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      “Same question as last time?” I stared across a round table at my Friday night regular, Rita. She was pretty, trendy, and young enough that hanging out in a fortune-teller’s studio having her cards read on what was most Seattleites’ go-wild night out struck me as a little odd. Especially considering that Rita always asked the same thing: will I fall in love this week? Maybe, but she wouldn’t find it in the back of my tattoo parlor, where I moonlighted with my tarot deck. I didn’t even need my cards to tell her that.

      If I had fifty bucks for every time somebody asked me a variation of the love question . . . well, actually, I did have a fifty for every time, and it more than paid the bills. Nine out of ten clients returned, because I’m that good. Because my cards are legit; made them myself. Because I’m a Nejeret, a god of time. Or a goddess—and I’m really more of a demigoddess, if we’re getting technical, descended from the ancient Egyptian god, Re—and my soul is jacked into the time stream. Sort of.

      Rita sighed, resting her chin on her palm and tapping the side of her jaw with nails polished a vibrant indigo. “I guess I’m pretty predictable,” she said, laughing dryly.

      “Only you and the rest of humanity . . .” A species I didn’t belong to anymore—hadn’t for nearly two decades. I shuffled my hand-drawn deck of tarot cards one more time, then slid it across the pentagram seared into the tabletop. The symbol was purely atmospheric, but clients appreciated the witchy vibe. “Cut,” I told Rita.

      She straightened and reached for the deck, picking up a little less than a third and setting it next to the larger stack of cards. “You know, Kat,” she said, flashing me a sly smile, crimson lipstick stark against her straight, white teeth, “I’ve got a good feeling about this reading.”

      She leaned forward as I retrieved the cards and stacked them to shuffle a few more times. All the shuffling was really for show; the only part of my routine that actually affected the reading was Rita touching the cards. So long as they contacted her skin—her DNA—the spread would fall the same way regardless of whether I shuffled the cards five times or fifty. It’s not magic, exactly. Magic doesn’t exist, not really. But what I can do—what my people, the Nejerets, can do, tapping into the primal universal energies—is as close of a thing to magic as exists in the real world.

      “I’ve got a good feeling, too,” I said, tapping the edge of the cards on the table to straighten out the deck and flashing Rita a quicker, slyer smile. Not that I could actually sense anything from the deck. That wasn’t my gift. But Rita didn’t know that, and it wouldn’t hurt her to have a little faith. My gift lies in the ink itself. Anything I draw has a tendency to take on a life of its own, revealing hidden truths about the past, present, and future, connecting dots that otherwise seemed unrelated.

      I set out five cards in a cross formation, then added a column of three cards on the right and one over the center of the cross. And frowned. I’d done this layout thousands of times, but this time it was different. Not because the pattern was strange, but because the designs on the cards were. They’d changed themselves. Again. It hadn’t happened in nearly a year, and with the way my life had been plodding along—the definition of predictable—I wasn’t expecting the change.

      “Is this a new deck?” Rita was craning her neck to look at the cards. She’d been coming to me for six months now, maybe a little longer, and she’d seen every card in the deck at least once. “They look . . .” She tilted her head to the side, eyes squinting. “I don’t know . . . darker?”

      I shook my head and glanced at her briefly before resuming my study of the cards. “It’s the same deck. I just tweaked them a bit.” It was a lie. They’d tweaked themselves.

      The designs on the cards were actually a reflection of me—of my past, present, and future. They’d gone through three major overhauls since I first created them a couple years ago, always when something major was causing upheaval in my life, but they’d been relatively static for the past year or so. Probably because I’d been relatively static during that time. It didn’t bode well for whatever was to come. I suddenly felt like a live wire, channeling so much sickening dread that my body practically hummed with it. Something would happen, and soon, and there was nothing I could do to stop it.

      And there wasn’t a single doubt in my mind that it wouldn’t be a happy something. The cards had taken on an edgier, almost ominous aesthetic. Only heightening the effect was the fact that all of the people depicted on the cards were real people. My family and friends. I hadn’t designed the cards that way, and the appearance of familiar faces disturbed me intensely, though I couldn’t put my finger on why.

      Lex, my half-sister, was depicted as the High Priestess, serene and wise and as unconcerned about the wisps of darkness reaching out for her from one edge of the card as she was about the wisps of light from the other. She also appeared on the Lovers card alongside her husband, Heru. The Hanged Man was my half-brother and mentor in all things lethal and dark, Dominic, all but his pale, haunting face shrouded in shadows. The only card in the spread that I appeared on was Justice—I was dressed in jeans and a leather jacket, wielding a glowing, crystalline sword in one hand and a golden set of scales in the other.

      Disturbed but determined to finish the reading, I focused on the task at hand. Even though the designs on the cards were linked to my soul, the spread—this spread—was all Rita. And there was zero question in my mind that it answered her question. For once, the cards addressed Rita’s love life in full.

      Sitting back in my chair, the violet, velvet armchair I’d inherited from my mom along with the rest of the shop, I rested my hand on the bulbous ends of the chair’s arms and studied Rita’s features, trying to gauge her mood. “This is the clearest reading I’ve done in a long time,” I told her. “The cards are split half and half—there’s good news, and there’s bad news. Which do you want first?”

      Rita pursed her lips, then twitched that perfect crimson pucker from left to right and back. “Bad news first.” She raised her hand, stopping me before I could start. “No, good news first.” She nodded to herself as she leaned forward, placing her elbows on the edge of the table, fingers tangling together. “Good news first,” she repeated.

      I returned her nod and touched my fingertips to the Two of Cups, then to the Ten of Cups and the Lovers. “These three cards indicate that love is very nearby, and that your partner will make you happier than you ever could’ve hoped for. This card,” I said, touching the Six of Cups, “tells us the person you’re destined to be with will be someone you already know, likely someone from your past, possibly even from as far back as your childhood.”

      “I’m in love with you,” Rita blurted before I could warn her that, according to the Three of Swords, Ten of Swords, Hanged Man, and Justice cards, this person would sweep in to mend her very recently broken heart. Which, apparently, I was about to break.

      Well, this is awkward. I shut my mouth, pressing my lips together, and stared at Rita. Her hopeful expression, her flushed cheeks, her bright eyes—this, right here, is why I don’t do love. Love is pain and disappointment. It’s a blip of joy with a massive hangover of misery. I choose not to feel any of those things, not anymore.

      I inhaled slowly, tapping the tips of my fingers in a restrained, steady rhythm on the arm’s cutting. “Rita . . . I think we should call it a night. I’ve got a big job in the morning.” A clean break was best. The last thing I wanted to do was give her mixed signals and prolong her agony.

      “We could get food, order delivery . . . ?” The hopeful glint in her eyes had faded a little, but she wasn’t ready to give up yet. “Or I can cook?”

      “Listen, Rita—”

      “Is it because I’m a woman? You’re not attracted to me?” She was pressing her fingertips into the tabletop so hard that her nails were bleaching of color. “But Jeff at the Goose said he’d seen you leave with both men and women, and I thought, you know, we always have such a nice time on these Friday night dates, and—”

      I stiffened. “These aren’t dates, Rita.” My voice was cold, hard, and Rita flinched at my words. “You make an appointment, you come here, and you pay me for a service.” She wasn’t the first client to read too much into our relationship—the misperception of friendship, or more in Rita’s case, was bound to happen when clients shared so much of their personal lives with me—but Rita’s profession of love had still taken me by surprise. I was irritated with myself; I was usually better at reading people. Mostly for the sole purpose of avoiding situations like this.

      Tears welled in Rita’s eyes, spilling over the brim of her eyelids and leaving behind a gray trail of mascara. “But the cards—you said . . .” Her chin trembled, and she covered her mouth with her hand. “Oh God, I’ve never been so embarrassed in my life.”

      I scooted my armchair back enough that I could stand. “I’m sorry for that,” I said, forcing the words out. I pushed myself up using the armrests and, standing, gathered up the cards. “I’ll walk you out.” I cleared my throat. “No charge for tonight’s reading.”

      Rita nodded, though she didn’t look at me. It was a relief. She slid her chair back and stood.

      The tarot studio was in the back of my tattoo parlor, Ninth Life Ink. Back in my mom’s day, the place was a retail shop called the Goddess’s Blessing selling all things mystical and witchy. But that was years ago, before a war between Nejerets claimed her life, leaving all of her worldly possessions to an eighteen-year-old—me. The Ninth Life had been open for a little over three years now, offering ink to those desiring it and fortunes to those looking for something a little bit more ethereal.

      I moved through a heavy beaded curtain of quartz, amethyst, and moonstone that had been around since my mom’s time and made my way into the main part of the shop, crystals clanking and Rita sniffling in the background. Rita’s kitten heels clacked quietly on the hardwood floor as she followed me across the tattoo shop to the glass front door. I unlocked the deadbolt and opened it for her. She left, head hanging and feet dragging.

      “Again, Rita,” I said, watching her linger under the covered stoop on the sidewalk outside, “I’m really sorry for the misunderstanding, and I wish you the best. Something good is coming your way.” It’s just not me, I thought blandly.

      Her head moved in the barest of nods, and she shuffled away.

      I shut and locked the door, then wandered around the reception desk to close up shop for the night. I paused to pull out my phone and open my music app, scrolling through playlists until I found one that suited my mood—vintage alternative rock. Some Nirvana, Foo Fighters, and Third Eye Blind was exactly what the doctor ordered. I set the playlist to shuffle and, once the music started blaring over the shop’s speakers, closed my eyes and tilted my head back, soaking in the manly angst.

      Feeling recharged, I set to work closing out the register. I was just printing out the credit card report for the day when the shop door opened, jingling the little copper bell hanging over the door.

      Had I forgotten to lock up after letting Rita out? I was usually pretty good about it when I had after-hours clients, but I’d forgotten a time or two. Except I distinctly remembered turning the deadbolt.

      Not that it mattered; there wasn’t a lock in the world that could’ve kept out the man who’d just walked into my shop. He was on the taller side, and athletic, his broad shoulders only emphasized by his long, black leather jacket. His dark brown hair was styled in an undercut, the sides buzzed and the longer top portion combed back loosely. His face belonged to an angel . . . or a fallen angel . . . or a statue of a fallen angel, with all those bold lines, chiseled angles, and that insanely strong jawline covered in a couple days’ worth of stubble. A large, brushed silver belt buckle emblazoned with a black Eye of Horus drew my gaze to his trim hips. He was proclaiming his Nejeret clan affiliation pretty boldly with that buckle—Clan Heru all the way. Nobody who knows what they’re looking for—and what he is—could miss it.

      The intruder stopped a few feet in from the door, his pale blue eyes locked on me. “Hey, Kitty Kat.” The corner of his mouth quirked, curving his lips into a confident smirk. “Been a while.”

      I didn’t think. I reacted.

      Hands on the counter, I leapt over the top, sliding on my hip until my boots landed on the floor on the other side. I crouched, bending my knees, then sprang at him. I landed one solid smack against his cheek, the force of the hit jarring my whole arm, and then it was a game of striking and blocking, then striking and blocking again. Neither of us held back, and it felt amazing. It had been ages since I’d lost myself in a fight. Too long. Not long enough.

      He could’ve ended it at any time. His brand of “magic” would’ve allowed him to wrap me up in unbreakable, otherworldly bonds. But the light in his eyes, the vibrancy turning his pale blue irises into burning, gaseous flames, told me he didn’t want this to end. Not yet.

      He kneed me in the stomach, knocking the wind out of me, then grabbed hold of my ponytail and jerked my head back so he could see my face. “And here I thought you’d be out of practice.” His tongue darted out to catch the blood seeping from his broken lip.

      “Never,” I said through gritted teeth, right before my hand shot out. I gripped his groin through his jeans, fingers viselike.

      He grunted, releasing my hair and doubling over. My hand slid off his jeans as he moved, the friction burning the tips of my fingers. Off-balance, I stumbled to one knee.

      I pulled myself up with a hand on the edge of the counter. Breathing hard, I straightened my ponytail. “Why are you here, Nik?”

      Nik was someone I’d considered an ally a long time ago. Maybe I’d even considered him a friend, but that was before he’d disappeared without a word several years back and nobody had heard from him since. He’d risked his own life to save mine, and then he’d vanished.

      I crossed my arms over my chest and glared at him. “Why now?”

      Slowly, Nik straightened, wiping the blood from his mouth with the pad of his thumb and giving it a quick, dismissive glance. He’d be healed soon enough—relative immortality was a bonus to being a Nejeret, thanks to our regenerative abilities. It keeps us healthy and young-looking, permanently in the prime of life. In Nik’s case, he appeared to be in his mid-twenties. I wasn’t so lucky; I would be forever eighteen.

      Nik returned my stare, breathing just as hard. “It’s Dom—he’s missing.”

      My heart stumbled a few beats at the thought that my half-brother was in some kind of trouble, but I held my head high and redoubled my glaring efforts. “Dom’s a big boy,” I said. “He can take care of himself.” More than—Dominic l’Aragne wasn’t just my half-brother; he was also the one who’d trained me. He was one of the most careful and disciplined people I’d ever met, not to mention one of the deadliest. He was also, hands-down, the person I trusted most in the world. If something had happened to him . . .

      A seed of dread settled in my stomach. I could feel the roots growing, the branches spreading, the trunk thickening. I balled my hands into fists, appreciating the sting from my nails digging into my palms. Dom was too strong—too smart and skilled—for anything to have happened to him.

      “He’s been missing for three weeks,” Nik said.

      That tree of dread spread out, its sickening branches extending into every part of me. But I couldn’t accept the possibility that someone could get the better of Dom. The thought disgusted me, and I refused to even consider it. “You were gone for three years,” I deflected.

      Nik shrugged, the motion lazy. “Still would be, but when my mom told me about Dom, well . . .”

      My eyes narrowed. “You talked to your mom?” I scoffed and shook my head. “So she found you. Nice of her to tell me you’re alive.”

      Nik’s pierced brow arched higher. “The way she tells it, she’s been trying to get ahold of you. Maybe if you answered your damn phone every once in a while.”

      “Well, she could’ve left a message.” I held my glare for a second longer, but shame pushed my gaze down to the floor. I hadn’t spoken to his mother, Aset, in over a year. In fact, I hadn’t spoken to Dom or Lex or anyone else from our clan in at least that long, and not because they hadn’t tried. Though their efforts had certainly waned. They didn’t try nearly as hard to get ahold of me as they used to. But after the things I’d done . . . they were better off without me. “I’ve been busy,” I said, fully aware of the lame excuse.

      Nik laughed under his breath, then turned, wandering to the nearest open doorway to get a look at the tattoo chair, stool, and desk within the semiprivate room. There were four such “offices” in the shop, each rented out by a different artist, aside from my own private room. This one belonged to a guy named Sampson.

      “Yeah,” Nik said, walking all the way into the room. “Me too. I’ve been real busy.”

      I rolled my eyes and shook my head. “Fine, whatever,” I said, leaning against the counter. “So what’s the deal? Why are you here, now? Why are you the one telling me about Dom?” So far as I knew, the two had never been close.

      “Everybody else is too busy searching for him,” he said from within the office. “Which they should’ve come to you about earlier, except I’m pretty sure they don’t know about your little moonlighting gig.” He was quiet for a moment. “And I’m not talking about fortune-telling.”

      My eyebrows rose, and I made my way to Sampson’s office. “But you do?”

      “You find people, Kat. You find people nobody else can.”

      I stood in the doorway, leaning my shoulder against the doorframe. “How perceptive of you,” I said dryly. “How long have you been spying on me?” I was both irritated and flattered at the prospect. But mostly irritated.

      “What I can’t figure out,” Nik said, ignoring my question, “is how you do it.”

      I wasn’t really sure how it worked, either—the magic, so to speak, was in the ink; that was about all I knew. So I gave Nik a dose of his own medicine and ignored his question. “Why hasn’t Heru gone after him? Or Mei?” Both were Nejerets with the innate ability to make spatial shifts, and it wasn’t beyond their power to focus on a person rather than a place and jump to their target’s side in the blink of an eye. Theoretically, either of them should have been able to find Dom by simply thinking about him, then shifting.

      Nik glanced at me, elbows folded behind his head. The light from the streetlamps and traffic lights on Broadway shone through the slits of the blinds, making an eerie pattern across Nik’s face. “Don’t you think they’ve tried? Dom’s not the first Nejeret to go missing. The Senate sent him and a few others out on a mission to find the missing Nejerets—ones even Heru and Mei couldn’t find. Mari’s among the missing.” Mari, my old partner in crime, was as tough as they come. And as powerful.

      I swallowed sudden nausea. “Doesn’t that mean—” I licked my lips and took a deep breath. “If Heru and Mei can’t find them, wouldn’t that suggest that they’re dead?”

      “Most likely,” Nik said. “That’s what the Senate thinks, at least. But I’ve been around longer than most of them . . . long enough to know there are limits to our powers. There’s always a chance that something is blocking them. I figured it couldn’t hurt for you to try, especially since it’s Dom . . .”

      I crossed my arms once more. “Yeah, okay,” I said, nodding. “I’ll do it.”
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      “You fascinate me, Kitty Kat.” Nik gave the shop a quick scan. “When did you become so interesting?”

      Those words were funny, coming from him. Real name Nekure, Nik is one of the ancients of our kind. He’s I-don’t-have-a-clue-how-many thousands of years old and easily the most interesting person I’ve ever met. His mother is Aset, the real-life woman the ancient Egyptian goddess Isis was based on—twin sister to Heru, the real-life man behind the god Horus. Nik’s father was some now-dead Nejeret who abducted and raped his mom. I’ve never heard him given a name.

      Nik was the first ever of our kind to be born of two Nejerets—the females of our species are infertile once their immortal traits manifest—and as such, he was born with an additional piece to his soul, a sheut, which made him not quite a god, but not just a Nejeret, either. At the time of his birth, he was something new, something more.

      All Nejerets are born with a ba, the part of our soul that enables us to live forever—so long as we don’t get ourselves killed. But not Nik. He was different, the first to be born with a sheut, the rare part of a soul that gives its bearer seemingly magical powers. Others came after him—even I had a sheut now, a gift from the new gods, who’ve since abandoned us—but Nik has had the most practice with his, not to mention he played host to one of the old gods in his body for several thousand years.

      I have no idea all that he can do with his sheut, but I imagine it must be more than he’s ever let on. But then, he’s never been very open, always hiding behind a wall of sarcasm and smirks. Even when we were close, or close-ish, he’d wielded his attitude like a sword, keeping me at a distance. I was just a young, cursed Nejeret. He was the closest thing left on this earth to a god. I was hardly worth his time, as he’d made so abundantly clear over the years. So how the hell could I fascinate him?

      I stared at the shop’s glass door a moment longer, then turned away—from the door and from Nik—and retreated behind the counter to finish the evening tasks. I left the music on as I closed out the register, counting the cash and checks and stashing it all in a zippered bank deposit bag. Somehow, I managed to do it all without looking at Nik despite him watching me from the other side of the counter.

      “You grew up,” he said.

      My heartbeat picked up for a few beats, and I paused in folding up the long credit card report. I couldn’t help a quick glance at him. He was just standing there, arms crossed over his chest and pale eyes scrutinizing. I continued folding the receipt tape. “You and I both know that’s not possible.” Thanks to a hasty decision made two decades ago, I was stuck in an eighteen-year-old’s body. It was my body, always had been and always would be. Teenage hormones and all.

      Nik tutted me. “Literal and bitter . . . what trick will she do next?”

      Closing my eyes, I took a deep breath. While I would never grow into a fully mature adult physically, I was fairly certain Nik’s growth was stunted in a much less tangible way. For as long as I’d known him, he’d had the emotional maturity of a frog—and that was probably being harsh. To the frog.

      I placed the folded-up credit card receipt into the deposit bag, tucked it under my arm, and picked up my tarot deck and phone, turning off the music with a tap of my finger. “So . . .” I looked at Nik across the counter. “You delivered your message.”

      “I did.”

      I rounded the end of the counter and headed toward the beaded curtain. “Isn’t it time for you to disappear?” It was what he was best at.

      “I was thinking I’d stick around for a bit,” he said. “Maybe help you with the Dom situation.”

      I clenched my jaw. The last time we’d worked together, it hadn’t ended well. “I work alone,” I said as I passed through the curtain with a clacking of stone beads and turned to the right, angling toward the door to the stairway that led up to the second-floor apartment.

      “Fine.” He was following me, practically walking on my heels. “Can I at least crash here tonight? The trip wasn’t exactly planned.”

      I yanked the door to the stairs open. “It’s not too late to catch the last ferry. Go stay with your mom on Bainbridge.”

      “Yeah . . . no.”

      I stomped up the stairs. “There are hundreds of hotels in this city.”

      “I’m afraid of bed bugs.”

      I chuckled without meaning to and caught myself as soon as I noticed I was doing it.

      “Kitty Kat . . .”

      “Fine,” I snapped. “One night. You can sleep on the couch.” I twisted the knob of the door at the top of the stairs and pushed it open a few inches, then hesitated. “I, um, don’t usually bring people up here.” And by usually, I meant ever.

      Nik leaned in, and when he spoke, his breath tickled the hairs at the back of my neck. “Lucky me.” His voice was low, vibrating with a deep thrum that resonated through me.

      My breath caught, and I shivered. “Can you not do that?” I said, glancing at him over my shoulder.

      “Do what?” he asked, eyes opened wide, innocent as a preacher’s daughter.

      “Be yourself. Can you just not?”

      A Cheshire grin spread across his face.

      Rolling my eyes, I pushed the door open the rest of the way and walked into the barren living room, noticing things that hadn’t stood out to me in years. The only furniture in the room was a couch pushed up against one wall so I had room to move through my daily routine of mixed martial arts poses . . . which had been taught to me by Dom. Several cardboard boxes were piled up against the opposite wall. They’d been there unopened for so long that I no longer had any idea what they contained.

      I placed my tarot deck on the kitchen table as I passed it on my way to the hallway. “I’ll be right back.”

      My bedroom was the second doorway on the right—a corner room that had once belonged to my mom. My old bedroom was behind the first door; now it functioned as my personal office, my sanctuary where I experimented with my sheut power as well as stored everything relating to the missing persons cases I worked on for private clients. I pulled the door shut all the way as I passed. I didn’t want Nik to go in there. I didn’t want him in the apartment at all, but I wanted him in there least of all.

      I stored the deposit bag in the safe in my bedroom closet, swapped my tank top for one not smeared with drying blood from our impromptu scuffle, then headed back out to the living area. Nik was in the kitchen, scoping out the contents of my fridge.

