?”

“You don’t recognize me?” The boy clutched a dramatic hand to his chest. “I’m heartbroken.”

Now that she thought of it, he did seem vaguely familiar. It was in the eyes. They were a sparkling, vibrant shade of blue. She stared at him, trying to place his face. “Do we know each other?”

He smirked, blue eyes dancing with mischief. “Seriously? You don’t remember me? Think swimming in a bathtub together. I’m probably the first boy you ever saw naked.”

The puzzle fell into place. Those distinct blue eyes had once belonged to a much younger face.

“Jemitra?” Sera said in disbelief as childhood memories rushed to mind. Jemitra Kumar was the son of one of her father’s law colleagues. When the Kumars used to live in Silver Lake, their two families had been close. The Kumars had left when Jemitra’s dad was transferred for some big case in England, and that’d been nearly seven years ago. Sera had been devastated. The two of them had stayed in touch through letters and phone calls for a little while, but eventually they’d grown apart. Distance, and all that. “What are you doing here?”

His eyes were the same electric shade of blue, but he’d grown up a lot since elementary school. Jemitra was no longer a shy ten-year-old with braces and a weird haircut who loved hot sauce more than life. Maybe he still did; Sera had no idea.

“It’s just Jem now,” he said. “And we’re back in town. I see your mom let you go to high school instead of keeping you home schooled. I remember you really hating that.”

Sera smiled. “Took a lot of convincing. Back then, I was lucky she let me do Girl Scouts.”

“You’re a senior this year, right?” he asked, and Sera nodded. “Me too. I was hoping I’d run into you, but Dad said he wasn’t sure you’d be here at Silver Lake High. He’s at a different law firm now, but I’m sure he’ll be seeing your parents soon.” He shook his head in amazement, staring at her. “This is so unreal—I can’t believe you’re all grown up and standing right in front of me,” he said, pulling her into a hug.

“Me, either,” Sera replied.

“Whoa, beanpole, you got big,” he said, grinning as he released her. “Good thing I was able to catch up a little.”

Sera couldn’t help smiling at her old nickname. She’d towered over him by nearly a foot when they were both ten. Now they were both close to six feet tall. “I kept hoping I’d stop growing, but my prayers never got answered.”

“You look great,” he said and squinted at her. “I remember you having darker hair. I like the red, though,” he added quickly. “Suits you.”

“Thanks,” she said. She could hardly tell him that the deep auburn color was actually the natural one. Her nondescript, dark hair had been a shade concocted by her parents to make her less noticeable. She changed the subject. “So, is your dad back for good?”

“Hope so.” Jem turned to a boy at the other end of the hallway and tossed him the Frisbee. “I’ll catch up with you later, Keith. Don’t think this game is finished—I’m still two under par.”

Sera watched the other boy shoot them a thumbs-up, toss the Frisbee back to Jem, and saunter away. She eyed the disc, but Jem caught it easily this time. “You do know that’s not allowed inside, right?”

Jem faked an innocent look. “Hey, I can’t control where Frisbee Golf leads me. Though in this case, it led me to you, so I’m glad I risked the consequences. It’s so great to see you, Sera.”

“You, too.” She meant it. Seeing Jem made her think of simpler times, when she’d been unencumbered by the knowledge of who she was. For a moment, she let herself bask in a forgotten sense of normalcy.

“Hey, Sera, thought we were meeting in the cafeteria,” Kyle yelled from down the hallway. “I waited there for twenty minutes.”

“Sorry,” she said as Kyle strode toward them. “I was at the library, and then got to talking with an old friend. This is Jem. Jem, Kyle.”

Sera made the introductions, noticing Kyle’s suddenly intense expression. Of course, he would be trying to decide if Jem was a threat—human, deity, or demon. He relaxed quickly, though, apparently having determined that Jem was exactly what he seemed to be—a boy. Sera knew they couldn’t be too careful these days, not even for old friends.

“Jem and I grew up together, but he moved away when we were ten.”

“That’s cool,” Kyle said. “So, you’re back in town?”

“Yeah, my father’s working on some big case in the city, so we figured we’d come back to Silver Lake instead of staying down there. Nicer up here, you know.”

“Yeah.”