      “Eat whatever you want.”

      “That’s easy to say when there’s nothing to eat.” Nik pulled out a Chinese takeout carton, sniffed it through the closed lid, and gagged. “I’d throw this in the garbage, but I think the smell would stink us out of here,” he said, replacing the carton in the fridge.

      I pursed my lips, trying to think back to when I’d last had Chinese takeout. Or any takeout. I shrugged one shoulder. “There’s some frozen pizzas in the freezer. Pick out a couple.” I replenished my stock every few days. It was what I lived off of—that and Dick’s Drive-In, just a short walk down Broadway. Oftentimes, my trips to grab greasy fast food were the only times I left the shop. All of the teens who worked there knew me by name.

      “Maybe you should convert the fridge into a freezer,” Nik suggested, head in the actual freezer. “Monthly trip to Costco, and you’d be set . . .”

      Fists on hips, I watched him. Or, at least, what I could see of him from behind the freezer door. He’d slung his long, black leather jacket onto the back of one of the kitchen chairs, revealing his array of tattoos in black and varying shades of gray. Our kind healed preternaturally quickly, and as a result, ink didn’t stick quite so well in our skin.

      Much as I wanted to take full ownership for my own love of the inked needle, I wasn’t delusional. Nik had been there when my world fell apart all those years ago. He, and even more so Dom, were the ones who picked up my broken pieces and fitted them back together as best they could. Nik had left an impression. One only needed to look at my choice of business and the ink in my own skin to see that.

      “Yeah, maybe.” I pulled out a chair and started shuffling my cards. Habit. “So where’ve you been, anyway?” Shuffle. “And let me offer up a preemptive fuck you for saying, ‘Around . . .’”

      Nik barked a laugh, pulling his head from the freezer to look at me, those icy eyes glittering with mirth. “Like I said, you grew up, Kitty Kat.” The top quarter of him disappeared for another second or two, and then he emerged with two pizza boxes. “Hawaiian and Supreme—two of my favorites.”

      “Adventurous . . .”

      He turned on the oven. “You’re the one who bought the pizzas.”

      I gave him a side nod. “Touché.” Was it weird that it felt so not weird for him to be there? “So where’ve you been—really?”

      “Everywhere.” He tore into one of the boxes. “Nowhere long enough to matter.”

      “You know, I hated you for leaving like that. After everything . . .” In many ways, I still did.

      “I know.” That was it, that simple agreement. No apologies, no explanations. Not that I’d expected any. I learned a long time ago that expecting anything from other people was the quickest pathway to disappointment. So I stopped expecting things. No more disappointment.

      I huffed a laugh. If only I could do the same with myself.

      Nik glanced my way but remained quiet. Good. I wasn’t up for sharing my feelings, and I had work to do.

      After one last shuffle, I laid out a simple three-card spread—past, present, and future. I didn’t need more than that, not with my cards, and not while finding Dom was preeminent in my thoughts. I wasn’t surprised to find that the deck had redesigned itself further after the events of the past hour. The illustrations were even more realistic than before, the colors even starker.

      The leftmost card represented the past with a row of five crystal tumblers lined up on a barren surface, an ouroboros—a snake eating its own tail—burned into the surface, encircling the cups. Two were shattered, one was broken in half, and the other two remained half filled, one with a clear liquid, the other with something bloodred. Disappointment. Inability to let go. Bitterness. Refusal to give up, to move on. A sliver of hope. The Three of Cups was a depressing card to represent Dom’s past. Especially when I knew, deep in my bones, that it was about his past with me.

      My eyes burned, but I jutted out my jaw and moved on. The past was the past. I couldn’t do anything about it now.

      The middle card, representing the present situation, was the King of Swords, reversed. The king sat in his upside-down throne, his massive black claymore planted in the floor at his feet and his head bowed over the pommel, concealing his face. Tyranny. An abuse of power. Deceit. Manipulation. Relentless drive toward a goal. An at-any-cost mentality.

      I squinted and picked up the card to get a closer look. There was something engraved into the steel of the sword blade, just above the hilt. “What the hell?” It was another ouroboros, much smaller this time.

      “Everything alright?” Nik asked from the kitchen. He was sitting on the counter opposite the oven, watching me. I could see him in my peripheral vision.

      “Yeah,” I said with barely a glance his way. The self-cannibalizing snake was one of the many ancient symbols my people had used over the years, representing eternity and the cyclical nature of time, but I’d never drawn it on my cards. Why the hell was it showing up now? “Just a . . .” Frowning, I shook my head. “Nothing. It’s probably nothing.”

      “Is this how you do it—tarot cards?”

      “Be quiet,” I said absently, then moved on to the third card.

      The Hanged Man. Again. Goosebumps rose on my skin, starting on my arms and moving inward. The illustration showed Dom dressed all in black and hanging upside down by his ankle. A bright light glowed behind him, illuminating the dark, inky tendrils creeping in all around him, and a snake coiled around his calf, suspended from a branch, holding him in midair. Indecision. Sacrifice. Waiting. Letting go. Surrender. But who—me, or Dom? And why the hell did the snake’s tail, once again, disappear into its mouth?

      I gathered up the cards and shuffled twice more, then drew three, laying them on the table in a neat row. It was the same cards. One more time—the same spread, the same cards—and I accepted that it was locked in. The universe had spoken.

      I settled into a pattern of drawing a single card, a single, specific question in mind.

      Where is Dom now?

      Did someone capture him?

      Is he in pain?

      Is he alone?

      Who could help me find him?

      Is he alive?

      Eventually, no matter what I asked, I pulled the same card—the Hanged Man. Wait, it seemed to be telling me. Not yet. You’ll understand soon enough.

      Frustrated, I flipped the entire deck over and fanned out the cards. They all had one thing in common—the ouroboros. Sometimes it was hidden, and sometimes it was blatant, but it was always there. I settled into the kitchen chair and started going through the cards one by one. There had to be more they could tell me. There had to be.
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      “Why’d you do it?” I ask a hulking Nejeret who calls himself Shank. He’s down on his knees, his hate-filled eyes locked on my face, the point of my sword, Mercy, digging into his neck hard enough to draw blood. “Why’d you make him kill himself?”

      “Why not?” Shank says. “He was just a human.”

      I feel my eye twitch, and I’m having a hard time not shoving Mercy’s blade forward. That human was my friend. He was helping me. And for that reason alone, this asshat decided to use him as a warning. I grit my teeth. “Give me the names of two others, and I’ll let you live.” I’m literally lying through my teeth, shame-free. This Nejeret is going to die, regardless of anything he tells me.

      Shank smirks, his eyes still locked on mine, and jerks forward. His eyes bulge and his body stiffens as Mercy’s blade slides through his neck with almost no resistance.

      I raise my right foot and plant the bottom of my boot against his chest, pushing him off the blade. He slumps to the floor, twitching and gurgling as he dies. Preemptive, but no matter. I was going to kill him anyway.

      I drop to one knee to wipe the blade off on the side of his sweatshirt.

      Shank’s eyes are wild now. Scared. Good.

      I lean over him and bring my mouth close to his ear. “Don’t think this is over.” Nejeret souls live forever. If there’s a way to make the rest of his existence one of never-ending agony, I’ll find it. He’s on the top of my shitlist, dead or not, just under the Nejeret who killed my mom.

      

      BANG. BANG. BANG.

      I snorted awake, jerking upright in my chair and reflexively wiping the lower half of my face with the back of my hand. It came away wet. Of course.

      I could still smell the tangy, metallic scent of blood. I could still hear Shank’s final, gurgling breaths. No matter how deserving my victims were of death, they still haunted my dreams.

      BANG. BANG. BANG. It was the door downstairs, the one from the street to the shop.

      “You should probably get that,” Nik said from the couch behind me. “Sounds like a cop knock.”

      “Oh joy of joys,” I grumbled. I pushed my chair back with a screech of wood on wood and stood, blinking gritty eyelids. My cards were still on the table, though not in the neat stack I’d left them in, thanks to my flailing arms. I combed my hair back with my fingers, running my tongue over my teeth in an attempt to decide how terrible my morning breath might be. Pretty bad, I gathered. I felt my chest. At least I was wearing a bra.

      I trudged past Nik and the couch, slogged down the stairs, and rubbed my eyes with my left hand as I pushed through the beaded curtain. It was bright, but not full-morning bright. Early-dawn bright. Like, five-in-the-freaking-morning bright. I don’t do five in the morning. At least, not from this end.

      A large man stood on the other side of the glass door, his physique disturbingly similar to Shank’s and his dark blue uniform looking almost black in the pale morning light. Nik, that sneaky charlatan, had been right. Cop knock, indeed.

      I unlocked the door and pulled it open a few inches, keeping the toe of my boot wedged behind the door so the guy couldn’t shove his way in. I don’t have anything against the po-po—they’re great, I’m sure. Do-gooders and all that. But I’m not, and that makes us potential adversaries. I have a past that would incite this fresh-faced officer to try to take me in and throw me behind bars without hesitation. Then things would get ugly and he would get dead, and I would feel bad. And really, I wasn’t looking to murder one of Seattle’s finest at five in the damn morning.

      “Is there a problem?” I asked, then cleared my froggy throat. I could hear footsteps on the stairs in the back. Relative immortality, crazy-fast healing, and the occasional “magical” power aren’t my kind’s only gifts; our senses are extra keen and our reflexes unnaturally quick. I had no doubt that Nik was eavesdropping from the back room. Just in case.

      The cop, a Native guy in his mid- to late twenties, nodded to me in greeting. He was quite a bit taller than me and twice as wide—all muscle, from the looks of it. “Morning, miss.” He did a quick scan of me, his eyes lingering on the tribal orca tail tattooed on my exposed abdomen, the flock of seagulls flying along my collarbone and over my shoulder, and on the two tiny studs in the snakebite piercings on my lower lip. He glanced over his shoulder, then back at me. “Can I come in?”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Why?”

      He frowned. “I have an important matter to discuss with, uh . . .” He glanced down at his hand, where my name was scrawled across the palm. “Katarina Dubois. She owns this business, doesn’t she?”

      I raised one eyebrow. “She does.”

      “Well, can you get her?” Again, he looked over his shoulder. “Please?” He didn’t know enough about me to know that I was Katarina Dubois, which told me he wasn’t after me for an arrest or anything like that. But he definitely wanted something from me. My help in finding someone, probably. Too bad for him—I only worked for private clients, never for the police. Too many strings.

      I flashed him a bright smile. “Sure. Be right back.” I shut the door, locking it before turning around to head to the back. I was fully intending to return to the apartment upstairs to continue my investigation into Dom’s and the other Nejerets’ disappearances. The cards had been stubborn last night, not revealing anything new, no matter how long I studied them. For all intents and purposes, I was in a universe-ordained holding pattern, and it pissed me the hell off.

      Nik stepped away from the wall, blocking my passage through the beaded curtain. His eyebrows were drawn together, and the corners of his mouth were turned down. He wanted me to listen to the cop, and he was judging me for planning to ignore the guy. His feelings on the matter were plain as day. Damn it, if Nik was functioning as my moral compass, my own personal Jiminy Cricket, then the world was seriously screwed up.

      My shoulders slumped, and I let my head fall back, a groan rumbling up my throat. “Fine.”

      “Good girl,” Nik said, placing his hands on my shoulders and turning me around.

      Feet dragging, I headed for the door. I unlocked it and yanked it open. “Come on in.” Once the cop was inside, I twisted the lock again and turned to face him, leaning my back against the glass. “Officer . . . ?”

      “Smith,” he said, pointing to the name tag on his right breast pocket: G. Smith. He craned his neck to peek into the nearest tattooing office. “Officer Garth Smith. Will Ms. Dubois be joining us soon?”

      “You’re looking at her,” Nik said, pushing through the curtain. I glanced past the cop, and my eyes locked with Nik’s for the briefest moment. It was like he was allergic to minding his own business.

      To Officer Garth Smith, I was sure it looked like Nik was there to intimidate him—it was what Nik did best, after all. But I knew better. He was there for the cop’s safety. He probably still thought of me as the loose cannon I’d been two decades ago—the one who’d nearly killed herself in a suicide mission attempting misplaced vengeance for her mother’s death. But he didn’t know that girl was long gone, killed by an assassin of rogue Nejerets. Killed by me. He didn’t know any of that, because he hadn’t been around.

      “You’re Katarina Dubois?” Officer Smith said, spinning around to face me.

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “Last I checked.”

      He did another scan of me, longer than before, from my black combat boots up until, finally, he reached my face. I imagined what he saw—a troubled girl who’d been out partying all night, if the mussed hair, disheveled clothes, and smudged and crusted dark makeup around my eyes were anything to go by.

      “You own this place?” he asked dubiously.

      “Yep.”

      “And you’ve been helping people find their missing loved ones for the past two years?”

      “Yep.”

      “But you can’t be more than nineteen—”

      “I’m older than I look,” I said dryly.

      His head quirked to the side, his keen eyes narrowed. He thought I was yanking his chain. “How old are you?”

      “Twenty-five,” I lied. I’m thirty-eight, but experience has taught me that telling people anything beyond twenty-five is pushing it. Now, here’s to hoping Officer Garth Smith here didn’t go look up my actual records . . . then he’d learn the impossible truth. It was probably time for me to start posing as someone new—my own daughter or niece, maybe. But damn that sounded like a lot of work.

      “Call it a hunch,” I said, “but I’m betting my remarkably good genes aren’t the reason you’re here.”

      “Oh, no, of course not, um . . .” Officer Smith shook his head, a surprisingly adorable smile curving his lips. “I’ve heard rumors—well, more than rumors, really—that you can find people . . . people nobody else has been able to find. I looked back over a few of the cold cases that were solved this past year—always assisted by an anonymous tip.” His gaze became hawklike and focused. “It was you, wasn’t it?”

      Looking to the side, I shrugged.

      “The guys whisper about you . . . they say you’re a psychic. A real one. Word is you track people through sketches.” He inhaled, hesitating with a held breath.

      Don’t say it. Don’t say it. Don’t say it.

      “They call you the Ink Witch.”

      I looked past him, to Nik. The ancient Nejeret burst into laughter, almost doubling over.

      I glared at him, my hand balling into a fist. “I hate that name,” I said under my breath.

      Officer Smith looked from me to Nik and back, missing the joke. I was the joke.

      “You still haven’t told me why you’re here. I have other things to do . . .” Other people to find . . .

      “There’s a case,” Smith said. “Homeless folks have been going missing for a couple months now, but the department can’t afford to commit any resources to it.”

      I cocked a hip and examined my nails. “So, what—you want me to solve your missing bums case, pro bono?” We locked gazes. “Out of the goodness of my heart?”

      “Well, um . . .” His shoulders drooped; his whole body seemed to deflate. “Yeah.”

      “Well, um . . . no.” I smiled at him, lips pressed together and fake as hell. “Sorry, bud, but I don’t work for free.” I pushed off from the door, unlocked it, and pulled it open, holding it for Officer Smith.

      He headed for the door, pausing when he reached me. His rich, coffee-brown eyes searched mine, his face filled with pleas. “They’re kids, mostly. Dozens of them.”

      My resolve wilted.

      “Dom . . .” Nik’s voice was barely a whisper, too quiet for Smith’s human ears to pick up. I couldn’t afford to waste a single ounce of concentration on anything other than finding my half-brother. Not even on missing kids. I had to be ready for the moment the universe decided to throw me a bone and feed me some useful information. If I let myself become distracted by another case, if I let my concentration split, I might miss whatever signal the universe sent my way. Not even poor, missing kids could lure me away from what I had to do.

      I hardened my heart and met Smith’s desperate eyes. “Best of luck.”
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      “So, when you say ‘dragon,’ are you thinking more Lord of the Rings or more traditional Chinese?” I watched my client’s puzzled face. “Or something else entirely?” We were sitting in my tattoo office, the one nearest to the back room. I’d chosen it purposefully—anyone who approached the beaded curtain leading to my personal space had to pass by this doorway.

      My client looked at his girlfriend for help.

      I sat with my sketch pad propped against my upraised knees, pen poised. I just needed some sort of direction for this piece . . . some sort of anything. I was down here, working, because there wasn’t much else I could do for Dom at the moment. Nik reached out to his mom shortly after Officer Smith left, asking her for a list of all the names of the Nejerets who were missing. With that, I might be able to do some psychic triangulation and finally make some progress. Until then, I had to do something to prevent me from losing it completely.

      “Well, I mean,” the girlfriend started, “we definitely want it to look, you know . . . totally unique.”

      “Of course,” I said, suppressing an eye roll. Maybe working had been a bad idea. I hardly had the patience for this kind of thing right now.

      “We were thinking, like, real, maybe,” the girlfriend said. “Does that make sense? Like, what a dragon really looks like.”

      I was quiet for a few seconds, eyeing them. When neither of their faces gave me any clarity, I said, “But dragons aren’t real . . .”

      The girlfriend waved a manicured hand, her dark green polish contrasting with her almost colorless skin. “You know what I mean.”

      I stared at her for a moment, not sure I had the slightest idea what she meant. “Right, so . . .” I looked at my sketch pad and started to draw. “I’m going to sketch out a few possible styles of dragons, and we can go from there.” The last thing I wanted was a bad Yelp review simply because this couple couldn’t describe what they wanted.

      The first sketch of a dragon was a pretty crappy attempt, even I could admit that. It was generic and blah. I didn’t even bother showing it to my clients. I flipped the page and started again. The result was something that looked an awful lot like an iguana with tucked-in wings and visible fangs. Pretty damn realistic, if you asked me.

      “What about something like this?” I asked, showing them the sketch. “Realistic . . . unique . . .”

      The girlfriend bit her lip. “I don’t know . . . I mean, maybe if the wings were open and it had more spiney things?”

      I watched the dude’s face as his lady weighed in. “What do you think?” He was the one actually getting inked, after all.

      He nodded, frowning, just a little. “You know, I’m thinking that maybe it should be bigger—more like something that would be in a world with elves and dwarves and shit like that.”

      I bit back a snide re-mentioning of Lord of the Rings. “Alright . . .” I sketched out a rough idea. A monstrous, scaly beast with a long, snakelike tail covered in enough spikes to skewer a whole herd’s worth of lamb kabobs, soaring across the page, its enormous wings extended to either side. “So how’s this look to you?” I turned the sketchbook to them.

      “Dude, that’s badass,” the guy said.

      Smile cautious, I looked at the girlfriend.

      “I like it, I guess, but . . .” She scrunched her nose. “Why is its tail in its mouth?”

      My eyes opened wide, my eyebrows shooting upwards. I turned the sketchbook my way again, my feet sliding off the edge of the chair. My rubber soles landed on the wood floor with a thump.

      The dragon, the sneaky, snakey bastard, had moved. Its back was now curved, its clawed feed tucked in, its wings extended behind it, visible only in profile, and its tail sweeping up to its mouth. Its body, from nose to tail, made a perfect circle. Just like an ouroboros.

      I licked my lips, sparing only the briefest glance for my clients before flipping to the previous page. That dragon, the glorified iguana, had twisted itself into an awkward position, its forked tongue extended to reach the tip of its stubbier tail. A quick peek at the first attempt showed me that the lame-o dragon, too, was imitating an ouroboros.

      I stood abruptly, hugging the sketch pad to my chest, and muttered a breathy “Excuse me.” I hurried to the next office over. Sampson, the only male artist in the shop, sat beside his rented chair, his coil tattoo machine buzzing merrily as he worked on his client’s upper back. His coil went quiet, and he looked at me.

      “Big piece?” I asked him. I felt hollow, my voice reverberating throughout my entire body.

      Sampson nodded. “My whole morning’s blocked out for this one.” So he wouldn’t be able to take over with my clients. “Why?”

      “No reason.” I forced a smile. “Looks good,” I said, barely having glanced at whatever he was working on.

      I made a beeline for the counter, where the shop’s receptionist was seated on a stool, marking up passages in a textbook with a pink highlighter. “Hey, Kimi, who’s got the least busy schedule today?”

      She closed her book, marking her page with her highlighter, and tapped her tablet’s screen, chewing on the inside of her cheek. “Nobody,” she said, looking at me. “We’re booked solid through to close.”

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. This shop was my life, my livelihood. I needed to work. But I needed to find Dom more. I’d been begging the universe for a sign, for a clue of any kind. Maybe it had already responded, and I simply hadn’t been listening. That damn tail-eating snake was important. I just had to figure out why.

      “Everything okay?”

      I opened my eyes and looked at Kimi. “No, it’s not.” Even I could hear the resignation in my voice. “I need you to call everyone on my calendar today—I have to cancel.”

      “Oh, no.” She pouted her bottom lip. “Are you feeling alright? You do look a little pale.”

      “I, um . . .” I took a step backward. “I just can’t do this today.”

      “I can,” Nik said, pushing through the beaded curtain.

      Both Kimi and I looked at him, eyebrows raised in surprise—Kimi, because she hadn’t even known he was there, and me, because I had no clue that Nik knew the first thing about giving tattoos; I thought he was just an expert at receiving them. Kimi’s eyes lit with interest as she scanned Nik, and I could hardly blame her. The guy oozed more bad-boy sex appeal than all of Cap Hill combined.

      “Hi.” Nik strolled to the counter and held his hand out to Kimi. “I’m Kat’s cousin, Nik.”

      “We’re not related,” I said.

      “We grew up together.”

      I snorted. Nik and I couldn’t have grown up further apart—his childhood ended thousands of years ago in an oasis in the heart of the Sahara. Mine ended here, some twenty years ago, the day my mom died to save my life. The day Nik dragged me off of her murderer’s dead body. The day he watched me come absolutely unhinged.

      “I’ve got years of experience with inking people,” Nik said, and my eyes narrowed. People, or just one person—namely, himself? “I’d be more than happy to cover for you if you’re not feeling up to it.” In other words, You should be searching for Dom. Why are you even down here trying to work in the first place?

      Because this is the only sane thing in my life, I wanted to scream at him, and I needed a bit of normal to balance out our crazy world. And yet, part of me knew he was right. I’d rather lose this place than lose Dom.

      “I just got off the phone with my mom,” Nik added. “That information you’ve been waiting for is upstairs.” The list of names of the other missing Nejerets. Finally!

      “Yeah? Awesome.” I shot a quick glance over my shoulder to where my client and his girlfriend were sitting, heads together as they argued about the style of dragon. “My morning appointments are all consults, but I’ve got a couple cover-ups this afternoon.” I looked at Nik. “Sure you can handle that?”

      He grinned. From the spark of mischief in his eyes, I wasn’t sure if this was a great idea or a terrible one. It was my business, after all, and I should’ve cared one way or the other. But I didn’t. The hunt for Dom was calling to me through the ink. I had no choice but to answer.
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        * * *

      

      Nejeret is French, technically, derived from a set of ancient Egyptian hieroglyphs—Netjer-At—that translate roughly to “god of time.” A remnant of where we came from, originally. The universe was dying, and Re, one of the two original old gods, or Netjers, and the co-creator of our universe, along with his partner, Apep, possessed a human just a few moments before birth in the hopes that he could restore universal balance, known as ma’at to my people. That human’s name was Nuin, and he became the first Nejeret, the father of our species.

      Lucky for us all, Re succeeded, and thousands of years after he first came to earth, two new gods were born. And they just happen to be my niece and nephew, Susie and Syris. That’s right, my half-sister, Lex, is the mother of the gods . . . but that’s another story entirely. The point is, I wouldn’t have my special gift, my sheut, without those rascally new gods. Of course, I’d probably have a much better idea of what all I could do with my sheut if they hadn’t gone off to another universe completely to learn how to use their own, much more substantial sheuts. So, the new gods and I, we were sort of in the same boat. Or, at least, in the same marina. The one where you go when you don’t have any clue about what you’re doing. It’s a shitty marina. Lots of shipwrecks and flipped boats.

      I knelt on the floor of the second, bed-less bedroom in the apartment, surrounded by a ring of sketches. They were all unique, each focusing on a different missing Nejeret, but for one thing—the tail-eating snake. The ouroboros. I couldn’t get away from it, not even in my sanctuary.

      This room was the only one I actually cared about, the only place I felt at home. At peace. The only place I could be me. The only furniture in here was a built-in bookcase covering the entirety of the wall behind me, and I’m not even sure it counted as furniture. Its shelves were filled with a mishmash of trinkets and doodads, of toys and rocks and other little mementos that each had meant enough to someone once that they’d allowed me to forge a connection with that person strong enough that I could find them through the cards and my art. I kept them all, reminders that I could be good. That I didn’t always hurt people, that I could help them, too.

      One wall, the smallest by the door, was taken up entirely by a closet. That was where I stored my less-savory possessions, the equipment and gear I’d used during my previous, darker career as one of the Senate’s deadly hounds alongside Mari. As one of their assassins. It had been more than three years since I’d stowed those tools of death away in there, three years since I’d opened the doors. Had it only been three years? Had it already been three years? It felt like yesterday. Like yesterday, and like a lifetime ago.

      The other two walls were far from bare. They were covered in black paint as permanent as a mountain, as changeable as a volcano. Like the designs on my tarot cards, the paint on these walls had a tendency to take on a life of its own. It’s basically magic, so I don’t know why I don’t just call it that.

      I remembered the way the dragon sketches had changed on their own and felt a flit of panic in my chest. Usually it was only these walls and the tarot cards that reacted so autonomously, along with the odd sketch or tattoo here and there—all things I’d created with intent. With purpose beyond simply existing. All things I’d poured a bit of myself into.

      I glanced down at my left arm. The tattoo of the Strength card from the traditional Rider-Waite tarot deck was still there on the inside of my forearm, the lion and the white-robed woman with my mom’s face faded almost to obscurity by years of regeneration but otherwise unchanged. There was no sign of a serpent. There was nothing but the tarot card, a reminder of my mom. A reminder of what happens when I care about someone . . . and when I let someone care about me. A reminder to avoid that at any cost.

      I blew out a breath. Thankfully, the ink was staying put.

      I stared at my latest drawing of Dom. The perspective was strange, as though I was looking down at him from the ceiling. He was standing, looking up at me, and screaming. In pain? In warning? I couldn’t tell. I also couldn’t tell if I’d drawn something that had already happened, was happening right now, or would happen sometime soon. My gift didn’t work like that. I just thought of the person I was trying to find, and if the connection between us was strong enough, my hand started to move.

      The ouroboros was in this picture, just like all of the others. It wound around him multiple times before its mouth reached its tail.

      “What does it mean?” I whispered. My fingertips traced the sketched lines of Dom’s face.

      With a splat, a wet spot appeared on the paper, barely missing the snake. I blinked several times and felt my cheek with the fingertips of one hand. It was wet. Because I was crying.

      I almost couldn’t believe it. I hadn’t shed a tear in at least a decade.

      Dom’s faced changed suddenly. For a few seconds, he wasn’t screaming. For those few seconds, it was as though he was actually looking at me through the paper, could actually see me.

      “I’m alive,” he mouthed. “Find me.” I blinked, and he went back to screaming.

      “How?” I asked the sketch, voice raised. “Where are you?” I sat up on my knees. Leaned forward, hunching over the drawing. “Dom! Where are you?” I was yelling at a creation of ink and paper, and I didn’t care one bit how insane that made me. “How am I supposed to find you?”

      I heard the slap of a hand against a wall behind me, then another, and another. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see the paint on the wall bleeding away, pooling near the floor. And still, behind me, the slapping continued.

      Until it stopped.

      Hand shaking, I set the sheet of paper down on the hardwood floor and climbed to my feet. I turned around and gasped, my fingers migrating up to cover my mouth.

      Black hand prints covered the wall in a strip maybe three or four feet off the ground. Small hand prints. Children’s hand prints.

      Eyes wide, I backed out of the room and slammed the door shut. The last thing I wanted was for Nik to stumble across that little horror show. I ran into the kitchen and grabbed the tarot cards off the table, stacking them roughly and more or less shoving them into their little drawstring carrying bag.

      It was time to pay Officer Garth Smith a little visit and talk about his missing street kids. I was ready to help. Pro fucking bono.
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      According to Officer Smith’s card, he was stationed at the Seattle Police Department’s East Precinct, right here on Capitol Hill, just a half-dozen blocks southeast of my shop. I didn’t even have to take my bike. Not that I ever minded riding the Ducati. But still, how convenient and thoughtful of Officer Smith.

      I haven’t been in many police stations before, and I’d certainly never been in this one. The building is two stories of whitewashed brick, broad-paned windows, and Tardis-blue trim. I passed under a stoic steel sign proclaiming this the right place and pulled a glass door open. There was a small waiting area to my right—very doctor’s office–esque—and a reception window straight ahead. Through the window, I could see several rows of cluttered utilitarian desks, each with a laptop and a phone and a stack of files higher than I thought any one person could get to in a week, let alone a day. Most of the desks were vacant, but a couple were occupied by officers in their blues, neither of which was Officer Smith. The doughy, middle-aged officer watching me peer through the window wasn’t him, either.

      I spotted Smith standing in the back corner, a coffee cup in one hand and a sugar dispenser in the other, an endless stream of the sweet stuff pouring into his cup of coffee. The man was a damn hummingbird.

      I approached the reception window, aware of the stares of the few other people seated in the waiting area. My fitted black leather motorcycle jacket covered the tattoos on my arms, but those peeking out from the top and bottom of my tank top were visible enough. I could practically hear the thoughts whispering through their minds—troublemaker . . . bad kid . . . keep an eye on her . . .

      I shook my head, laughing under my breath. If only they knew. A quick recount of my personal and professional history could clear a room faster than teargas.

      “Fill this out,” the heavy, mustached officer at the counter said. The one who’d been watching me. There was the sense of a walrus about him. C. Henderson, the name badge on his right breast pocket read. Not knowing what the “C” stood for, I named him Charles in my head, Chuck to those of us who know him especially well.

      I glanced down at the form and frowned, then raised my gaze back up to Officer Henderson’s face. “Why would I fill that out?”

      He coughed, ruffling his mustache. “Aren’t you here to report another missing homeless kid?”

      “Why would I be doing that?”

      Henderson lifted a hand and sort of pointed my way. “You just look the type.”

      I raised my eyebrows. Homeless kid—that was a new one for me. I slid the form back across the counter to him. “I’m here to see Officer Smith, Garth Smith.” Remembering that Garth hadn’t seemed too keen on being seen standing outside of my shop, I batted my eyelashes and added, “We have a date.” I flashed Henderson a cheeky grin. Maybe I could lend the youthful Officer Smith a little street cred in the process. “So if you could just skedaddle on over to him there, Chuckster, and let him know I’m here, that’d be swell.” I sighed. “Isn’t he so dreamy?”

      Officer Henderson did that coughing, mustache-ruffling thing again, watching me like I’d sprouted two new heads.

      I rolled my eyes and leaned to the side to see around Henderson. “Garth,” I called out, “I changed my mind about that thing you wanted me to do.” I glanced at Henderson and winked.

      In the very back of the room, Officer Smith choked on a big gulp of ultra-sweet coffee, his eyes bugging out as he stared at me through the reception window.

      I pointed to myself, then to the door beside the reception window, then to myself again, asking without words if I could enter his worktime abode.

      Officer Smith, seeming to collect himself a bit, nodded and waved me through. “You can let her in, Charles,” he said to Henderson.

      I gave a tiny fist pump at my predictive powers. Charles indeed.

      Once Henderson opened the door for me, I tucked my hands into my coat pockets and strode into the room. I didn’t want anyone mistakenly accusing me of having sticky fingers. I can’t count the number of times I’ve been called a shoplifter—mostly because I don’t care enough to keep track—despite that I’ve never actually stolen anything. I mean, what kind of monster do they think I am? Stealing—how mundane.

      “Can I get you some coffee?” Officer Smith said as I drew near.

      I gave his mug a pointed look. “Thanks, but no. I’d like to leave this place with all my teeth intact.”

      The faintest rosy blush crept up Officer Smith’s tan neck.

      “Nice place,” I said, looking around.

      Officer Smith set his mug down on a desk. It had “CHIEF” written on its side in big, bold, black letters. “You’re acting like you’ve never been in a police station before.”

      I adjusted the strap of my leather messenger bag on my shoulder. “You say that like you assume I have.” I tilted my head to the side and smiled sweetly. “I haven’t, just FYI. At least, not beyond the waiting area.” I pointed to the mug. “You’re a little young to be the police chief, aren’t you?”

      Smith shifted in his chair. “It’s a nickname.”

      “Oh,” I said. “Right. It’s nice to see that the PD is so PC.”

      Garth chuckled. “They mean well.”

      I leaned in and lowered my voice. “So, talk to me about these kids.”

      Officer Smith exhaled a relieved breath. “I was hoping you’d come around.” A hand on my back, he guided me toward the door to the reception area, grabbing a midnight-blue coat off the back of a chair as we passed by. “Let’s talk somewhere a little more private.”

      As we left the station, I gave it an over-the-shoulder scan. All eyes were on us. Either the other cops were super interested in Smith’s love life or they hadn’t bought my act. Inconceivable, I know.

      Smith pointed to a coffee shop across the street from the station, and I nodded. We paused at the corner and waited in awkward silence for the crosswalk signal to change.

      Officer Smith seemed a little nervous and fidgety, so I took pity on him. “So . . . how about that local sports team?”

      He blew out a breath of laughter, and shallow dimples appeared on his cheeks. “Sorry. I just really wasn’t expecting you to come by.” He looked at me sidelong. “The guys are going to give me a hard time about that little show you put on in there for weeks.”

      I flashed him a cheeky smile a moment before the signal changed. I nodded to the other side of the road. “Our turn.”

      We crossed the street and slipped into the coffee shop just as it started to drizzle outside. I headed for a small two-person table tucked away in the back corner and sat with my back to the wall so I could see everything in the shop. Old habit.

      Officer Smith sat in the chair opposite me and leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table. “So, what changed your mind about helping?”

      “I’m a bleeding heart.” I pulled back the flap on my bag to dig out my cards. I paused, the deck’s drawstring bag partially exposed. The bag was made of a midnight crushed velvet, an Eye of Horus embroidered in silver thread on one side, an Egyptian-style cat on the other. The first was a symbol of my Nejeret clan, changed from my clan of birth—the Set clan—to the Heru clan via an oath. The other I thought pretty obvious: cat . . . Kat.

      I looked from the cards’ bag to Officer Smith and back, squinting thoughtfully while I tugged on the inside of one of my lip piercings with my teeth. I returned to looking at Smith. “Would you consider yourself a superstitious man? Like, on a scale of one to ten, how open would you say you are to things like, say, magic?”

      “Which end is which?”

      “Ten is ‘I wish I could do that,’ and one is ‘burn them all.’”

      “I don’t know . . .” Smith scratched his jaw. “I was raised in Seattle, but I spent summers back on the Suquamish reservation with my people, learning our traditions and whatnot. I think a lot of folks would say there’s some magic in that.”

      “Well, alright,” I said, mildly impressed. It didn’t happen often.

      I pulled the tarot cards out of their little drawstring bag and started shuffling. “So, officially, I’m a tattoo artist and a fortune-teller. Finding people”—I tapped the two halves of the deck on the tabletop, then shuffled once more—“that’s just an extension of the fortune-telling gig. I’ll do a reading for you here, but the rest of what I do . . . that happens behind locked doors. I’m going to need everything you have on the missing kids. The more accurate your information is, the more accurate mine’ll be.” I paused, glancing at Smith. “I don’t suppose you have anything that belongs to any of these kids?”

      He shook his head. “Do you need that to make this work? Because I know where some of the kids were bunking down. We can go by in a little bit and—”

      I raised a hand, cutting him off. “Thanks—I appreciate it, really—but no. I work alone.” I gave the cards one last shuffle, then slid the deck across the table to him. “Just give me the info and I’ll take it from there.” When Smith didn’t do anything, just sat there, I glanced down at the deck pointedly. “Cut it, please. And while you do, think about this case, these kids . . . how much it means to you to find them.”

      Smith’s brow furrowed as he concentrated. He was actually taking this seriously, which was both a pleasant surprise and a welcome relief. He looked at the deck like he was trying to set it on fire with his stare alone, then finally cut it, dividing it almost perfectly in half. “Just the once?” he asked, eyes on me.

      I nodded and reached across the table to retrieve the deck. I opted for a simple three-card spread to start off, wanting to ease Smith into my brand of divination.

      Once the cards were laid, there was no ignoring the fact that the deck had altered itself once more. I wasn’t surprised this time. Of the three cards—the Five of Pentacles, a card representing poverty and insecurity, the Eight of Swords, representing isolation or even imprisonment, and the Tower, representing disaster, upheaval, and sudden change—two displayed a person, and each was a child. Both children displayed were strikingly different. It didn’t slip past me that Dom was the man tumbling out of the crumbling tower, but for the briefest moment, all I could think about was the children.

      “How many kids have gone missing?” I asked. “That you know of, at least?”

      “Seventeen have been reported missing by their friends, all in the last two months.”

      I flipped the deck over and skimmed through the rest of the cards, double-checking what I felt in my gut—the major arcana cards like the Tower all still depicted Nejerets, but each and every figure of a person on the minor arcana cards, like the trio of girls on the Three of Cups, had transformed into a child, and each one was unique. Instinct told me I was looking at the faces of the missing kids.

      “Seventeen,” I said quietly, shaking my head as I counted the children. “That’s not all of them.” Thirty-two . . . thirty-three . . . thirty-four . . .  “There are thirty-five kids missing, total,” I said, finally setting the deck down.

      Smith leaned forward, craning his neck to get a better look at the cards. “And the cards told you that?”

      “Sort of.” I didn’t explain how it worked, partly because I didn’t understand it fully myself, but mostly because he wouldn’t understand at all. Smith was open-minded, and that was almost more dangerous than a skeptic. If I shared with him how I knew there were thirty-five missing kids, he’d want me to explain how it worked. He’d want me to explain everything. And then I would have to get rid of him, because, in the case of my people, sharing is not caring. The Senate had a strict policy on not telling humans about our existence. It used to be allowable to share with parents, spouses, and children, but the Senate had tightened up the policy of the past few years to be explicitly “No humans allowed.”

      When Smith opened his mouth and inhaled, preparing to dig further, I cut him off with a raised hand. “I won’t tell you more. I’m sorry, but I can’t.” I met his rich brown eyes. “It’s for your own good, trust me.”

      He shut his mouth. Smart man.

      “Officer Smith—”

      “Garth, please.”

      I nodded. “Garth, does this symbol mean anything to you?” I asked, tapping one of the snakes on the Five of Pentacles card. The external circle of each pentacle was an ouroboros.

      Garth leaned over the table to get a better look at the card and the symbol I was pointing to. “Can’t say it means anything to me, personally.”

      I huffed out a breath and drummed my nails on the tabletop, staring at the tail-eating snake. Why did the damn thing keep showing up?

      “But,” Garth continued, “I’d guess there isn’t a person in this country who wouldn’t recognize it these days.”

      My eyes snapped to his. “Why?”

      “That’s the logo for that company that’s making Amrita. I swear their commercial is on between every show on TV.”

      “I don’t have a TV,” I told him. “What’s ‘Amrita’?”

      Garth’s eyes rounded, like he just couldn’t believe I didn’t turn into a couch zombie along with the rest of America every evening. “Amrita—the elixir of life. You know, the one that claims it can add another fifty years to your life.” His eyebrows climbed up his forehead. “You’ve really never heard of it? It’s on billboards and the sides of buses . . . in magazines . . .”

      I shook my head. “Not ringing any bells, but then, I don’t get out much. So what’s this drug company called?” I pulled out my phone and opened the Internet app. “And how do you spell ‘Amrita’?”

      Garth told me, then shook his head slowly, his eyes squinted in thought. “I can’t remember the company’s name. It’s something strange . . . definitely not an English word. Might be Latin.”

      My phone was working at a slug’s pace, but I didn’t need it anymore anyway. I set it down and looked at Garth, a strong hunch perching on my tongue.

      He frowned. “I think it starts with an O.”

      “Ouroboros,” I said, letting that hunch fly free.

      Garth snapped his fingers. “That’s it. The Ouroboros Corporation.”

      I bolted up out of my chair, adrenaline coursing through my veins. I stuffed my cards back into their little drawstring purse and tucked them away in my messenger bag, then slung the strap over my shoulder, a genuine smile curving my lips for the first time since Nik arrived. Dom was alive, his disappearance was linked to the missing kids, and it all had something to do with this Ouroboros Corporation.

      Finally, I had something to go on. A sleazy pharmaceuticals company that specialized in life-extension drugs; it was about as solid of a lead as I could’ve asked for.

      “Thanks, Garth,” I said, standing beside the table and looking down at him. “This has been insanely helpful.”

      “What—where are you going?”

      I turned away and started across the coffee shop toward the door. “To track down your missing kids.” I glanced back at him. “I hope you’re not a fan of that corporation. They’re involved in this somehow, and I will burn them to the ground.”

      Garth blanched.

      I winked at him. “Figuratively, of course.”

      Once I was out of the room, I uncrossed my fingers. If Dom was hurt in any way, I would stop at nothing to destroy them.
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      I tossed back the remaining bourbon and thunked my glass down on the kitchen table beside my laptop, already reaching for the bottle. My eyes never left the computer screen. The rest of the apartment was a dark cavern compared to the glow from the screen. Afternoon had come and gone in the blink of an eye and the click of a mouse, and evening had fallen. Nik was still downstairs, working in my place, and I’d been alone in the apartment, barely having moved since getting back hours ago. I couldn’t, not when my eyes were glued to the screen.

      I checked my inbox for the bazillionth time—I’d emailed Garth as soon as I got home, reminding him to send me the info on the missing kids—before maximizing the browser window again. I now knew pretty much all there was to know about the Ouroboros Corporation. At least, everything available to the public.

      Ouroboros is the pharmaceutical arm of a multibillion-dollar global conglomerate called Initiative Industries, which owns subsidiaries in all branches of industry and commerce. Ouroboros focuses on what they call “life-extension technology and therapy.” In other words, they’re looking for the fountain of youth—eternal life—something they can cram into a pill and bottle up.

      Funny. Nejerets have eternal life. At least, so long as we don’t get ourselves killed. There was zero chance that those two facts weren’t linked, and that left little doubt in my mind that the missing Nejerets hadn’t just been abducted for shits and giggles, they were being experimented on. Apparently, right alongside the missing street kids. These Ouroboros people were their own special brand of sick fucks.

      I took a sip from the fresh glass of bourbon, thoughts of grim reapers dancing through my mind. I would find them, and I would hurt them. It’s what I did best, even if I was retired. This was worth getting back in the game for.

      I’d moved on to reading reviews of some of their products. The most elite was Amrita, a series of injections given weekly for one year, but there wasn’t much information about what the injections actually did, other than “rejuvenate the body and soul,” let alone a price tag. The most popular product seemed to be Amrita Oral, a pill taken twice daily for some undisclosed period of time that was purported to slow the aging process through metabolic and adrenal regulations. It was pricey, though they offered the first month free for anyone who visited one of their many nationwide open houses. They held them weekly in New York City, Boston, Chicago, Dallas, Los Angeles, San Francisco, and—what do you know—Seattle.

      Their Seattle open house was every Sunday morning at ten thirty at their corporate headquarters downtown. It was Saturday night. The next one was tomorrow.

      I clicked back to the official website and started filling out the registration form, a requirement to attend. First and last name—I went with Katherine Derby. Date of birth—I shaved off a decade and a half there. Email—easy enough to create a new account for Ms. Katherine Derby. Phone—I hesitated here, not willing to enter the numbers for my cell or the shop phone.

      I stood and went into the kitchen, opening the drawer where I used to keep a stash of unopened burner phones back during my former, illicit career. Although, technically, I had been licensed to kill by the Senate, it still felt like my sixteen years as one of their leashed assassins was about as wrong as a thing could be. All of the old burners were gone, leaving just one antiquated cell phone in the drawer—my mom’s old phone.

      I picked it up and pressed the power button, knowing full well the battery had died eons ago. Nothing happened. But even though the phone was kaput, the line wasn’t. I’d purchased the rights to both her and my cell phone numbers seventeen years ago, just after the bill legalizing the universal privatization of all forms of “intangible property” passed in Congress. I grinned. When I’d purchased her line, I’d registered it to her—Genevieve Dubois—not to me. It was perfect.

      I swapped out her name for my hastily created pseudonym, signed her up for a brand-spanking-new email address, and typed in her phone number. My pointer hovered over the REGISTER button. I’d made it this far at least a dozen times so far, using a dozen different identities. Don’t be a moron, my brain screamed. It’s too risky—I’m a Nejeret; they’re abducting Nejerets . . .

      The apartment door opened, and Nik walked in.