They fell into an uncomfortable silence until Sera cleared her throat and glanced at Jem. “You want to come to lunch with us?”

But Jem shook his head. “I have to go see the guidance counselor and finish doing some transfer paperwork. Can I stop by later?”

“That would be great,” she said with a delighted smile. Maybe a dose of nostalgia was exactly what she needed. “You know where I live.”

“Nice to meet you, man,” Jem said with a nod to Kyle.

“You, too,” Kyle replied. Jem took off in the opposite direction as Sera and Kyle walked toward the cafeteria. He shot her a look. “So, when did you see him naked?”

Sera flushed. “You heard that from the cafeteria? And we were five, so get your head out of the gutter.”

“I was already on my way to find you,” he said.

She scowled. “And you have super immortal hearing that you choose to use to spy on me.”

Kyle shrugged. “Part of my job is still to look out for you. I promised your dad, remember?”

“How could I forget?”

So not only were Mara and Ilani spying on her, but her dad seemed to have Kyle on permanent watch, too. It hadn’t bothered her before, but now the attention felt oppressive. Like everyone was expecting her to go off the goddess deep end. Even her own best friend.

They didn’t speak again until they sat down with their lunch trays. Kyle promptly started hoovering his food while Sera relayed what Beth had told her. After his spying stunt, she wasn’t sure she wanted to tell him much, but Kyle was technically on her side. Still, she left out the part about Mara and Ilani appearing mid-conversation.

“Any idea why there’re so many rakshasas?” she asked. “Or where they’re coming from?”

“They’re not coming through the portals I control,” he said around a mouthful of nachos. “I’ll have a dig around and see what I can find out. What did Dev say?”

“He hasn’t said anything,” she grumbled.

“Still no word?”

She shook her head. It was no secret that Dev had been busy convening the Trimurtas and convincing the other gods not to go into full lockdown mode after the nearly successful attempt to invade Illysia. She would have appreciated anything—a heads-up, a hello, a hey-just-checking-in. But other than the secondhand message from Mara, his communication had been sparse. She’d said she needed space, so maybe he was trying to respect her wishes. However, his prolonged absence stung.

Sera finished her sandwich and sat back in her chair. Some of the cafeteria windows were opened, letting in fresh air. Though it was still slightly cool, it looked like the overcast morning had given way to a beautiful day. Her gaze wandered to the slim, black-clad figure sitting alone on a bench in the adjacent quad.

Sera gestured toward her. “What’s with new girl? She was with you first period, right? Still angry at the world?”

“She’s okay,” Kyle mumbled, suddenly more interested in his nachos than talking.

Sera grinned, unable to resist teasing him. “Just okay?” Kyle looked up at her, his eyes sliding to Kira and then back to Sera. He looked so confused that she felt sorry for him. “Spit it out. I’m desperate to resume my best friend duties.”

His shoulders tensed for a second, but then he sighed. “She’s cool, but I don’t know how to act around her. It was really weird in class this morning. It’s like I can’t think when I’m near her. And it’s not as if she isn’t mortal or anything. I mean, she is, but she’s just so . . . there. Sorry, it’s TMI, I know.”

Sera couldn’t help laughing at his expression. “Maybe you should pace yourself, okay, lover boy? Don’t want to hurt yourself on the first day.”

“I’m trying. But I feel like a total loser.”

“You’re not.” Sera gave him a reassuring smile. “Is she into you?”

“I think so, unless I’m reading the signals wrong. Which is totally possible.” He paused, looking embarrassed. “I haven’t been into anyone since . . . um . . .” Going red, he trailed off and stuffed a handful of nachos into his mouth.

But Sera knew what he meant—since her.

Honestly, she was happy that Kyle was trying to move on. She adored him, but there was no doubt of her deep-rooted feelings for Dev. Those feelings surpassed anything she’d ever felt for anyone. Their bond, born of an eternal and immortal love, had transcended time, death, and rebirth. She belonged with him, much as he belonged with her. That was another thing she was still getting used to.

Sera’s gaze returned to the girl sitting outside as she thought about what Kyle had said. The emotions he’d described sounded like what she felt around Dev—tingling, hopeful, and weightless. She wanted Kyle to feel all those things and more—and if he was interested in this girl, who was she to stand in the way?

It was time for him to find his own happiness.
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