      I clicked the register button reflexively, then closed out the window. Decision made. I was going.

      I gulped down half the glass of bourbon and slid the bottle toward Nik as he neared the table. “Drink?”

      Stopping to stand at the end of table, he spun the bottle around and whistled. “You might be a culinary prude, but your taste in booze doesn’t suck.”

      I snorted a laugh, my gaze trailing down the length of his body. He looked damn good right now. It was the alcohol, I knew it, but I couldn’t stop myself from appreciating his appearance. Tall and lean. Athletic, but not bulky. His thin, faded black T-shirt just snug enough to show some muscle definition across his chest and shoulders. The front hem of his shirt tucked precariously into his jeans, showing off his silver Eye of Horus belt buckle. The black and graying ink staining his arms and neck. I thought his neck piece—a tattoo of the goddess Isis, kneeling, her extended wings wrapping around to the back of his neck—just might be my favorite. At least, of the ones I could see. Who knew what was under his shirt—my eyes traveled lower—and elsewhere. But that Isis tattoo was similar to something I’d been planning for my forearm for a damn long time.

      And then there was his face, all pristine, hard lines and sharp edges. It was perfectly symmetrical except for a slight bend in his nose where he must’ve broken it and been too slow to reset it before it healed. He could still fix it easily, if a little painfully. But then, Nik had never shied away from pain. Rather, so far as I remembered, he reveled in it.

      His dark eyelashes and brows contrasted with his eyes, making his pale blue irises stand out even more, icy and calculating. There was nothing soft or warm about Nik. Especially not the way he was watching me study him.

      “See something you like?” he asked, his striking gaze locking with mine. There was heat in his stare. Heat, and a challenge. I wondered what would happen if I told him, “Yes.” Something, I felt certain. But what? It was impossible to predict.

      I cleared my throat and took another sip of bourbon. “Professional admiration,” I lied. “I like the neck piece. Who did that one?”

      “Someone in Anchorage,” he said, his expression blank, his eyes anything but.

      “A woman?” I asked without thinking.

      The corner of his mouth quirked, hinting at his usual smirk. “Why?”

      I shrugged. “How long did you have to sit for it?”

      “Six hours,” he said, a knowing glint in his eyes.

      I licked my lips. “Just, um, one session?”

      He nodded and turned to head into the kitchen.

      “How much did she charge?”

      Nik grabbed a glass from the nearest cupboard and returned to the table to pour himself a drink. “I didn’t pay her in money,” he said, glancing at me, more than a hint of a smirk now.

      I tried my hardest not to react, but damn it, I could feel the traitorous blood heating my neck and cheeks. I lowered my gaze to stare at the bottle across the table and cleared my throat. “Where are you staying tonight?”

      Nik chuckled, low and quiet, and my stomach did a little flip-flop that wasn’t entirely unpleasant.

      I spluttered my bourbon. “I didn’t mean—” I stood partway and reached for the bottle. “You know what I meant,” I said, not quite sure that I knew what I meant.

      Nik’s stare burned into me for a moment longer. “Sure, Kitty Kat. I know what you meant.” He turned and walked back into the kitchen. “I was hoping to crash here again—payment for a day’s work.” He opened the fridge, shook his head, then opened the freezer. “Pizza?”

      I watched him for a moment, gathering my scattered wits. “You don’t want to go back to Bainbridge, do you?”

      Bainbridge Island was the current territorial base of Clan Heru. Heru ruled over the entire Pacific Northwest, including Northern California from San Francisco up, extending all the way to Alaska. He owned the entire northern quarter of Bainbridge, where he, Lex, and their daughter, Reny, lived with several dozen other Nejerets. Nik’s mother, Aset, was among them. Hundreds of others passed through each year, as it was required for Nejerets from other clans to request permission and receive a license of passage or residency, depending on their intended length of stay in his territory.

      Nik was quiet for a few seconds, his head in the freezer and the rest of him unmoving. I took it as an opportunity to ogle a bit longer. “They don’t know I’m here,” he finally said.

      I blinked, surprised. “But you talked to your mom and—”

      “I didn’t tell her I was actually coming back here to help with the search.” He pulled two frozen pizzas from the freezer. “Just that I’d look into it.”

      “So nobody knows you’ve involved me, either?”

      He shrugged one shoulder, then turned on the oven. “Who’s to say the Senate’s not involved in the disappearances?” He tore into one of the boxes. “It’s better for us both if nobody knows I’m here.”

      “Except for me,” I said quietly.

      Nik looked at me, the tiniest smile curving his lips.

      My heartrate picked up, and I broke our stare, focusing instead on my empty glass. “You can stay.” I lifted one shoulder. “It’s only fair, with you filling in downstairs . . .”

      He grunted a thanks. “So what’ve you found?”

      “Hmmm?” About Dom. Right. “Oh, um, it looks like the missing Nejerets are linked to other disappearances. A bunch of homeless kids have vanished from the area as well.”

      “What that cop came to you about this morning?”

      “Garth, yeah.” I nodded and refreshed my inbox, using the computer screen as a way to avoid eye contact with Nik. “I’m just waiting for some files from him right now. Until I get those, I’m in a holding pattern . . .” I purposely didn’t tell Nik about Ouroboros. He was barely involved in this as is, aside from playing messenger, and I didn’t want to suck him in further. He still had people who would be devastated if he died, his mother, first and foremost. I respected Aset too much to get her only son killed. And then there was me . . .

      “No plans for the night, then?”

      I raised my eyebrows. “None that I’m aware of.” I laughed to myself. Really, did I ever have plans for the night? For any night?

      Nik hoisted himself up onto the counter, where he sat, boots dangling. “I could use a few touch-ups. We could trade . . .”

      Frowning, I nodded. As far as ideas went, it didn’t suck. Besides, I relished the chance to get a peek under his shirt—professional curiosity, of course. “Let’s eat,” I said, “then head down to my office.” I was already thinking about what I’d have him work on. I always had a gang of tattoos in the lineup. Unlike Nik, I didn’t just trace over my already-existing pieces, refreshing a static pattern. I liked to change it up. When one piece was faded enough, I just inked something new over the top.

      I laid off the bourbon while we ate, and by the time we’d polished off the pizza, I was sober as a stone. Some might see it as a perk, but the metabolism that comes hand in hand with Nejeret healing can be the most annoying of burdens. When we need to eat, we need to eat. If we don’t, our regenerative ability will turn off until it has enough energy to fuel it, and we start aging or losing weight—rapidly. It’s the only way I’ll ever look any older than my physical eighteen years, however temporarily. On the plus side, our metabolisms also enable us to process alcohol insanely quickly. I could be ass drunk one hour, dead sober the next.

      “Alright,” I asked Nik as he followed me into my private tattooing office. I flicked on the light switch on the wall, then turned on a secondary lamp. “What am I touching up first?”

      He tugged his shirt off over his head, and I stared without blinking. His entire torso was a mass of black and graying ink over taut skin and hard muscles. It was chaotic and beautiful and impossible to take in completely in just a few seconds. I licked my lips, swallowing roughly as my heart rate escalated once more. So maybe it hadn’t been the alcohol fueling my attraction to him upstairs. Clearly, I needed to get laid.

      Nik seemed oblivious to this round of gawking. “My left rib piece is probably the worst,” he said, lifting his arm and craning his neck to get a better look. “It’s nothing complicated—just a list of names.”

      “I can see that,” I said, leaning in close and breathing softly. He smelled amazing—clean and fresh, with just a hint of something spicy and ancient that reminded me of the incense my mom used to peddle in this very shop. Aroused didn’t even come close to how I was feeling. “Only, um, a few of the names are in English.”

      Nik laid on his back on the narrow, padded bed. “Well, since English didn’t exist for most of my life . . .”

      “Right. That makes sense.” I turned away from him and started gathering up my tools, impressed by how tidily he’d worked in my space. “So, who are they? Or were they? People you cared about? Or people you killed?” I asked, projecting with that last guess. That was the list of names I’d ink into my own skin. It was a long list.

      “Something like that.” Nik’s voice sounded distant.

      “Sorry.” I set the ink and tattoo machine on a rolling table, along with a fresh needle and a few sanitizing wipes. “Didn’t mean to pry. So, why only black ink?” I’d never seen him with anything else.

      Nik laughed under his breath. “I tried color once, back in the forties—didn’t like the look of it as it faded.”

      I could relate. I only rarely incorporated color into my own tattoos, and even then, only as accents.

      “But I do have one piece that isn’t done in black ink,” Nik said, rolling onto his side.

      I sucked in a breath. “Holy shit . . .”

      Nearly his entire back, from his broad shoulders down to his trim waist, was a cascade of hieroglyphs done in some impossible iridescent ink. It shimmered in the light, making his skin look like it had been inlaid with mother-of-pearl.

      “Is that—”

      “At?” he said. “Yeah. Made the ink myself.”

      At was one of the two energies that made up everything in the universe. All of space and time was held together by At and its counterpart, what I’d dubbed anti-At. The closest human science has come to capturing the truth of things is through particle physics, with matter and antimatter. That’s the closest humans have come to understanding the universe—and it’s not very close at all.

      For thousands of years, my people were gifted with the ability to leave our bodies and enter a higher plane of existence, one where those primal forces are visible as a swirling, rainbow miasma of the fabric of time and space. There, we’d been able to view almost any time, any place, from that other plane in what we’d called echoes. The echoes were closed to us now, had been for over three years, ever since the new gods abandoned us.

      Nik had the unique innate ability to pull one of those otherworldly forces, At, into our physical plane of existence, courtesy of his sheut, his internal, magical power source. He was the only person alive who could do it, and there was just one person in the world who could do the same with anti-At—Mari, my old partner in crime—though her abilities were far more limited. And way more dangerous. A single touch of obsidian-like anti-At could unmake a Nejeret from the ba out, erasing their poor, dwindling soul from the timeline completely until it was as though they’d never existed at all.

      At, however, was different. Touching it wouldn’t harm a person, and Nik’s control over it was mind-blowing. He could make virtually anything out of the otherworldly material, including the sword stashed away upstairs in my closet with the rest of my forgotten assassin’s gear. He could create whole buildings out of At or restrain someone in seemingly living vines of At or turn an entire person into At, either to preserve or punish. Apparently he could make tattoo ink, as well.

      “It’s the only way I’ve found to make a permanent tattoo,” he explained. “For us, I mean.”

      I licked my lips. “Would you make me some of that ink?”

      “Yeah, sure, Kitty Kat.” He extended his arm over his head in preparation for me to begin working. “Whatever you want. All you have to do is ask.”
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      The Ouroboros corporate headquarters were housed in the tallest building in Seattle, the Columbia Center. The skyscraper was intimidating for more than its height—it was a dark giant, an immense structure with an exterior as black and reflective as fresh-cut obsidian that took up an entire city block. The ground floor consisted of an expansive and varied food court, the second by a mall’s worth of shops. I may have stopped at the coffee shop near the entrance for a couple of donuts—a maple bar and an old fashioned—and a black coffee on my way in. Aaaaand I may have scarfed down both pastries by the time the escalator carried me up to the second floor, the lowest level reached by the elevator.

      There was a sign at the top of the escalator advertising the Ouroboros open house, proclaiming that it was today, on the sixtieth floor. And would you look at that—they hope to see me there! So friendly, these evil, kidnapping, child-torturing corporate scientists . . .

      I rode the elevator up with a handful of people of various ages. A man and a woman in their thirties stepped off on floor eighteen, chatting about people in their office, and an older, dignified woman in a tailored skirt suit left on floor forty-one, leaving me with a middle-aged man and a younger couple. We all rode to the sixtieth floor.

      When the elevator dinged and the doors slid open, I hung back, scoping out the scene. A couple of greeters waited a dozen or so steps out of the elevator. Both were attractive men in the prime of youth, wearing identical gray slacks and navy blue button-down shirts. Nice subliminal advertising, these handsome, youthful fellas. They latched onto my elevator companions, leaving me to slink out unnoticed.

      I’d like to point out that I even dressed for the occasion. I was wearing my nicest jeans—dark and totally hole-free—the one and only turtleneck I owned, and a charcoal-gray hooded trench coat, tied at the waist. I’d swapped out my usual combat boots for some black leather riding-style boots, and I’d even removed my lip piercings. By the time I returned home, the damn holes will probably have closed up already, which was a pain in the ass. I looked downright respectable . . . at least, to these kinds of people. But I felt ridiculous. Anybody from the shop would’ve spit out their coffee if they’d seen me like this. Which was precisely why I’d slipped out the back door.

      The shimmering tip of my brand-new tattoo—an image of the goddess Isis very similar to the one on Nik’s neck, with the exception that this goddess bore a striking resemblance to my mom—peeked out from the end of my sleeve onto the back of my hand. All other tattoo ideas had gone out the window as soon as I’d seen the At ink piece on Nik’s back. I tugged at my sleeve as I walked across the lobby, hoping nobody noticed. It didn’t really strike me as the tattoo kind of place.

      “Miss!” someone called after me. “Excuse me!” Fast footsteps carried the voice closer, and a third young man dressed just like the other greeters in gray slacks and a blue button-down shirt jogged my way. “Are you here for the open house?”

      “Yes,” I said, splashing on a broad smile and airhead eyes. I blinked several times and pretended to scan my surroundings. “Am I going the wrong way?”

      “No, but you do have to check in.” His brow furrowed. “Did you register online?”

      “Of course I did,” I said, touching my fingertips to his forearm and meeting his eyes. “I can follow instructions . . . when I want to.” I gave him a wink. Too much?

      “Great!” He pulled a sleek little smartphone from his pocket and traced a circle on the screen. “Name?” he asked, looking at me.

      “Gen,” I said. “Genevieve Dubois. I just registered last night—it was sort of last minute.” I put on a worried expression. “I hope that’s okay . . .”

      “Yep,” he said cheerily. “I see your registration right here.” He held his arm out, telling me to head toward the single open door on the left side of the lobby, where a table was set up with name badges and a fanned-out stack of navy blue folders with the tail-eating snake emblazoned on the front in metallic silver. Two women manned the table, one in the increasingly familiar dark gray and blue—I was sensing a color scheme—the other wearing a smart black pencil skirt and a cream blouse.

      “Candace will finish checking you in,” my greeter said, handing me off to the uniformed woman. “And lucky you, Ms. Dubois, you can meet one of the Amrita leads, Dr. Marie Jones.”

      I glanced at the non-uniformed woman and froze. She was no “Marie Jones”; her name was Mari. She was my Mari—my ex-partner in assassinating the Senate’s enemies. The same one whose name had been counted among the missing Nejerets. Things hadn’t ended well between us, what with her calling me a coward the last time I’d seen her and me flipping her the bird. But we’d had some good times . . . and some dark times. Regardless of our past, or maybe because of it, I was genuinely glad to see her. At least I now knew that she wasn’t one of the victims.

      Then, dread sprouted in my belly. If she wasn’t one of the victims, why was she here?

      “Ms. Dubois,” Mari said, extending her hand. She looked awesome. Her sleek, short inverted bob offset her Japanese features beautifully, and her brilliant jade-green eyes had never been more striking. “A pleasure to meet you.” She grinned woodenly. “What brings you to our open house today? You couldn’t be a day over eighteen.”

      I shook her hand, narrowing my eyes minutely. What game was she playing? “Twenty-five, actually. And it’s never too early to start planning for the future, at least that’s what my mom’s best friend Mei always said.” Mei was a Senate member and the leader of her own clan, occupying the Great Plains territory. But more importantly, she was Mari’s adoptive mother.

      Mari’s cheek twitched. “How fascinating. Please”—she gestured for me to step off to the side with her—“chat with me for a moment. Yours is a demographic we’ve yet to really reach, and I’d love to get your input on a few ideas.”

      I matched her, wooden grin for wooden grin. “Love to.”

      Mari led me to a cluster of chairs in a corner of the lobby about as far as we could get from the check-in table and the elevator. “Just keep smiling pleasantly,” she said through clenched teeth as she smoothed down the back of her skirt and sat.

      I did as requested, sitting in the chair beside hers and angling my knees her way. “What the fuck are you doing here, Mars?” I asked through gritted teeth.

      Her jade eyes flashed with irritation. “I should be the one asking you that. Did the Senate send you?”

      I shook my head, stupid smile plastered in place. “Nik showed up and told me that a bunch of Nejerets are missing. It’s looking like this place—you guys—are involved. But no, the Senate didn’t send me.” I laughed under my breath. “I’m sure the Senators would shit their collective pants if they knew I was here.”

      Mari leaned in a little. “Nik’s back? I thought nobody had seen or heard from him for years.”

      “They hadn’t,” I said, not bothering to tell her that he’d been in contact with his mom. “Mari, what are you doing here?”

      “The Senate sent me in undercover about six months ago because they thought the corporation’s research was suspicious. I was just supposed to blend in . . . to monitor. But a couple months ago, when I heard about some of our people going missing, I started to actively investigate.”

      It was my turn to lean in, elbows on my knees. “What did you find? Do you know where Dom is? Is he still alive?”

      Mari’s eyes widened, her smile faltering. “Dom’s missing, too?” She shook her head, a crease forming between her eyebrows.

      “You didn’t know?”

      “Smile,” she reminded me. “And no, I had no clue about Dom. The most I’ve been able to find out is that there’s some sort of a shipment that goes out every couple nights—one that’s off the books. It might have something to do with all of this, but . . .” She shrugged. “It’s weak, at best. I tell you what—one of those shipments is going out tonight. Why don’t I text you the address and you and Nik can check it out? I’ll snoop around here to see what else I can find out and contact you in the morning.”

      I nodded absently, chewing on my lip where my piercing had been. It itched like crazy. It was already closing up.

      Mari glanced around, then reached out to give my knee a squeeze. “We’ll find him, Kat. I promise.”
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      After my mom was killed, I went into a bit of a tailspin. It’s a little embarrassing, really, but I was devastated, naïve, and pissed off—and in combination, those three things created a monster. I became a rash, unstable creature driven by a single thing: vengeance. It was my air and water and food. It was the blood pumping through my veins and the dreams disturbing my sleep. It was my everything.

      And then Dom came in and gave me focus. He taught me discipline and how to fight. He gave me the skills and tools I needed to make vengeance a reality.

      And then there was Nik, helping me understand the enemy. Helping me plan. Driving me ever onward and cautioning me when I exhibited too much recklessness. Until, one day, he pushed a few too many buttons, and I snapped. I almost died that day. On Mari’s anti-At blade.

      Maybe I’d still bear a closer resemblance to the Kat I used to be—the Kat who still had a mother and hopes for the future and a sparkle in her eye—if not for Dom and Nik and Mari. Maybe, but I also never would’ve avenged my mom. I didn’t regret leaving the girl I used to be behind one bit. My heart was cold, my memory of the taste of vengeance crisp and clear. It had been delicious. Until it soured. Until those the Senate had me hunting no longer bore any resemblance to those responsible for my mother’s death. Until it became bitter ash on my tongue.

      But by then it was too late. By then, the girl I’d been was dead, a hard, empty shell left in her place.

      Maybe that was why I felt such excitement about having seen Mari. She’d known me way back when. It was by Mari’s side that I’d spent sixteen years hunting down those even remotely responsible for my mother’s death. She’d seen the transformation. Hell, she’d been a part of the transformation. In a way, she reminded me of who I used to be. And I couldn’t ignore the sense of grief I felt when thinking of that sad, lost girl.

      I pulled my phone from my coat pocket as soon as I was out of the elevator and called the shop, figuring Nik was still lurking around. AKA covering for me. I was right. Kimi answered, but she retrieved Nik as soon as I asked for him. Good thing, because I didn’t have his number, and I was going to explode if I didn’t share what had just happened with someone.

      “Hey, Kat—”

      “You’re never going to believe who I just saw,” I told him.

      “Who?” he asked. “And where are you? It’s loud as fuck on your end.”

      “Oh . . .” I glanced around me, taking in the hustle and bustle of business professionals sneaking in an early lunch. There were so many of them, I doubted there were many people left up in their offices. “I’m in a food court,” I told Nik. “Sorry. Hang on . . .” I weaved my way through the crowd of lunch-goers and made it to the glass doors to Fourth Avenue a good thirty seconds later.

      I pushed through the rightmost door, only to be greeted by a blast of cold air and a crowd of people huddling on the covered stairs to stay out of the pouring rain. “Excuse me,” I mumbled to one woman.

      She shifted an inch. Unfortunately, I wasn’t quite that thin.

      “Excuse me,” I repeated.

      A few glances were cast my way, but nobody really put any effort into moving.

      So I did what any reasonable person would do—I raised my voice and broke out the big-kid words. “Oh for fuck’s sake, move, people!”

      I received shocked looks and grumbles from the crowd this time. But hey—they made a path that was just my size. What peaches.

      I pulled up my hood and hunched my shoulders as I trudged up to the bus stop at the next block. I’d have taken my bike, but the outfit didn’t really work on a motorcycle, especially not if I wanted to keep it looking nice. Not that that mattered now. My stupid “nice” boots had shitty traction on the wet cement, and I longed for my heavy-treaded combat boots.

      “Sorry,” I told Nik, again. I’d been holding the phone against my lapel when I’d shouted, but Nejeret ears were sensitive. “Anyway, I was at this open house thing at Ouroboros—that’s the pharmaceutical company that—”

      “I know who they are, Kat; I’m not a moron. Why were you there?”

      I stopped walking, pressed my lips together, and inhaled and exhaled deeply. There was no reason for him to get all snippy with me just because I wasn’t a slave to the idiot box like everybody else. “They’re connected to all this somehow,” I finally admitted.

      Nik was quiet for a few seconds. “You knew they were connected to the disappearances and you went there anyway?”

      My eyes bugged out. Sometimes he was a moron, whatever he said. “Why else would I go there?” I gave a derisive snort and continued up the hill. “It’s not like I need to drink from the fountain of youth.” Though a sip from the fountain of unyouth might do the trick. Especially if it would wrangle my pesky lingering teenage hormones. They could be a real bitch sometimes.

      “Kat—”

      “Mari was there,” I said, flinging out the one thing that might waylay him from laying into me for being reckless, then held my breath.

      “What?”

      “Yeah, she’s working for them. But really, she’s undercover for the Senate. Did you know?”

      “I didn’t,” he said. “But then, I haven’t really been keeping up with things . . .”

      “Right, well . . . that’s crazy, right?” I reached the street corner at the top of the hill. “She’s going to do some digging and see what she can find out about Dom. And—” I caught myself before I let it spill about the fishy shipment. I could check it out without him. No need to put anyone else in danger. Besides, I worked better on my own. Let’s just say I have trust issues. I don’t trust others not to do stupid shit and get themselves killed—like my mom—and I don’t trust myself not to stop them.

      “And what?” Nik asked.

      “And . . . it was good to see her.”

      “Jesus, Kat.” Disappointment was a loud, clear bell tolling in his voice.

      “What?” I stopped some ways from the crowded bus stop and ducked under the ledge of another skyscraper.

      “What the fuck were you thinking, going there alone—and without even letting me know?”

      I reared back as though he’d slapped me. “Excuse me?” Since when was he my self-appointed keeper?

      “They’re the ones taking people—taking us—and you walked right into their house. They caught Dom, for fuck’s sake. Dom. You think you’re better than him? Really?”

      “No, I just—”

      “Then get your head out of your ass. A reckless move like that’s what almost killed you last time.” I shook my head as he spoke. How dare he? “This time, I might not be around to—”

      “You know what,” I cut in, voice raised. A few people turned their heads my way. I gave them the finger. “You can just fuck off, Nik. Just fuck the fuck off. Just walk away. Just disappear.” I pulled the phone from my ear and stared at his name. “That’s what you’re best at,” I said and hung up, fuming.

      My phone started vibrating with an incoming call almost immediately. It was Nik. I rejected it. I did it twice more before I turned the damn thing on silent and stuffed it back into my pocket, grumbling “Asshole” under my breath.
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        * * *

      

      I strolled into the East Precinct station with a chip on my shoulder and a bone to pick. I couldn’t go back to the shop until I’d cooled off, but I also couldn’t stand being unproductive. I marched straight to the unmanned reception window and dinged the little bell with equal parts purpose and ferocity. And just kept on dinging. It was their own damn fault for putting the thing out in the open in the first place.

      Garth sprang up from behind his desk near the back of the room and hustled to the window, slamming his hand over mine to stop the dinging.

      He looked at me and blinked several times, then his lips spread into an unsure grin. “I almost didn’t recognize you like that.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Are you going to let me in, or what?” I asked, gesturing to the locked door with my chin.

      Garth released my hand and let me in. I followed him back to his desk.

      “Gah . . .” I dragged a rolly chair over from the desk in front of his and plopped down. “I hate every single thing that I’m wearing.”

      “You look nice,” Garth said, sitting at his desk and typing on his laptop. He clicked his mouse a few times, then settled back in his chair with his arms crossed over his broad chest. “So to what do I owe this visit?”

      Resting my forearm across the corner of his desk, I leaned in and locked eyes with him. “Where are the files?” I sat back. “I can’t do my part until you do yours . . .”

      He frowned and reached for his mouse, pulling up a new window on his computer. “I sent them to you an hour ago.” He looked at me. “You didn’t get them?” He went back to scanning the screen. “The combined file size was pretty large, but it doesn’t look like it bounced back.”

      I exhaled heavily and pulled my phone from my coat pocket. Sure enough, there was an email from the SPD. There was also a string of texts from Nik and one from Mari telling me the supposed location of her off-the-books shipment—Harbor Island. “No, no,” I told Garth, pocketing my phone. “It’s my fault. I just haven’t checked my phone in a bit.” I started combing my fingers through my hair, forgetting I’d pulled it back in a rare bun, and ended up pulling a few chunks free. “Damn it,” I grumbled, taking down the whole thing.

      “Everything alright?” Garth asked, a little wary.

      “Yes,” I snapped, then sighed. “No.” I shook my head, laughing under my breath. Damn you, Nik . . . “Everything’s really not alright.” For whatever reason, he’d always been able to get under my skin, and his admonitions had cut pretty deep.

      “Well . . .” Garth turned his wrist over to check his watch. “I had an early shift today. I was technically done thirty minutes ago, so if you want to head down to the Goose and grab a beer . . . ?”

      I perked up. “Dear God, yes.” I stood and looked down at him, still seated in his desk chair. “Are you ready?”

      He chuckled. “Just give me a minute, alright?” He glanced over his shoulder. “Feel free to grab a coffee while you wait.”

      “No, I’m good.”

      “I think there might still be a few donuts back there, too.”

      I was already on my way.

      Again, he chuckled. That deep, softly rumbling sound—and the fact that I’d caused it—eased my chip, just a bit.

      As I took a bite of apple fritter, I realized something truly terrifying. I liked Garth. Like, he was a cool dude. He was interesting, and he cared about missing street kids—the kind most people considered pests and wanted to get rid of. He was a genuine good guy. And he was a fragile, short-lived human. A surefire path to heartbreak and devastation.

      But I still wanted to grab a beer with him, despite knowing I shouldn’t. Knowing I was asking for trouble. Nik was being an overprotective dick, I was sad and pissed, and Garth was being nice to me. It was a rare thing for me. A dangerous thing.

      “Ready?” Garth asked, hand on my shoulder.

      I jumped and turned around, half-eaten fritter to my chest.

      “Sorry, didn’t mean to scare you.” He smiled, causing little crinkles at the corners of his coffee-brown eyes.

      “S’okay,” I said around a mouthful of donut.

      He chuckled again, and I wanted to punch myself for thinking it was cute. I mean, this guy was at least ten years my junior. But then, I was getting to the age where hooking up with anyone my own age was pretty creepy, considering that I looked like I’d barely graduated from high school. It was getting harder and harder to shake the pedophile ick factor with anyone who didn’t make me feel like Mrs. Robinson.

      “You swear you’re over twenty-one?” Garth asked me, eyes narrowed. “I don’t want to get suspended for drinking with a minor using a fake ID.”

      I snorted, amused that his train of thought hadn’t been far off from mine. “Trust me, bud. I’m good.”
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      I drink too much. I know it, but it’s hard to say no to the blissful numbness the bottle provides when I’m guaranteed to have zero side effects, at least health-wise. It’s my favorite medicine, and for a good long while, it’s been the only way I’m able to let my guard down enough to sleep with someone. Sometimes, it’s the only way I can fall asleep. If only the dreams didn’t kick in when the booze wore off. I’d probably smoke cigarettes, too, if they didn’t make my hair smell like an ashtray and inspire me to spend half my day in the shower or brushing my teeth. Trust me, I’d tried.

      “So,” Garth said, watching me knock back my fourth shot of tequila, “bad day?” We’d been at the bar for maybe ten minutes. From the look on Garth’s face, I was impressing the hell out of him with my gusto. Or was that shock? We’d grabbed street tacos from the food truck out front, and the Mexican food had inspired me to stick with a theme—tequila and Coronas. Oh yeah, did I mention I was sipping on a beer as well? Garth was being a smart human and sticking to beer alone.

      I laughed bitterly, then took a bite of one of my tacos—shredded pork belly with cilantro-lime slaw, hot-hot salsa, and extra guac. Better than a frozen pizza, that’s for damn sure. “I’d tell you just how bad,” I said after swallowing. I glanced at him sidelong. “But then I’d have to kill you.”

      Garth laughed.

      I eyed him as I took another bite. He thought I was joking. That’s adorable.

      “I’m going to hit the head,” Garth said, standing from his stool. “Be right back.”

      As he made his way to the back of the room, I caught the bartender’s eye at the far end of the bar—it was a different one from the chick who’d been serving us—and pointed to my empty shot glass. I watched him refill it, grabbing the bottle before he could take it away. “Just leave it,” I said, looking into his Caribbean-blue eyes. His Nejeret eyes.

      Not even an ounce of shock shone on his ageless face. A handsome face, even with that cruel twist to his mouth and the challenge glinting in his aqua eyes. Or maybe because of those things. Regardless, it was an unfamiliar face as well. This Nejeret wasn’t part of Clan Heru.

      “I haven’t seen you around before.” My lips spread into a slow grin. “Does Heru know you’re working in his territory?”

      He released the bottle but didn’t answer.

      “Do you know who I am?”

      With a blink, he was looking at me again. He nodded. “Rogue Hunter.” It had been my title back when I’d been working as one of the Senate’s pet assassins, chowing down on revenge with a side of hefty paycheck.

      My smile widened to a grin. “Does Heru know you’re here?” I repeated. “Show me your papers.” Though the Senate’s way of tracking and regulating Nejerets was easily forgeable, at least it would give me this one’s name. Of course, even if he had residency papers granting him permission to work and live here, there was no way for me to verify their authenticity without calling up Heru himself. And that wasn’t going to happen. I was out. Done. He was still involved in Senate shit, and I wanted no part of that.

      Besides, they were all better off without me.

      “Don’t have any,” the bartending Nejeret said.

      My eyes narrowed.

      “Don’t need them. I work for the Senate.”

      I scoffed. “Why would they station anyone on Cap Hill? I’m the only one who lives—” My eyes widened, and my lips parted as realization struck. He was here to keep an eye on me, the wild card. The loose cannon. The ex-assassin with too much time on her hands.

      That cruel twist to his mouth broadened to a sly grin, and damn my neglected libido to hell if I wasn’t equal parts turned on and pissed. How long had he been spying on me? And why? Just to make sure I didn’t turn on the Senate themselves? Did he know I was investigating Ouroboros? Or the missing Nejerets? What about the street kids? Did he know that Nik was in town, staying with me? Nik hadn’t wanted the Senate to know either of us were involved in the case—because he didn’t trust that they weren’t involved on the other end.

      What if Nik was right? What would that mean for Mari? What if the Senators who’d sent her to Ouroboros were really involved in some sort of a hidden faction—a shadow Senate?

      My blood chilled as I continued to stare into the Nejeret’s eyes. Without warning, he plucked the bottle from my loose grip and replaced it on the counter behind him, swapping it out for a two-thirds-full bottle of Grand Centenario from the second-to-top shelf. He set the new bottle on the bar, met my eyes, and said, “On the house.”

      I uncorked the bottle, filled two shot glasses, and offered one to him, my not-so-sneaky way of checking if he’d spiked it with something. He clinked his glass against mine and tossed back the shot. I did the same. “Don’t think this gets me off your back,” I said, throat burning. I took a swig of my beer. “We will have a little chat. I want answers.” I flicked the bottle with a fingernail. “But this’ll buy you an hour or two.”

      He picked up my empty shot glasses, leaving only one behind, locked eyes with me, and licked his lips, that wicked grin returning. “I look forward to it.”

      My belly gave a little tingly flutter, and I crossed my legs on the stool. Now I was looking forward to our chat, too, and not for the words that would be exchanged. I cleared my throat, averted my gaze, and nodded to Garth, who was just returning from the bathroom. “Grab my friend another beer.” As an afterthought, I added, “Please.”

      “You got it,” the Nejeret bartender said and turned to fill a pint glass at the tap. He set it on the counter, then retreated to the other end of the bar.

      “So . . .” Garth sat and took a swig of beer, draining his first pint glass and sliding it out of the way. “What was that all about?”

      I held my finger up to my lips. “Shhh . . .” Reaching for the tequila bottle, I leaned closer to Garth and whispered. “He’s got really good hearing, you know, because he’s like me.” I filled the shot glass, emptied it, and filled it again, then met Garth’s dubious gaze. “A witch.”

      His eyes didn’t widen, and he didn’t laugh. Instead, he leaned in a little and spoke so quietly that I wouldn’t have been able to hear him over the classic rock blaring throughout the bar without my Nejeret senses. “I know what you are . . . Nejeret.”

      Shit. Balls. If he shared even that name with the wrong person—if the wrong person overheard him and reported it to the Senate—they wouldn’t hesitate in issuing a kill order, and whoever had taken my and Mari’s places would hunt down Garth and silence him, for good.

      “I have to go,” I said, hopping off my barstool. I couldn’t ever see him again; it would only put him in danger. I slapped a wad of cash on the bar and made a beeline for the door.

      Garth’s hand closed around my arm. “Kat, wait . . .”

      I twisted my arm, yanking it free. “Stay away from me, Garth, and keep that word to yourself. Trust me, it’s better for your health,” I said, before turning and stalking out of the bar.
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      “Hey! Ink Witch!”

      I stopped in my tracks, barely a dozen steps out of the bar, and spun around to glare at the Nejeret bartender. “What?” I snapped. I really hated that nickname.

      The Nejeret’s wicked grin was back, as was the challenging glint in his cerulean eyes. “What about our chat?” he said as he strode my way.

      Frustrated and irritated after that little scene with Garth, I turned and continued down the sidewalk.

      His quick footsteps told me he was jogging to catch up. He planted his hand on the brick wall in front of me just before the corner of the building, intending to block my retreat, but I ducked under his arm, barely missing a step. His next move was to grab my arm, just as Garth had, and pull me a few steps into the alley between the bar and the salon in the next building over.

      I froze, giving his hand a pointed look, then raising my gaze to meet his. “I’m not in the mood to chat anymore.”

      He stepped closer and stared down at me, interest lighting his eyes. “Then what are you in the mood for?”

      With the adrenaline pumping through my veins, making my heart race and exaggerating the rise and fall of my chest, I was itching for a fight. Or a fuck. Either would do. I stood on tiptoes and brought my lips nearer to his ear. “I don’t think you can handle what I’m in the mood for.” I dropped my heels, locking eyes with his.

      The corner of his mouth lifted, exaggerating that cruel twist to his lips. “Try me.”

      I tilted up my chin just a fraction of an inch, and in the next heartbeat, his lips were on mine and my back was against the brick wall. His lips were soft, but his tongue was greedy and his rough stubble scratched my face. He tasted like tequila, mint, and just a hint of cigarettes. There was nothing gentle about him or his kiss—it was rough, cruel, and just a little painful when he bit my lip. It was exactly what I’d needed.

      One of his hands tangled in my loose hair, yanking my head back even as he deepened the kiss. His other hand glided up my rib cage under my shirt, shoving my bra up and out of the way. He palmed my right breast, pinching the nipple between two fingers. When he twisted it just a tad too far, I arched my back and whimpered from the intoxicating mixture of pleasure and pain.

      His leg slipped between mine, and my hips rocked against him, creating a blissful friction.

      Someone gasped, a kid giggled, and a woman said, “Disgusting!”

      The bartender—I still didn’t know his name—broke the kiss, leaving me breathless and blocking my view of the alley mouth and whoever we’d disturbed with our little show. “I’m renting a place upstairs,” he said into my hair. “Want to—”

      I nodded.

      He grabbed my hand and practically dragged me to a metal door further down the alleyway. He fished a key out of his pocket and unlocked the door, then pulled me in through the doorway to a dingy stairwell that smelled faintly of mildew. We never made it any further than that.

      He unbuttoned my jeans and yanked them down without bothering with the zipper, then spun me around and, hands on my wrists, placed my palms on the smudged wall. His fingers slipped into the front of my underwear, and I dropped my head as he deftly found my most sensitive place. Damn, but this was exactly what I needed. No frills. No strings. No emotions. I craved a momentary reprieve from the insanity dragging me back into a world I’d extricated myself from years ago.

      I could hear the clink-clink of metal on metal, then the sound of a zipper. A second later, the bartender pushed down my underwear, his other hand moving from between my legs to curl around the front of my neck, and the hard length of him slid between my thighs. He kicked my feet apart, spreading my legs as wide as my jeans would allow, and I arched my back, offering him a better angle. It did the trick. He slid into me in one rough motion.

      “Oh fuck,” he breathed.

      I gasped at the pressure, at the relief, and rested my forehead against the wall.

      “Do you know what it’s like?” he asked, pulling out and slamming back into me. “Watching you on the nights you go home with someone?”

      “Pervert,” I said, grunting when he moved his hips in that jerky motion again. A slow burn thrummed to life in my belly, stoking hotter with each of his thrusts.

      He leaned into me, pressing his chest against my back and curling his arm around my middle. His hand dipped lower, and I gasped when he pinched that swollen bundle of nerve endings. “I wondered . . . what it would feel like . . . to be them . . . to be inside you . . . fucking you.”

      “Well now”—an inferno roared low in my belly, seeking a way out—“you know.” I ground against his fingers as the pressure built to blissful heights within me.

      “You’re a little whore . . . aren’t you?” His breath was hot against my cheek. “A dangerous little whore.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to block out his words even as I reached for sweet release.

      His fingers stilled, and his thrusting slowed.

      “No,” I whispered. I was so close. So very close.

      “Open your eyes, Kat,” he said. “Look at me. Look at me and tell me you’re a little whore, and I’ll let you come.”

      I gritted my teeth, reaching for that glittering bliss, but he knew exactly what he was doing. He moved just slow enough to keep me on the edge—to hold me on the cusp of orgasm without letting me topple over the edge.

      “Look at me, Kat. Tell me what you are.”

      I opened my eyes and glared at him. I was desperate for that moment of ecstasy. But my pride was non-negotiable. “Fuck you.”

      “I think you’re already doing that, sweetheart.” His breath was hot and sticky against my cheek, and I wanted nothing more than to have his hands off me. His mouth away from me. His dick anywhere but where it was right now.

      “Not anymore,” I said a moment before I jerked my head back, enjoying the crunch of his nose smashing against the back of my skull. It was almost as satisfying as sexual release. Almost, and maybe just a little bit more.

      His hands flew to his face and I yanked up my jeans as I spun around, kneeing him in the groin, then raising my boot to kick him against the other side of the stairwell. “Fucking bitch,” he said through a groan, blood seeping down his chin beneath his hands.

      “Maybe,” I said, pushing the stairwell door open. I stood in the doorway and glared at him. “But I’m nobody’s whore.” I walked out into the alleyway, donkey-kicking the door shut behind me. Guess it was a fight I was looking for after all.
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        * * *

      

      I jogged the five blocks to my shop, disgust and regret a lump of lead in my stomach. I never should’ve let that shithead Senate Nejeret put his hands on me in the first place. I slowed to a walk when my boot touched my native curb. I couldn’t wait to get out of my clothes and back into something normal. Something clean. Something that didn’t smell like him.

      I pulled the shop door open and paused six steps in to glare at the man working in my office. Nik was leaning over a woman getting her tramp stamp covered up. I rushed past the door, not wanting to give him a chance to take in my all-too-recognizable scent. With his sensitive nose, there was no way he’d miss the smell of sex if I lingered.

      The door’s little bell chimed, and I glanced over my shoulder. “Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me,” I said under my breath as Garth strode in. I stalked toward him. “What did I just tell you?” I said, seething. I really didn’t want to get him killed, and that was exactly what would happen if the wrong Nejeret discovered that he, a lowly human, knew about us. Protecting ourselves, our people, was our number-one priority. We might be more powerful and live longer than humans, but they outnumbered us a million to one. Probably more. “Stay away from me, Garth.”

      His eyes shifted to the right, then to the left. Kimi was watching us from behind the counter, but the artists and clients in the offices seemed oblivious enough. Except for Nik, I’m sure. He was probably soaking up every single word. “I still need your help with the missing kids . . .”

      Nope. Not happening. With his knowledge, if I got him involved with this Ouroboros situation and the missing Nejerets . . . his days were numbered, probably in the single digits. I shook my head and rolled my eyes, putting on an air of annoyance, which wasn’t all that difficult. “Fine, whatever.” My mind churned a mile a minute. “Meet me at the Fremont Troll at nine, tonight.” Waiting for me there would keep him distracted while I searched the containers in Mari’s mysterious shipment. “You can help me go through the missing kids’ shit.”

      His brows knitted together. “Why not now?”

      Because I need to know that you’re somewhere else when I go to Harbor Island. “I have to prep some stuff,” I told him, which wasn’t exactly a lie. “Ask the cards for guidance . . .”

      His eyes scrutinized my face, but finally, he nodded. “Alright. Nine o’clock tonight—the troll.”

      I nodded, then turned away from him and strode toward the beaded curtain, glancing sidelong at Nik as I passed by.

      He was studiously not looking at me. Until his nostrils flared and his entire body stiffened. His jaw tensed, but he remained focused on his client. My client. There was no doubt in my mind that he’d been eavesdropping, but at the moment I was more concerned with what his nose was picking up than what his ears had.

      I paused before the beaded curtain, like I might offer an explanation or an excuse. But there were none that didn’t make me sound like the degenerate I’d become. So I continued on. I passed through the curtain, shame bubbling in my belly and disgust poisoning my heart. Because Nik knew. And if I wasn’t mistaken by his reaction, he cared.

      Even more disturbing—so did I. And that scared the shit out of me.
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      I emerged from the shower with skin raw and rosy from excessive scrubbing. By the time I was lacing up my combat boots, my head was clear of the slosh and slog of too much tequila and my regrettable sexual encounter. I still didn’t know the Senate Nejeret’s name, but it didn’t change the fact that I felt immeasurably better once the scent of him was off my body and I was comfy in my favorite pair of jeans and a tank top. Though it was the boots that really sealed the deal. Feeling like me again made everything else that was going wrong seem a little less vomit-worthy.

      I grabbed a leftover slice of pizza from the fridge and headed into my office. The paint on the walls had changed again, becoming a dark, swirling miasma. I studied the designs, searching for meaning in the chaos while I ate the cold pizza. The only definite shape I could make out was a pitch-black orb that seemed to bob along throughout the midnight current.

      Maybe, eventually it would make sense, but right now it was meaningless to me. I brushed the crumbs on my fingers off on my jeans and walked to the closet. I stared at the door for a solid minute. Was I really going to do this? After three full years of relative normalcy, was I really considering jumping back into this life—one where I needed a sword at my back and a half-dozen other blades stowed about my person? Once I opened this door, once I came face-to-face with the darkness within—with my past—I wasn’t sure I’d be able to shut it away again.

      But for Dom . . .

      To find him, to save him, I needed the darkness. Wasn’t that why Nik had come to me in the first place? Not only because my sheut might make me the only one who could find him, but because I, personally, might be the only one willing to do what needs to be done to save him.

      “You better not already be dead,” I grumbled, sliding the closet door open and ignoring the lead sinking into the pit of my stomach.

      The closet was empty, for the most part. Two identical small wood and iron chests sat on the closet floor, and a few items hung on hangers. I dragged the chests out into the room, then reached up to the overhead shelf, fingers searching for the only thing up there. For a moment, I thought it wasn’t there. My heart skipped a few beats. But my fingertips grazed a strip of leather, then touched cold metal, and my worry eased.

      I closed my hand around the old, familiar hilt of my sword, Mercy, and pulled it down from the shelf. “Hello, old friend,” I murmured. I’d named the sword a long time ago, and it seemed wrong to ignore what she’d been to me. She was what had finally brought an end to the suffering left over from my human life. She was my right hand. My salvation.

      Overall, Mercy was very katana-like. Her blade was long, slender, and slightly curved, with only one sharp edge, and the hilt was wrapped in worn black leather cording, leaving the shiny steel underneath peeking through in a diamond pattern. The butt of the hilt was solid silver, a Horus falcon molded into the metal, tarnished from the years of disuse. But however much it seemed like a katana, this sword was different. Mercy was ancient beyond any katana, and so very other. She’d been created by Nik, her At blade formed by his hands nearly two thousand years ago.

      I unsheathed Mercy in one slow, smooth motion. The sound of her indestructible, crystalline At blade sliding against steel broke a dam in my mind, and memories flooded in. So many memories. So many lives. So many names crossed off a list with the slice of this blade through flesh and bone. My heart rate increased as adrenaline spiked my blood. I was ready. To fight. To kill. And if it came down to it, to avenge.

      “Soon,” I said to the bloodthirsty creature I’d just reawakened within me. Depending on what I found at Harbor Island, it could be very soon. I sheathed the sword. Soon, but not yet.

      Kneeling, I set Mercy on the floor and opened the first of the chests. It had been so long since I’d stowed them in the closet, I couldn’t remember which was which. One contained my stash of weapons and gear, the other, what would probably convince a criminal profiler that I was a serial killer. To some, maybe I was. But I hadn’t killed for pleasure or for the thrill, even if, for a time, it had provided temporary relief from the grief. I’d killed with purpose. I’d killed for a cause. My cause, and the Senate’s.

      As soon as I lifted the lid, I closed my eyes and bowed my head. This chest didn’t contain any weapons. Instead, it was filled with mementos—reminders—of the thirty-nine lives I’d taken during Mari’s and my sanctioned reign of terror. As the Senate’s assassins hunting rogues, rebel Nejerets, we’d taken out fifty-one targets total. I’d finished off most, not because I enjoyed taking lives, but because I enjoyed watching Mari torment our targets—our victims—less. We’d both lost our mothers to those rogues, and the hunger for vengeance could twist even the purest soul into a monster willing to do unthinkable things in the quest to sate the insatiable.

      I opened my eyes and made myself peer into the chest. I reached in and pulled out the first thing my gaze landed on—a small, black leather-bound notebook. It had belonged to a Nejeret named Gerald, the last Nejeret I ever killed for the Senate. The last life I took. He’d been a deserter, running for his life, but he hadn’t been a true rogue—the proof was in that little black book—and he’d been the furthest thing from dangerous. He’d been terrified. He’d begged me not to kill him. He’d cried, in the end, when I’d freed his ba with one slice of Mercy’s ever-sharp blade.

      Groping blindly behind me, I found my sketch pad and the pen I’d left in here last time, among the droves of sketches of the missing Nejerets. I wrote down Gerald’s first and last name. My victim’s name. Sure, his ba—his everlasting soul—was out there, somewhere, maybe on this plane, maybe another, but his physical life had been ended by me. That mattered. I’d killed, and as with all the others, I’d also killed a part of me. Taking his life had been a breaking point for me, tipping me over the edge. The moment his heart stopped, I knew I was done. I’d felt it deep in my bones.

      It was past time I acknowledged all that I’d done. It was time for me to accept it—finally—and, if I could, move on.

      I pulled the next item out of the chest. A flyer advertising an animal adoption fair. It had been stuck to Bree Coolridge’s fridge. She’d been hiding from us for six years and had amassed a small army of rescue animals. She’d had no less than seven cats, three dogs, and a turtle when Mari and I finally tracked her down. She’d been instrumental in orchestrating the events that led up to my mother’s murder. I hadn’t felt an ounce of pity for her when my blade pierced her heart, but I had felt bad for her animals. I hoped they found new homes afterward.

      I added Bree’s name below Gerald’s, the act cathartic.

      I moved through the chest, cataloguing and recording names until I had a list of thirty-nine. I tore the page free from my sketch pad and folded it up, tucking it into my back pocket, then returned everything to the chest and shut it once more. I shoved the chest back into the closet, vowing to never open it again. The next time I pulled it out would be to destroy it and everything within. I would honor my victims another way from now on.

      Going through the second chest was a far less draining experience. I gathered the items I needed—two knives and their matching boot sheaths, a bracelet that doubled as a garrote, two four-inch needle daggers, and a leather belt that concealed a stubby push dagger in the buckle. I set everything on the floor beside me and returned that chest to the closet as well.

      Once the closet doors were closed, I pushed everything to the side of the room, clearing a large space. I drew the sword and set the sheath and shoulder harness on the floor by the wall with the rest of my gear. It had been years since I’d wielded Mercy, and though I kept in fighting shape, I was out of practice with a weapon.

      I spent the next few hours reconnecting with my sword. Her balance, the way she cut through the air, the way she worked as an extension of me—it all felt both familiar and foreign at the same time. I practiced with Mercy, spinning, thrusting, parrying, and rolling, until only familiarity remained.

      When I emerged from my office, sweaty but oddly energized, the oven clock said it was five in the afternoon. I was planning to leave for the shipyard at eight. I had three more hours to kill.

      I pulled a frozen pizza—BBQ chicken—from the freezer and turned on the oven. Too hungry to wait a half hour for the pie to be done, I peeked into the cupboard to the right of the stove, fingers crossed that it wouldn’t be empty.

      “Score,” I sang quietly, pulling down an unopened bag of Hot Cheetos. They’re terrible for me, I know, but that knowledge never stops me from inhaling a whole bag in a single sitting. And I’m not talking about one of the little bags. Think: family size. I tore the Cheetos open and shoved a handful into my mouth, then grabbed a Cherry Coke from the fridge. Leaning back against the counter, I alternated between scarfing down Cheetos and swigging Coke. I wholeheartedly accept that I’m the poster child for what not to eat. But then, I’m the poster child for what not to fill-in-the-blank, so why hold back?

      I chomped on a few Cheetos.

      How to kill the time?

      I drank from the can of Coke. I ate a few more Cheetos. I looked around the fairly barren apartment, utterly uninspired.

      An idea tiptoed into my mind, and I tilted my head from side to side, considering it. I set the pop can down on the counter behind me and pulled the list of names from my back pocket. I unfolded the paper, reading over the list as I sucked the spicy fake-cheese dust from my fingertips, scraping the stubbornest bits with my teeth.

      I checked the clock on the stove. The oven was almost heated, and I was down to two hours and fifty-four minutes. I had a tattoo in mind for my left forearm, a piece to replace the fading tarot card, and I’d been playing with the idea of something else that would test the extent of my innate sheut power. I’d be cutting it close, time-wise, but if I wasn’t done by the time I had to leave, I could always finish inking myself later.

      The oven beeped, and I tossed the pizza on the rack, setting the timer before I headed for the door to the stairs. The shop closed early on Sundays, so there was a good chance that everybody had already left. Kimi might still be here, closing out the register and doing the final clean-up, but everyone else should be gone for the day. I crossed my fingers. Hopefully that included Nik. The idea of facing him right now, after everything that happened earlier . . . I couldn’t handle it.

      Thankfully, everyone, Kimi included, was gone. Even Nik. I didn’t know where he’d gone or for how long, and at the moment, I didn’t really care. I didn’t. The shop was empty, and I was alone. Which was exactly what I’d been hoping for.

      I paused at the beaded curtain.

      So why was disappointment taking root in my chest?

      Hands in fists and nails digging into my palms, I ignored the troublesome emotion and pushed through the curtain. I gathered up my tattoo machine, a fresh needle, and a bottle of black ink, then paused, staring into the ink drawer. Tucked in the very back was a bottle that almost seemed to be glowing, ethereal and iridescent.

      I grinned, swapping out the black ink for Nik’s At ink, and retreated back upstairs.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I stared at my left palm wondering what exactly I’d just created. A shimmery Eye of Horus stared back at me, taking up nearly my entire palm, reflecting colors from another dimension every time I shifted my hand and the light hit my skin differently. It was my clan’s symbol, proclaiming my permanent obedience to Heru better than any papers or oath ever could. But it was more than that, too.

      The Eye of Horus was an ancient symbol, steeped with so much meaning—thousands of years’ worth. A civilization’s worth. An entire mythology’s worth. It was a symbol of protection from evil, from deceivers . . . from so many things. I didn’t know how it would work, or if it would even do anything beyond being decorative, but I figured a symbol as potent as the Eye of Horus would have as good of a chance as anything of doing something. And gods knew I could use some protection right about now.

      Learning how to use the powers afforded me by my sheut was a game of trial and error. I never really knew what would work and what wouldn’t. I’d barely had the damn thing for three years. It had been a gift from the two new true gods—the Netjer, the inheritors of our universe—who’d been born just twenty years ago to Lex and Heru. And—laugh—I was their aunt. On the same day they’d gifted me my sheut, they’d left our universe and had yet to return. Sometimes it felt like they never would.

      I closed my fist, then opened it again, somewhat surprised I couldn’t feel the tattoo. It had healed almost as soon as I’d inked it, as usual, but I still thought I should be able to feel a stiffness or something. The depiction of the goddess Isis in At ink on my right arm had been the same way. It just looked like something that I should feel. But I didn’t.

      I glanced at the clock. Six-thirty. An hour and a half until it was go-time.

      Cracking my neck, I re-inked the needle in the bottle of shimmering, liquid At and looked at the sheet of paper listing the names of everyone I’d killed. It was time to get to work on my next piece, on my memorial to every life I’d ended . . . and to every piece of myself I’d killed along the way. I brought the needle to my wrist and pressed it against my skin, starting with a G.
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      The rumble of the Ducati echoed off buildings as I rode through downtown Seattle. As usual, an accident had jammed up I-5, turning the southbound lanes into a glorified parking lot. It wasn’t a major loss; I’d only have been on the freeway for a couple miles anyway, and by avoiding it, I didn’t have to deal with the high stress of lane-splitting. I was already anxious enough.

      Garth would realize I’d sent him on a wild goose chase soon enough, but at least this would keep him from being able to follow me. And just maybe, after getting stood up tonight, he’d get the hint; our partnership was over. And then there was Nik. I didn’t know where he’d gone after filling in for me at the shop today, but I had a pretty damn good guess. I’d eat my boots if he wasn’t heading to the Fremont Troll to spy on me. After all, he’d overheard my exchange with Garth. I hoped my instincts were correct. I wanted both of them as far away from this Ouroboros mess as possible. I was expendable; they weren’t.

      Is it weird that I was also a little giddy? It had been ages—years—since I’d seen any real action. The violent kind, not the sexy kind. My little scuffle with Nik two nights back had awakened something within me, almost like him showing up had started a domino effect that would drag me back into this world, kicking and screaming, if need be. Except I was going willingly.

      I zigzagged through the streets of SoDo, the Industrial District south of downtown Seattle, and parked my bike on the east side of the Spokane Street Bridge, not wanting to alert whatever late-night workers or security personnel were lingering around on Harbor Island of my presence. Kickstand lowered, I hopped off the bike and hung my helmet on the upraised handlebar, then jogged to the West Seattle Bridge Trail, which crossed the Duwamish Waterway and carried pedestrians and bicyclists across man-made Harbor Island at ground level. It was dark out and cold at just past nine at night—nobody was on the trail.

      Harbor Island was a funny place—I’d been here once on a field trip for my high school economics class. We were supposed to see international commerce at work on the enormous man-made island, but we really just ended up watching an hour-long safety movie about container ships and shipyard hazards, listening to a rep from the company that runs Terminal 18—the shipping container facility taking up the northeast quadrant of Harbor Island—explain pretty much everything there was to know about containers. It was disappointing, especially since many of us had been fantasizing about climbing all over the neat stacks of thousands of containers we were only allowed to view through a razor wire–topped chain-link fence.

      I reached said chain-link fence, specifically the portion blocking off the south side of the industrial part of Harbor Island, and drew my sword. One of my favorite things about Mercy was that her At blade could cut through pretty much anything, and the wire making up a chain-link fence was about as resistant to my sword as chilled butter to a table knife; cutting through wasn’t effortless, but it didn’t make me sweat, either. Within five minutes, I’d cut an opening about four feet high—tall enough for me to squeeze through without resorting to crawling.

      I’d taken three cautious steps onto the parking lot of Harley Marine Services when a motion-activated floodlight winked on.

      “Shit,” I hissed, slinking another dozen steps to crouch between two large white service trucks. I waited for a minute or two, listening for footsteps and engines. Hearing none, I straightened a little and made my way across the lot, moving in the shadows between vehicles whenever possible.

      The next lot had to belong to an auto shipping company, because it basically looked like the lot of a car dealership. And a damn fancy one. It worked perfectly for my purposes. I managed to cross to the north end of the lot without tripping any more motion sensors.

      After that, the east half of the man-made island was all Terminal 18. I stood at the edge of the packed car lot between two sedans, their black paint gleaming like oil in the dim moonlight. There was a fairly large open stretch of asphalt before the never-ending rows of red, blue, green, and orange shipping containers started, some stacked four or five high. On the far right, following the island’s artificial shoreline, clusters of cranes in twos and threes stood sentinel, burnt-orange behemoths watching over everything.

      I snuck to the water’s edge, hoping any motion sensors for floodlights or cameras wouldn’t reach that far since the movement of the water would be constantly setting them off. Keeping low and moving slowly, I made my way further into Terminal 18.

      Mari’s text from that morning had mentioned that the Ouroboros containers belonging to the illicit shipment would be stored between slots A-27 and A-30. According to the satellite maps I’d scoured online, row A was nearest to the water. Meaning it should be just straight ahead.

      I squinted as I neared the first stack of containers—a stack of two, both green and both painted with the John Deere logo on the side. They were in spot A-13. The next stack, three containers in spot A-17—two orange, one red—were unlabeled, so far as I could see, besides a series of nonsensical numbers and letters on the door side.

      I scanned the white numbers painted on the asphalt ahead. Sure enough, ten spots down, I found A-27. A stack of three containers piled one atop the other, all blue, called me onward, followed immediately by a stack of four. I jogged ahead, heart pounding and blood a raging river in my ears.

      “Alright, you shitstains,” I said under my breath as I reached the supposed Ouroboros containers. “What are you hiding?” I stopped beside the stack of three, surveilling the long sides facing me. There was nothing to identify them as actually belonging to Ouroboros, so I moved around to the water side, where the container’s doors might give me some hint that I was in the right spot.

      They didn’t—like so many of the containers filling the yard, they were labeled only with a series of letters and numbers, none of which made sense to me.

      I took a step backward, peering at all four stacks of solid blue containers. I placed my hands on my hips and chewed on my bottom lip. They were right where Mari had said they would be, but there was only one way to find out if these were the right containers—the same way I would find out what the hell Ouroboros was up to. I had to break into them.

      Drawing my sword slowly enough that the ring of At on steel was minimal, I approached the first stack. The lock on the bottom container looked complex and heavy duty, and there was no way for me to tell whether or not it was rigged with some kind of an alarm. But who says I have to go through the lock to get into the container? It would take some time and a fair amount of elbow grease, but Mercy was more than capable of cutting through the thick sheet of steel.

      The tip of my sword was inches from the container’s door when I heard the creak of metal on metal. I froze, sword gripped in both hands and breath held, and scanned the containers around me.

      The door of the second container in a stack of five in slot A-30 inched open.

      I pulled back Mercy and raised my elbows, settling into a ready stance.

      Something tumbled out of the container, falling at least eight feet to the pavement. It landed with an oomph and a groan. Not a something; a someone.

      “Kat? Is that you?” It was Mari—the someone. She pushed herself off the ground a few inches and raised her head. There was barely a crescent of a moon high overhead, and across the water, Seattle far outshone the stars, but my eyes were good enough to see the lab coat she was wearing. And the bloodstains marring the fabric and the dark bruises on her face and neck. She looked like hell beaten over.

      My palm itched, and I rubbed it against my jeans. “What the hell are you doing here, Mars?”

      Mari coughed a laugh, spitting up something that looked suspiciously like blood. “Your concern is underwhelming, as usual.”

      Hesitantly, I sheathed my sword and approached, offering her a hand up. Someone must’ve caught her poking around, but that didn’t explain how she’d ended up in one of the containers she’d all but sent me here to find.

      She accepted my outstretched hand, pulling herself up to a sitting position but not even attempting to stand. She coughed weakly and clutched one side like the action hurt her ribs. “I need a minute . . .”

      I nodded, still rubbing my palm against my jeans. “Is anything broken?” Because if she had any broken bones, I had no doubt she’d prefer for me to set them now rather than wait until they’d healed so much that they’d have to be re-broken to heal properly.

      She shook her head, her dark bob matted in chunks. “Not for me. I don’t know about Dom . . .”

      “What do you mean—Dom?” I scanned the area, searching for his lanky form but finding no sign of him. “Is he here? Where? What happened?”

      “We snuck out together.” She pointed up to the partially open container with her chin. “He’s up there. He’s in pretty bad shape, though.”

      Before she’d finished speaking, I’d launched myself at the container, grabbing hold of the lip. My feet scrabbled for purchase on the vertically ribbed face of the bottom container. The toe of my boot found the boxed lock, and I used that to leverage myself the rest of the way up.

      It was even darker inside the container, the sliver of light spilling in through the opening barely enough to allow even my heightened Nejeret vision to make out the interior.

      But I could see Dom, lying on the floor a couple yards in. Pallets laden with boxes filled the space beyond him, their shrink-wrap gleaming dully in the barely there light.

      “Dom,” I said, rushing forward and dropping to my knees beside him. I turned his head so I could see his face. “Dom, are you alright?”

      No response.

      My heart turned to lead.

      I pressed my fingers to his neck in search of a pulse, letting out a relieved breath when I found it, faint but steady enough for now. So long as his heart was beating, propelling his Nejeret blood through his body, and so long as his injuries weren’t immediately fatal, he’d be able to regenerate.

      I shook him by the shoulder. “Dom, can you hear me?”

      But still, he said nothing. He did nothing. He was out cold. But I could see him; I could touch him. It was a far cry from the position I’d been in an hour ago, and I couldn’t ignore the burst of euphoria that sprouted in my chest. The hard part was over. I’d found him. It would all be downhill from here.
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      The first time I met Mari, she almost killed me. In her defense, I was trying to kill her. She’s the opposite of Nik, able to pull a far more dangerous and volatile universal energy into this realm, give it form, and shape it to her will. It was with that energy that she nearly killed not only my body, but also my eternal soul.

      The universe was created by the old gods, Re and Apep, around a principle of absolute, ultimate balance known as ma’at. If At is the principle element of creation, then anti-At is its inverse—destruction. It binds to At, binds to every aspect of creation, moving it, changing it, keeping the universe from growing stagnant. We are, all of us, objects of creation, of At. Nejerets carry a little piece of At within us, in the form of our ba—our soul. Should we come into physical contact with anti-At, we’ll change. The anti-At particles, torn from their usual plane of existence, become ravenous in their need to destroy, binding with anything and everything. Binding with us, consuming our ba, until we no longer exist. Until we never existed at all. If we come into contact with anti-At, we’ll be unmade.

      Which is precisely what almost happened to me, a long time ago, when Mari nearly killed me. Nik and I had fought, much like this morning, and I’d run off, dead set on avenging my mother’s death. I’d attacked Mari, mistakenly believing she was responsible, and she’d stabbed me. With a gleaming black dagger made of pure anti-At. Only Nik arriving seconds later and extracting all of the otherworldly poison from my body by binding every molecule of anti-At with its one true mate, At, had allowed me to survive. Not unscathed—my ba had been damaged and would forever bear the scars—but I hadn’t been unmade, either.

      Mari had gone from my enemy to my ally in a matter of minutes. We’d been through hell together, and she was like a sister to me, even if we hadn’t spoken in years. There weren’t many people I’d trust with my life, but if push came to shove, I’d trust Mari.

      “Mars,” I called through the container door. “Can you give me a hand?” I dragged Dom to the door by his armpits. “We need to get him out of here.” He wasn’t wearing anything substantial, just a pair of sweatpants and a white T-shirt—both torn and covered with bloodstains that looked black in the dim light—and he felt far too cold for my liking.

      “I’m still too weak,” Mari said from outside. “I’ll just end up dropping him. Where’s Nik? He could help you.”

      I frowned, my hand burning. “He’s not here.” I set Dom down a half-dozen inches from the edge and poked my head out through the opening. “How long until you’re strong enough? We need to get him out of here before anyone notices we’re here.” A thought struck me, and I realized we might be under a far greater time crunch than I’d previously thought. “Do they know this is how you escaped? Will they come looking for you here?”

      Mari was still sitting on the ground, legs folded beneath her, back hunched, and hands in her lap. She shook her head. “I should be mostly recovered in fifteen minutes or so. They worked me over pretty good. Do you have anything to eat? That’d speed it up . . .”

      I reached into the right zippered pocket of my leather jacket and pulled out the protein bar I’d stashed there before leaving my apartment. Never leave home without one. “What happened, anyway?” I asked, tossing the bar to Mari.

      She tore into the wrapper with gusto. “They caught me nosing around in a restricted lab over there,” she said, nodding back toward the rest of SoDo sprawling behind her. “I found the missing Nejerets, but I was only able to get Dom out. He didn’t look too hot when I found him, but he was still able to help me fight our way out.” She stuffed the last piece of the protein bar into her mouth, balled up the wrapper, and threw it on the ground a few feet away. “We should find Nik and go back for the others.”

      I glanced down at my palm. It burned something fierce now, like I held a handful of stinging nettles. My eyebrows drew together. Despite the very real and very uncomfortable sensation, there didn’t seem to be anything wrong with the skin of my palm. It wasn’t red or swollen, and the Eye of Horus looked the same, gleaming in the subdued evening light.

      “Where is Nik, anyway?” Mari asked. “I thought he’d be with you.”

      “Don’t know,” I said, shrugging. “Don’t care.” Why was she obsessing about him all of a sudden? They’d never been close, and her fixation on him was setting off alarm bells in my mind.

      “Damn it, Kat. You couldn’t make this easy for once, could you?” Mari reached into the pocket of her bloodied lab coat and pulled out a black sphere about the size of a baseball. “I can’t go back there without him, and I really didn’t want to have to resort to this, but I swear I don’t have a choice.” She lobbed the black orb up to me, saying, “Catch!”

      I reacted instinctively, reaching out to catch the thing with my right hand even as my mind screamed, NO! Because the orb was made of anti-At.

      “No . . .” I gaped down at my hand, paralyzed by mind-numbing horror. Any second now, the anti-At would start soaking into my skin with a sickening tingling sensation.

      Fuck. I’d gone and done it again. I just killed myself with my own stupidity and caught the damn orb of death. And thanks to me, Nik was nowhere in sight. This time, death—unmaking—would stick. And the damage to the timeline would be astronomical, because I’d been involved, however accidental or unwilling, in a lot of important, world-forming shit. If I disappeared from existence, everything I’d done since the day I was born would be undone.

      “Where’s Nik?” Mari asked, on her feet now, fists on her hips and stare intense. “Call him. He’ll drop whatever he’s doing and come running to save you.”

      “What?” I stared at the black orb, horrified and disgusted with myself, then gaped at Mari. “Why, Mars?” I looked at her, eyes stinging. “Why?” We hadn’t been close in years, but we’d been inseparable once. She was like a sister to me. I’d trusted her.

      “Please, Kat.” She wrung her hands. “Call Nik. He’ll fix this.”

      I blinked away tears, the chaos that had clouded my mind finally clearing enough that coherency returned, at least a little. “You need him.” I cleared my throat, eyes narrowing. “That’s what this has all been about. Your questions about me and him and the Senate . . . you telling me—us—to come check out this shipment . . .” I shook my head slowly. “God, I really am an idiot.”

      “Your words . . .”

      I glanced down at my hand. Why wasn’t it tingling? Last time, when her anti-At blade had been buried deep in my side, I’d felt the particles working through me like tiny, soul-consuming insects. But this time, I felt nothing but the slightly warm surface of the orb against my shimmering skin.

      My eyes widened as I registered what I was seeing. The ancient goddess tattoo in my skin—she’d extended one of her wings, the iridescent feathers extending onto my palm, an unbroken barrier of At between myself and the anti-At orb. She was protecting me.

      I looked at Mari, my lips curving into a grin. A low, deep laugh spilled forth. “Would you look at that . . .”

      Mari stared at my hand, disbelief written all over her face.

      “Not today, bitch,” I hissed, then chucked the orb into the water. It was relatively harmless out there, and I hoped the Puget Sound’s current would carry it away to unknown depths where, in all likelihood, it would never have the chance to unmake anyone’s soul again.

      A slow, wicked smile spread across Mari’s face. She looked better now, like she’d healed some—or maybe she just hadn’t been that injured to begin with. Dom was still unconscious . . . still badly wounded. I frowned. He should’ve been regenerating. He should look better, too. But he didn’t.

      “Do you have any idea what you just—”

      “Oh, shut up already,” I spat, cutting Mari off as I drew my sword. Mercy sang out, a clear, pristine sound as her solidified At blade slid free of its steel sheath. It glimmered, almost glowing in the faint moonlight. I jumped down from the container, rolling on my landing and immediately settling into a defensive crouch a dozen feet from Mari. I didn’t know why she’d betrayed me, but I knew how she would pay.

      Mari stood with her feet shoulder width apart, twin black daggers as long as her forearms gripped in either hand. They appeared out of nowhere. “I don’t want to fight you, Kat.”

      “Then don’t,” I said, lunging at her.

      She raised her daggers, crossing them to block my sword. Her shorter blades met mine in a shower of glittering sparks of every conceivable color. The only thing as strong as At was anti-At. Our blades were evenly matched, even if we weren’t. I’d always been the better fighter.

      “I said I didn’t want to fight you,” Mari said through gritted teeth. “Not that I won’t.”
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      I was beating her. With every strike and parry, Mari weakened, and I drew closer to landing a lethal blow. She had to have known that if it came down to the two of us fighting, this was how it would end. So why set up some elaborate trap—and a shoddy one, at that—just to get to Nik? What did she need from him?

      I blocked both of Mari’s blades with my sword, twisting my own blade so hers tangled. She cried out, dropping one. I kicked her in the abdomen, launching her back a solid six feet. She skidded on her ass and dropped her other dagger, freeing up both hands to catch herself.

      I stalked toward her, stopping just beyond her feet. I wasn’t dumb enough to stand over her—not when she could materialize a new anti-At weapon in the blink of an eye. “Tell me why you’re doing this,” I said, staring down at her, sword at the ready should she try to lash out. “Why are you helping them? Did you really get caught, or was that all a lie, too?” For all I knew, she was the one responsible for Dom’s current condition.

      Mari laughed bitterly but said nothing.

      “Tell me!”

      “I bet you can’t guess what’s in that little sphere.”

      “I don’t give two shits what’s in the—”

      “Dom’s ba.” She brought her hand up to her mouth, gasping dramatically. “But—oh, no! You threw it into the Sound! Now how will he ever be whole again?” She blinked, eyes wide and innocent. Mocking. “He won’t be able to regenerate without it, that’s for sure. And with his injuries . . .”

      I shot the quickest glance at the open shipping container, suddenly more terrified for Dom’s life than I’d ever been before.

      Not quick enough. Mari struck, knocking my sword to the side and stabbing something into my belly.

      I looked down, shocked to see her hand around the glistening black handle of a brand-new anti-At dagger, plunged to the hilt into my abdomen. It hurt like a bitch, stealing my breath even as the pain made me gasp. But even worse than the pain was the tingling. I could feel the miniscule anti-At particles separating from the blade and soaking into me, binding with my ba—my soul. I could feel myself being unmade.

      “I’m sorry, Kat,” Mari said, face twisted and eyes pleading. She seemed absolutely genuine, all mocking nonchalance from a moment earlier gone. Had it been an act? Or was this the act? “I didn’t want this, I swear, but you didn’t give me a choice. Call Nik and tell him to come here. He can save you.” Gingerly, she pulled the dagger free and tossed it away, then eased me down to the ground with an arm around my waist.

      Why? Why was getting Nik to come here so important to her that she’d risk changing the world as we knew it by unmaking me? The possible reasons were too slippery, and I could focus only on one thing. Nik. I needed him. He could save me.

      I sucked in a shuttering breath. “I—I don’t have—” I squeezed my eyes shut and clenched my jaw to fend off the pain. “—his number.”

      Mari knelt on the ground beside me. “Well, where is he? You said he reached out to you—I know he wouldn’t just let you run off on your own.”

      Lying on my back, right hand covering my stab wound, I stared at her. Now that the end was in sight, I was just glad that I wasn’t alone. Her presence was oddly comforting, even though she was responsible for my impending death. “W—what makes you say th—that?”

      “Because he knows you too well. You’re rash, especially when your heart’s actually in the fight.” She shook her head, her eyes filled with sadness. “You let your emotions get in the way. You always have.” She squeezed my shoulder. “Where do you think he is? I’ll track him down. We can still save you.”

      Tears welled in my eyes. I tried to blame the pain, but they’d only started after I’d heard the genuine concern in Mari’s voice . . . seen it in her shadowed jade eyes. “You’re th—the one who d—did this.” I inhaled shakily. “Why do you c—care?”

      “Because I love you, idiot.” She combed matted hair out of her face with dirty fingers. “God, you’re such a moron sometimes.”

      I stared at her, wide-eyed and dumbstruck. And dying. Worse. Being unmade.

      “Where’s Nik, Kat? Please, you must have some idea.”

      I narrowed my eyes, not trusting that this wasn’t all another act. “How do I know y—you’ll come back?” I tried to shift my body into a more comfortable position, but it only served to sharpen the twisting pain in my gut. “You know I’ll c—come after you.”

      She shrugged. “I’ll chance it. But what I can’t risk is letting you get unmade. You’ve played too big of a part in shaping our world into what it is today. Who knows what it would’ve become without you?”

      I coughed a laugh. “One w—way to find out . . .”

      “That’s not going to happen.” Mari loomed over me. “Where is he?”

      I stared into her green eyes for long seconds, weighing my options. There weren’t many. “The troll,” I finally said. I wasn’t positive, but it was my best guess. “In Fremont.” I switched hands, my right so coated in blood it wasn’t doing any good anymore. “He’s probably there.” With Garth . . . The thought felt important, but my sluggish, blood-deprived brain couldn’t figure out why. “If not—maybe my apartment.”

      “Alright, it’s a start.” She stood and started jogging away. “Don’t go anywhere,” she called over her shoulder, a cell phone already at her ear. “I will come back for you.” I never even had a chance to find out why all of this was happening.

      Mari was out of sight by the time I realized my palm was burning even worse than before. The searing pain became so intense it muted the stab wound to a dull ache. I pulled my hand away from the wound and held it over my face. The tattoo of the Eye of Horus had changed; it still shimmered with that otherworldly iridescence of At, but now shining onyx streaks spread throughout the symbol like veins in marble.

      “What the hell?”

      And then it hit me—the tingling caused by the poisonous anti-At had stopped. It was gone.

      The obsidian streaks in the tattoo had to be the anti-At, pulled from me, body and soul, by the Eye of Horus. I stared in awe at the thing that had just saved my life. That had just saved my whole damn existence. Protection amulet indeed.

      The burning in my palm subsided and the streaks settled, the anti-At particles bound to the At in the ink, and I was left lying there with an ordinary stab wound. It was the kind of injury I could easily heal from. The kind I could deal with later. There were more urgent matters to attend to.

      Gingerly, I pushed myself up to a sitting position and unzipped my left jacket pocket. I fished out my phone with fingers slimy with blood and dialed 9-1-1.

      The phone rang twice before an emergency dispatcher picked up. “Nine-one-one, what’s your emergency?”

      “I need an ambulance.” I clutched my side, gritting my teeth. “My friend—”

      “State your name, please.”

      “My friend’s dying,” I snapped. “He needs help, now!”

      “Where are you, ma’am?”

      “Harbor Island—Terminal 18. There’s a man in a shipping container—slot A-27. It’s the second container up, so they’ll need a ladder.” I brushed my hair back from my face, cringing when strands pulled from sticking in the drying blood on my hand. “Just hurry, please!”

      “Alright, ma’am, we’re on our way. I need you to stay with your friend until—”

      I hung up the phone and shoved it back into my pocket. Gritting my teeth, I pulled my legs in and, ever so carefully, stood. I lifted my sword, hilt-first, with the toe of my boot, then bent down part of the way to pick it up. I strained against the pain to sheath it over my shoulder and hobbled to the edge of the shore of the artificial island to search the smooth, black and silver surface of the water for the anti-At orb.

      It took me nearly ten minutes to find it, and by the time I spotted Dom’s ba bobbing along on the water’s surface, I could hear the approaching sirens. I dove into the water and swam to the orb, my heavy boots becoming leaden in the water and doing their damnedest to drag me down. I grabbed it with my left hand, trusting the Eye of Horus would protect me again, and crawl-stroked to the dock on the opposite side of the waterway, muscles fatigued, lungs straining, and side burning with pain. Staying afloat became so difficult that for a minute there, I doubted I would make it.

      It took an insane amount of effort, but I managed to pull myself up onto the dock behind a massive container ship. I flopped onto my back, giving myself a chance to catch my breath before the police and paramedics arrived. I needed to be gone before they had a chance to spot me and drag me in for questioning. There was somewhere else I needed to be. I had to find a way to get to Nik before Mari found him. I had no idea why she was so desperate to get her hands on him, but if it had anything to do with Ouroboros and whatever they were up to, it couldn’t be anything good.

      Garth’s at the troll, too. Again, I had the nagging sense that that piece of information was important, but I couldn’t quite put my thumb on the reason why.

      I stared up at the stars, realization a bright burst in my mind, and I suddenly understood. I may not have had Nik’s number, but I had Garth’s. Or, at least, I had a way to contact Garth. I’d just used it.

      I fumbled with my left pocket, pulling out my phone once more. It was dead, killed by the dip in the water.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” I grumbled, sitting up. The searing pain in my side was lessening—probably not because it was already healing, but because my brain was normalizing the sensation. I was getting used to it. Worked for me.

      I climbed to my feet using one of the ship’s thick dock lines, took a deep breath, and stumble-jogged back to the Ducati. It was the fastest I could go.
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      The nearest pay phone I could find was four blocks east in the Industrial District outside of a twenty-four-hour convenience store. The clerk working the graveyard shift watched me through the front windows. I guess a drowned-rat motorcycle chick dripping blood on the pavement is quite the sight to see. I turned my back to him as I dialed 9-1-1.

      Three rings this time before the dispatcher picked up. “9-1-1, what’s your emergency?” I was fairly certain it was the same woman I’d spoken to earlier.

      I cleared my throat and made an effort to deepen my voice. “I have reason to believe one of your officers is in trouble. I need you to connect me to—”

      “What is your name?”

      “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.” I leaned my forehead against the inside of the phone’s metal privacy alcove. “Officer Garth Smith is in trouble, and I need to talk to him right now.”

      “Officer Smith has already called for backup. What is your name and how did you know he would be in trouble?”

      “He already called for backup?” I went cold all over. Had Mari called in some Ouroboros goons to help her capture Nik? Would they hurt Garth? Would they go so far as to kill him? “Then it’s too late,” I said numbly, and hung up.

      I stood there for a moment, feeling slightly nauseated, then took a deep breath and fished my sodden wallet out of my jacket’s interior pocket before going into the 7-Eleven. Standing there being worried and afraid and feeling sorry for myself wouldn’t help anyone. I headed straight for the refrigerated case of energy drinks in the back of the store, pulled two oversized cans out, and brought them up to the checkout counter. “No change,” I said, dropping a soggy five on the counter before walking out through the door.

      If there was one thing I’d learned during my years as one of the Senate’s assassins, it’s that carrying cash is one of the best ways to keep a low profile. I always have some on me. And since many of my current clients paid in cash, I almost never had to go to the bank.

      I chugged the first can of sugar and caffeine in thirty seconds flat. I tossed it into the garbage can by the door, then cracked open the second and downed it in five big gulps. They should sustain me for at least an hour, even with the untended stab wound. When I crashed, I would land hard, but this bought me some time.

      I hopped back onto my bike and kicked the engine on, zooming away from the convenience store. I made it to Fremont in barely ten minutes—record time—only slowing once I was within two blocks of the troll. I couldn’t hear any sirens, but I could see the emergency vehicle’s lights flashing off trees and the sides of houses up ahead.

      I rode around a corner and pulled the Ducati up onto the sidewalk, killing the engine and backing it into the driveway of a dumpy-looking house with an overgrown yard. I left the bike tucked between a broken-down pickup raised up on cinder blocks and a rusted boat trailer and snuck out to the sidewalk, sticking to the shadows by the bushes and trees.

      I had a good vantage point from behind the trunk of a massive pine about halfway up the block. I could see the five police cruisers pulled up haphazardly around the underpass the Fremont Troll called home. An ambulance was just being loaded with a gurney, and if my eyes were right—and they almost always were—Garth was the injured guy strapped in, face covered by an oxygen mask. My heart sank.

      I didn’t know why Mari’d attacked him, but I was just relieved she hadn’t killed him outright. But don’t get me wrong, the relief didn’t come close to surpassing the fury burning through my veins. Garth was innocent in all this, and he was, in a sense, my friend. Or the closest thing I had to a friend right now. He didn’t deserve this. I’d pay Mari back for what she’d done to him.

      I scanned the rest of the people milling around, looking for Nik’s lanky silhouette. But all I saw were cops and paramedics and about a dozen lookie-loos. More civilians were trickling in from around the neighborhood. I searched the streets and yards around the underpass but saw no retreating figure. Which meant Mari must’ve found Nik. But had she taken him by force, or had he gone willingly once he’d heard I was in danger? Or was Nik injured, too?

      My anger spiked. Hands in fists, I closed my eyes and took several long, deep breaths. Mari had said I had a tendency to act rashly and let my emotions take over. She viewed that as a weakness; I never had. She was about to bear the brunt of that rashness firsthand.

      Hearing a person walk up the sidewalk just a few yards away, I opened my eyes and slunk deeper into the shadows. I couldn’t stay here.

      I supposed I knew where Mari and Nik would be headed—back to Harbor Island to “save” me—and I played with the idea of following them back there. But there were bound to be police crawling all over the place by now, thanks to my 9-1-1 call. Mari wouldn’t risk it, and she would assume I’d ducked out as soon as the cops arrived.

      Head hanging and hands in my coat pockets, I headed back to my bike. There was no real reason for me to track Nik and Mari down right away. She needed Nik for something—not that I knew what—and I figured he was safe enough for now. Besides, they’d be too preoccupied searching for me to get started on whatever plans she had for him. Dom was the one most urgently in need of help.

      Back on the motorcycle, I pulled out of the little hideaway and wound around the block until I was merging onto Aurora Avenue to head back downtown to Harborview Medical Center. It was the city’s most renowned trauma hospital, and there was no doubt in my mind that the paramedics would’ve taken Dom there.

      By the time I turned off the bike in the hospital’s parking garage, the glowing green digits on my little dashboard clock said it was just after ten at night. I parked the bike near the skybridge and hopped off. I shed my visible weapons, stashing them in a nearby garbage can that was nearly empty—under the bag, of course—and followed the signs to the skybridge. Visiting hours must’ve ended a while ago, because the garage was nearly empty.

      I stopped in the third-floor bathroom near the elevators to clean up. My clothes were still soaked through, the anti-At orb containing Dom’s ba bulging in my left coat pocket, and my hair was a tangled mess. Whatever scrapes or bruises I’d acquired during the fight were all but healed by now, though the wound in my abdomen still throbbed in time with my pulse and seeped blood with every intake of breath.

      I folded up a wad of paper towels and pressed them against the wound, wrapping my belt around my torso to hold the bundle in place. At least Mari’d had the decency to stab me below the hem of my tank top, leaving my shirt intact.

      I zipped up my leather coat and stared at my reflection in the mirror. There was nothing I could do about the wet clothes, or about the eau de harbor water wafting off me, a delightful scent that would only get better. “Well, I think this is as good as it’s going to get,” I told my reflection. The girl in the mirror was a sorry copy of me, and I stuck my tongue out at her.

      It was easy enough to find the emergency room—they’re always on the ground floor, at least in every hospital I’ve ever been to. Convincing the intake nurse to share any information with me about Dom was more on the difficult side.

      “Listen . . .” I let the sorrow and fear and dread I’d been feeling since first finding out about Dom’s disappearance well up in the form of tears. My chin trembled, and when I spoke again, the quaver in my voice wasn’t on purpose. “He’s my brother. I just want to be here for him when he wakes up.” I wiped a tear from my cheek with my knuckle. “If he wakes up . . .”

      Finally—finally—the nurse took pity on me. Her entire demeanor softened and a warm, motherly glow shone in her eyes. “Alright, hon.” She turned in her chair and stood, coming around the partition. “He’s in surgery right now, but you can go back to the family waiting area.” She held out an arm toward a doorway leading to a bustling emergency room filled with bay after curtained bay of patients in various stages of checking in and being treated.

      She guided me through that chaotic room to another area beyond, where chairs, large potted plants, and an enormous fish tank had been arranged to delineate a “waiting area” within a larger open space at the convergence of several hallways. There were magazines on little end tables and arranged in a wooden display stand and not much else.

      “There are vending machines around that corner, there,” the nurse said, pointing across the open space. “And I’m not sure how long he’ll be in surgery, but the cafeteria opens again at six in the morning.”

      “Is there a phone? I need to call my family,” I said, voice catching. God, Heru was going to be pissed when he found out about all of this, specifically that I’d gotten involved in Nejeret matters without talking to him first. And Lex—she was, quite possibly, even closer with Dom than I was. She was going to kill me.

      “Of course,” the nurse said, pointing to a plant at one corner of the waiting area. “It’s just on that table, there, hidden by the plant. You go ahead.” She bustled away. “I’m going to check in with the doctors working on your brother . . . tell them he has family waiting so they know to update you if there’s any news.”

      I nodded, feet dragging as I walked into the waiting area. The boost from the two energy drinks was depleting quickly, and I could feel the pull of regenerative sleep. It was tempting to give in—my wound would heal much faster then—but I’d be knocked out until my body determined it was recovered enough and ready for sustenance. I couldn’t shake the feeling that if I gave in to the pull, something would happen to Dom, but if I could hold on to consciousness with my much lesser wound, then he could hold on to life.

      I plopped down in the chair by the phone and picked up the receiver. It was one of the old corded phones with real buttons you could actually push. I dialed the only number I could think of that would get me to my family back on Bainbridge. The line rang several times before anyone picked up. She probably wouldn’t answer; it was an unrecognized number, after all, and it was late, especially for the mother of a three-year-old. I thought the call was going to go to voice mail, so I reached out my other hand to press the phone’s hang-up mechanism.

      “Hello?” Lex said after the fifth ring.

      My voice stuck in my throat.

      “Hello? Is anyone there?”

      I licked my lips and swallowed roughly. “Lex?” My eyes stung, tears breaking free almost immediately. This was why I stayed away from the people I loved. This stupid, overwhelming vulnerability.

      The line was quiet for a few seconds. “Kat? What’s wrong?” Because for me to call her now, after nearly three years of radio silence, it had to be something bad.

      Well, damn it, it was.

      “You guys need to come to Harborview . . . Aset and Neffe need to come here.” I cleared my throat, hoping Heru’s twin sister and daughter, the two oldest, most skilled doctors I knew, would be able to do something for Dom even if the surgeons here couldn’t. They had over ten thousand years of combined experience going for them, so the odds were in their favor. “It’s Dom . . .”

      Lex didn’t respond for several more seconds, but I could hear her voice, muffled as though she’d pressed the phone to her shirt. And then she was back, clear as day. “We’re on our way.”
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      The hours passed in that waiting area in a blur, my mind trying its hardest to float away to the land of dreams while I did my damnedest to make sure that didn’t happen. I guzzled far more vending machine coffee in a couple-hour period than was safe. Add to that the packaged cookies and little brownie bites I kept scarfing down, and I was feeling increasingly nauseated, my heart jackhammering against my sternum and my hands shaking even as my eyelids drooped.

      Eventually, the call of regenerative sleep was too much for the battalion of sugar and caffeine or the discomfort of the belt pressing into my injury and pinching the skin of my waist. I passed out, curled up on the chair by the phone, and was, for some unknown period of time, dead to the world.
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        * * *

      

      The scent of grease and fried potatoes filled my nose, luring me out of a dreamless sleep. I groaned, not understanding how I’d come to be lying down or why my belt wasn’t pinching my skin.

      “I knew that would work.” The voice was feminine and more than a little smug. I recognized it immediately.

      “Lex?” I cracked my eyelids open to see a pair of white fast-food bags with the familiar orange and blue Dick’s Drive-In logo across the side, stuffed so full of glorious fast food that the paper bags were bulging. Lex’s face was beside them, her head tilted to the side, her strange, crimson eyes mere inches from mine.

      “Hey, Kit-Kat.” Her lips curved into a hesitant smile. “How are you feeling?” She brushed a strand of hair from my eyes with gentle fingertips. She still treated me like her kid sister, even though I was technically about twenty years older than her due to a ridiculously complicated time travel situation. I didn’t really mind, though. It was actually kind of nice that she remembered me the way I used to be.

      I pushed myself up from the string of chairs I’d stretched out on while asleep, moving the warm bags of greasy burgers and fries to the seat next to me, and rubbed my eyes. “Better,” I told her.

      Peering down at myself, I pulled up my tank top a few inches to get a look at the stab wound. My belt was gone—coiled up on the floor nearby—and a neat gauze bandage had replaced the blood-crusted wad of paper towels.

      “Aset cleaned you up when we first got here, while Neffe was in conferring with Dom’s doctors,” Lex explained. She moved the fast-food bags closer to me. “You should eat. You’re too thin.” It wasn’t a judgment, just a statement of the aftereffects of Nejeret regeneration. My body had diverted all possible resources to healing me, including drawing from any stored energy, namely fat.

      I huffed out a breath. “And here I was hoping to pick up a few years for a couple days . . . see what it’s like to be a real-life grown-up.” I dug into the first paper bag, pulling out a cheeseburger wrapped in foil paper and tearing it open, stomach rumbling. I was ravenous.

      Lex laughed softly, but no hint of mirth touched her eyes. “I got you a strawberry milkshake, too,” she said, her gaze flicking to the table with the phone, where two Dick’s cups awaited me. “And a Cherry Coke.”

      I grabbed the latter, taking a deep pull from the straw. The sweet, fizzy liquid helped me get the burger down in three bites. I unwrapped a second as soon as the first was nothing but crumbs. “Thanks,” I said around a mouthful.

      She nodded and stood, not the least bit disturbed by my pig-out session. She knew my hunger as well as any Nejeret who’d been injured enough to go through regeneration cycles. She crossed the waiting area to sit in a chair beside her husband, Heru. I was studiously avoiding looking at him. I knew what I’d find if I did—that haughty, hawkish stare, his burnished gold eyes focused on me, and his expression a cold, emotionless mask. Painfully beautiful, just like his sister’s and his nephew’s faces, but giving nothing away.

      “So, what happened?” It was Lex who asked first, despite Heru’s eyes searing the question into my skin. “To Dom,” she said. “And to you.”

      I could only stand to look at her for a few seconds. I didn’t see blame in her garnet eyes, but that didn’t stop me from feeling it. My gaze quickly diverted to the floor, seeking out the pale stains no amount of carpet cleaner could remove from the mutely patterned ivory and blue rug.

      “Explain,” Heru said, the one word an iron-clad command. It was the first time I’d heard his voice in years, but his faint, slightly Middle Eastern accent was exactly as I remembered it. As was the power he could wield with his voice alone.

      He was a Senate member, elected by our people along with Aset and Lex. But he was more than that, too—the leader of my clan and the general to our people. He’d been the former for more than twenty years, since I swore an oath forsaking my clan of birth for his, and the latter for over four thousand years. Power wafted off him in waves, and he had more charisma and charm than anyone I’d ever met, though he could turn it off like flipping a switch. I never understood how Lex could do it, be with him. But somehow she managed, and not as a doormat, but as his equal. His partner.

      I locked eyes with Heru. It was a mistake, because once he had me, I couldn’t look away. My hands stilled, a half-unwrapped cheeseburger sitting on my lap.

      I considered lying to him about everything that had happened over the last few days. For all of two seconds. “Nik came to me,” I confessed. “He told me Dom was missing and asked me to look into it because, you know . . .” Actually, I realized that maybe they didn’t know; I’d been keeping my distance for so long. Which then made me wonder how Nik had known in the first place. I made a mental note to pry the truth out of him later before starting my explanation. “My sheut,” I said, “the way it’s developed—well, it makes it so the things I draw have power.” I continued unwrapping the burger, hands shaking a little. How could they not be, when Heru was staring at me so . . . stare-y. “In some ways, it’s like they’re alive.”

      I took a bite of the burger, considering the quickest and easiest way to explain what I could do and how and why Nik thought I’d be able to find Dom and the other missing Nejerets when nobody else could. “There was this case about a year and a half ago—a missing sixteen-year-old girl. The cops weren’t having any luck, and the older sister came into the shop, wanting to get the girl’s name tattooed on her wrist.” I took another bite, washing it down with a sip of Cherry Coke. “She got to talking, and one thing led to another, and my sketches of the girl’s name started taking on a life of their own, changing and spelling out different things.”

      I set down the cup by the phone on the end table. “I called in an anonymous tip as soon as the girl’s sister left, and they found the girl later that day. She was a little worse for wear, but she was alive. Some sick fuck had abducted her and was ‘training’ her to be sold as a sex slave.” I glanced down at the burger, momentarily too disgusted for even my ravenous post-regeneration hunger. “That’s how my side business of finding people started.”

      “So, you’re a PI?” Lex asked.

      I shrugged, shaking my head. “I don’t have a license or anything, and I don’t advertise, but people still come to me. Word of mouth, I guess.” I thought of Garth and the missing street kids. “Some of the cops have even heard about me now.” I hoped Garth was all right, but my fear for Dom’s life far surpassed my concern for Garth. Even so, I thought I might get up and wander the hospital in search of him in a bit. It would be nice to stretch my legs, and seeing that he was really all right—if he was all right—would set at least part of my mind at ease.

      Heru exchanged a quick glance with Lex. “And Nik knew about this?” he asked. How? was unspoken, but implied.

      I swallowed and nodded, just as in the dark about the how of that reality as he was. “He came to me a few nights ago,” I said. “Told me about Dom and the others. I did some readings and sketches, and I have this wall—” I waved a hand to the side dismissively. “It doesn’t matter.” After a deep inhale, I continued, “I kept seeing the same symbol over and over. And then this cop got involved, and I realized the missing Nejerets are linked to a bunch of street kids who’ve gone missing over the past couple months.”

      “A cop?” Lex asked, at the same time as Heru said, “What symbol?”

      I couldn’t ignore Heru’s question. He was a man whose passive greatness was so stifling that if you told some random human that he was a god, nine times out of ten they’d shrug and nod, admitting it was a possibility. “A snake eating its own tail,” I told him. “It helped me link the disappearances to the Ouroboros Corporation.”

      Heru’s golden tiger eyes narrowed.

      “Mari’s working with them,” I said. “Did you know that?”

      Lex’s mouth fell open, and Heru shook his head ever so faintly.

      “So, yeah . . . she’s not ‘missing.’” I gripped the side of my abdomen, still aching dully from the stab wound. “She’s the one who did this. I’m pretty sure she has Nik . . . and she managed to get me with an anti-At dagger.”

      “What?” Lex was standing before the word was out of her mouth.

      “I’m fine,” I said, holding out my left hand, emblazoned with the black-veined Eye of Horus. “Turns out my sheut’s good for more than just drawing pictures, reading fortunes, and finding people . . .”

      Lex moved closer, crouching and eyes squinting as she studied my palm. “What is that?”

      “At ink,” I told her. “Nik made it.” I shrugged out of my jacket and set it on the chair beside me. “It’s what these are, too. The only permanent ink there is for a Nejeret.”

      “And it protected you?” Lex asked, looking from my hand to my face and back.

      I nodded vehemently. “And that’s not all it did.” I remembered the way it had itched, then burned, when Mari had first emerged from the container. “I think it tried to warn me that I was in danger—I just didn’t know it.” I stared hard at Lex. “You guys should seriously consider letting me ink you with one of these bad boys. Could save your life . . .”

      “I’ll think about it,” she said with a frown.

      I looked at Heru. God or not, it was my turn to spear him with a hard stare. “How’d this all happen? How did you let it? And how the hell did the Senate not know what Ouroboros was up to?” Not that I really had any clue what exactly they were up to, just that it involved abducting Nejerets and human kids and apparently tearing the bas out of their Nejeret captives. “Even Nik’s been paying attention to them. He said their ‘life extension’ products seemed fishy.”

      “For some time,” Heru said, “it has been my belief that there is corruption within the Senate.” Irritation tensed his exotic features. It was the most emotion I’d seen in him in years. Then again, this was the first time I’d seen him in years.

      I scoffed. “You think?” I’d sensed that vein of corruption the day they tasked me, a nineteen-year-old freshly manifested Nejeret who just happened to be invisible in the echoes thanks to the first time Mari stabbed me with an anti-At dagger, with hunting down and eliminating their enemies.

      Heru’s responding stare put mine to shame. “All of this stays between us.”

      “I literally talk to no one.” At least, no one who mattered to them. “Who do you think I’ll tell? My receptionist?”

      The corner of Heru’s mouth twitched like he was holding in his amusement, but Lex frowned.

      At the sound of footsteps coming from the hallway leading to Dom’s operating room, all three of us swiveled our heads. Neffe approached, scrubs smudged with crimson bloodstains, dark hair held back by a blue cap tied behind her head, and a surgeon’s mask pulled down below her chin to reveal her striking face.

      Born during the most famous ancient Egyptian period, the New Kingdom’s Eighteenth Dynasty, to Queen Hatshepsut and the great god Heru—the very same Heru sitting in the waiting area with me—Neffe was a stunning vision of a woman. And her brain was even better; her intellect and skill as a healer was nearly unmatched. Though her personality left something to be desired.

      “How is he?” Lex asked, taking a step toward Neffe, hands wringing. Lex, Dom, and I shared a father, and she and Dom had always had a special bond.

      Neffe took hold of Lex’s hands, showing more compassion than I’d have thought her capable of. “It is not good, I’m afraid. Aset is still in there, leading the team, but . . .” She shook her head, her honey eyes filled with sorrow. She and Dom had been a part of each other’s lives for centuries, so I don’t know why it surprised me so much that she actually gave a shit about him. But it did. “He’s not healing. No matter what we do, it’s like working on a patient with a severe autoimmune disease—the exact opposite of what should be happening.”

      I opened my mouth, then snapped it shut again. Surely I hadn’t skipped over the part about Dom’s ba having been torn out of his body, had I? I quickly reviewed our conversation so far in my mind, and much to my shame, I had. “It’s his ba,” I said, standing and retrieving the anti-At orb out of my left pocket, then holding it out for the others to see. Neffe reached for the shimmering black orb, and I quickly drew it back to me. “Don’t touch it!”

      Neffe pulled her hand back. “Is that—”

      “Anti-At?” I said. “Yes.”

      Her eyes rounded. “But how are you—”

      “It’s a long story,” I said with a huff. “The point is, Dom’s ba is in here, courtesy of Mari. Is there any way you can get it out of here and back into him?”

      “Short of a needle made of anti-At . . .” Neffe shook her head. “No, I don’t believe so. Not even Nik would be able to break through it.” She turned and started back toward the hallway. “This changes things. I’ll return shortly with a new assessment of the situation.”

      I went to stuff the orb back into my pocket, but Lex grabbed my wrist. “Is that really him in there?” she asked, bringing her face close to its poisonous surface.

      I pulled free from her gentle hold. “So Mari claims . . .”

      “Can he hear us?” Lex asked, straightening as her eyes moved from the orb to my face and back.

      I lifted one shoulder and shook my head. “I honestly don’t know.”

      “Mari did this?” From the hard glint in Lex’s eyes, I wagered that Mari—whatever reasoning she’d had behind splintering Dom’s body and soul—was about to get far more than she’d bargained for. Heru was shit-scary when he wanted to be. But if there was one person I didn’t ever want to piss off, it was Lex. She’d been through hell traveling through time across millennia to get back to us, and she knew what it meant to lose everything. I mean, come on—the woman birthed the two new, true gods of our universe.

      And she loved Dom as much as anyone. Maybe more. If there was anyone I pitied right now, it was Mari. She was in for a universe of hurt.
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      I’m not used to sitting still without having something to do. I’ve always got a pen in hand, a tattoo machine, or my tarot cards. I had none of those things in the hospital waiting area, and once the food was gone, it was painfully dull, which only increased my anxiety about Dom. If only I had my cards . . . but then they’d have taken a dip with me in the waterway, and I doubted even their magic ink would’ve survived that.

      The minutes felt like hours, the hours like days. Not that I’d made it even a half hour sitting down there, doing nothing, but still . . .

      I pushed up out of my chair maybe an hour after I woke to the scent of cheap burgers and fries. “I need to move,” I said, reaching my hands over my head and arching my back in a stretch. Now was as good of a time as any to search for Garth. “I’m gonna walk around.” I picked up my leather jacket off the chair. It wasn’t cold in the hospital, but it wasn’t toasty, either.

      Lex’s eyes moved to the jacket in my hands, then back to my face. “Oh, um, alright.” Did she think I was ducking out? Not that I could blame her if she did. My track record was less than stellar in the slinking-away department.

      I set the coat down, hoping doing so would do enough to reassure her that I really would come back. I did pull the anti-At orb from the pocket, though; I wasn’t willing to leave that behind with a bunch of Nejerets. To a human, it would be relatively safe—erasing them from the echoes, but nothing more, since no ba connected them to that higher plane. But to a Nejeret with a ba, it would unmake them, body and soul. Only I had immunity, thanks to the Eye of Horus inked in At on my hand.

      Once the orb was out in the open again, Heru’s eyes locked onto it.

      “I’ll be back in a bit.” I checked the clock on the wall. It was nearly five in the morning. “The cafeteria opens soon. Maybe we can grab breakfast when I get back?”

      Lex nodded. “That sounds good.”

      I found the stairs and headed up a floor, wandering its hallways and corridors while I tossed and caught the orb, over and over. I passed someone in scrubs every now and again, but there weren’t too many people around. Certainly not many visitors at this hour of the morning, and none of them cops, which I figured would be the first sign that my hunt for Garth was bearing fruit. Nobody seemed concerned about my presence, at least not once they caught sight of the bandage on my abdomen. I supposed they thought I was a patient, even if I wasn’t wearing a hospital gown.

      Harborview Medical Center is an enormous facility made up of at least a dozen buildings, some connected, others standing on their own small block. I mostly just stuck to the main cluster of five interconnected buildings. After I’d done a full circuit of the second floor, I moved up to the third using the same stairwell as before.

      It spat me out into a waiting room filled with cops. I froze in the doorway, heavy fire door propped open against my shoulder. All eyes were on me.

      Their scrutiny was so intense that I started to ease back into the stairwell, but when my brain finally put two and two together and I realized this must be where Garth was being treated, I changed my trajectory. Slowly, I pushed through the door and into the waiting room. I spotted walrusy Officer Henderson sitting in the corner in jeans and a wrinkled blue polo. He was easy to recognize, even out of his uniform.

      Henderson stood and I planted my feet, head held high, bolstering myself for the inevitable ejection from this apparently cop-only shindig. “I suppose you’re looking for Garth?” he said as he drew near.

      I nodded, my gaze flicking to the side at a whispered “Ink Witch.” I ground my teeth together.

      “Come on.” Henderson waved me onward. “He’s been asking for you.”

      My eyes widened, stinging as shame welled within me. It had taken me hours to come looking for Garth, I’d been so focused on Dom. Sure, I’d been passed out most of that time, but I certainly hadn’t come as soon as I could’ve.

      Henderson led me through the wide entrance into the intensive care unit. Lead settled in my stomach. It was my fault that Garth was here. The space was bustling with activity, and the incessant cacophony of arrhythmic beeping was enough to drive a Nejeret nuts.

      We made a right, then a left, and Henderson stopped at the third doorway on the right. He reached into the room and knocked on the open door. “You decent, kid?”

      “Why?” Garth said. “You looking for a show?”

      My lips curved into a small smile at hearing his voice. He was alright.

      Henderson laughed, a low, rough sound that came from his belly. “You’ve got a lady visitor.”

      “I said no strippers!”

      Henderson gave me a questioning look.

      I crossed my arms and raised one eyebrow. “I’m not a stripper.”

      “Kat?” Garth asked from within the room. “Is that you?”

      After a deep breath—and another—I walked into the hospital room. Garth was propped up to a reclined sitting position, an entourage of beeping machines and IV bags on racks surrounding the upper half of his bed. His distinctive, noble features were mottled with bruises and cuts, and his hospital gown looked flimsy on his large frame.

      “Hey,” I said, forcing a lame smile.

      He scanned me. “You look like crap.”

      I laughed. It only sounded slightly nervous. “Right back at you,” I said with a halfhearted wink. I sat in the chair some visitor before me had left at his bedside.

      “What happened?” he asked, his eyes searching my face. “When you didn’t show up, I thought you’d pulled a fast one on me, but then your friend was there, and then we were jumped by that guy from—” He cleared his throat, then succumbed to a pretty painful-looking coughing fit.

      I reached for the plastic cup and pitcher on his wheely tray and poured him a glass of water.

      “Thanks,” he said when he’d regained his voice. “I was afraid . . . I thought he must’ve gotten to you first.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “He who?” Maybe someone else who worked with Mari?

      “The guy from the bar—you remember him, don’t you? The bartender . . . ?”

      The blood drained from my face, and I went cold all over. That fucking shitstain—I still didn’t know his name—must’ve overheard Garth say “Nejeret” in the bar. I pressed my lips together and focused on breathing through the sudden spike of adrenaline. I would kill that fucker. It would be the first time I’d killed someone I’d had any kind of sexual involvement with, but that wouldn’t stop me. My gaze strayed from Garth’s as memories from that stairwell flashed through my mind, and silence stretched between us.

      “Kat?”

      I refocused on Garth. “How do you know what I am?” I asked, shooting a quick glance at the door. I had to know just how much he knew, just how dangerous he was—to my people, and to himself.

      He was quiet for a moment, then cleared his throat. “Do you know anything of my people’s history?” he said, so softly that I wouldn’t have been able to hear him if I’d been human. His gaze met mine like he was waiting for an answer. Like he knew I’d heard him.

      My eyes narrowed, just a little. “The Squamish? Some . . .” I knew what most kids who grow up in Seattle know: that the Squamish had been moved onto a reservation in the mid-1800s, and that their chief had been the famous Chief Sealth that Seattle was named for. I also knew a smidgen more—over a century ago, the Squamish helped a Nejeret who was lost in time: my half-sister, Lex.

      “I changed my last name to Smith when I was in middle school,” Garth said. “Kids can be cruel, and they thought I was trying to claim that I was the prince of Seattle because of my last name.”

      “Which is . . . ?”

      “Seattle.”

      My eyebrows rose, and I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees. “So Chief Sealth was your—”

      “Great-great-great-great-great-grandfather, yes,” Garth said with a nod. He stared past me at the broad window. “And my family has passed down a certain secret history, one that belongs only to us.” He sipped his water. “My people believe that everything has a spirit—the eagles and crows, the trees, the Puget Sound . . . even the land itself. One day, two centuries ago, the spirit of a doe took human form and tasked Sealth’s grandfather with a sacred duty. He was to teach his children of this duty so they might be prepared when the day came.”

      I licked my lips, already guessing where this was going. “What was the duty?”

      “A woman would arrive one day, another spirit, and she would need my family’s help.” He looked at me, saw me, and ever so quietly whispered, “Her name was Alexandra, and she was a Nejeret.”

      I stared at him, stunned into silence. He was so much more entangled in our history than I’d feared, and I was suddenly terrified that our burgeoning friendship would be the thing that brought the rage of the Senate crashing down on him and his family. I had to put some emotional distance between us, and I had to do it now.

      “I did,” I blurted, eyes locked with his. “Pull a fast one on you.” I glanced down at my hands, fingers knotted together. “But I swear it was only to keep you out of danger, not to put you in it, and I’m so sorry.”

      “Oh.” He sounded hurt. Good. Now I just had to make him see. Make him understand.

      I forced myself to look at him. “I mean it, Garth. This thing that I’m investigating—it’s bad. It’s so much worse than anything you could’ve imagined, and I didn’t want you to get drawn in any deeper. My world’s not safe for people like—”

      “Just stop,” he said. Now it was his turn to purposely not look at me. “You should probably go.”

      “Garth—” Maybe I’d hurt him too much. If he wasn’t willing to listen to me, he might be more of a danger to himself than he was before.

      He turned his face further away from me. He wouldn’t listen to me. Not right now. I’d have to find another way to make him listen. To make him understand just how important his silence was.

      I nodded and stood, swallowing roughly. “Do you know what happened to Nik?” I asked.

      Garth shook his head. “He was there when I blacked out, gone when I came to.”

      My nostrils flared. This was on me; I accepted that. But it was also on that damned bartender. And he would answer for it—just as soon as I’d dealt with Mari.
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      After leaving Garth’s room, I headed back down to the waiting area. The moment I saw Lex, sitting there, looking generally miserable, I realized there was maybe one way I could get Garth to listen to me and lift my half-sister’s spirits a bit.

      “Hey, Lex,” I said as I drew nearer. “There’s something I want to show you.”

      She glanced at Heru, her hand settling on his knee. An unspoken conversation passed between them, and he nodded. She leaned in, kissing him on the cheek, then stood and smoothed down the front of her sweater and jeans.

      “Come on,” I said, leading her back the way I’d just come. “It’s not far . . . just up a couple floors.”

      Lex looked over her shoulder, her lip pulled between her teeth and her brow furrowed.

      “It won’t take long,” I promised. “Just trust me.” I couldn’t help the lilt of a question. I didn’t know if she trusted me at all anymore. And if she did, I wasn’t sure whether she should.

      We emerged from the third floor stairwell into the waiting room packed full of police officers a couple minutes later. Lex looked around, eyebrows raised. I waved to Henderson, and he gave me a slight nod.

      “Where are you taking me?” Lex asked, laughing nervously.

      I grinned at her over my shoulder. “There’s someone I want you to meet. Someone you’ll want to meet.”

      We reached Garth’s room, and I peeked around the doorframe. He was just as I’d left him, gaze focused on the window and the rain pouring down in sheets outside.

      “Garth, there’s—”

      “I told you to—” His dismissal died out when he looked at me. Or rather, looked past me, no doubt at Lex. His focus returned to me, confusion lighting his brown eyes.

      “Garth,” I said, stepping into the room. I reached behind me, finding Lex’s arm, and pulled her in after me. “This is my sister, Lex—Alexandra.” It was the name his people had known her by when she’d passed through their land—and time—over a century and a half ago.

      Garth’s eyes bugged out.

      I turned to Lex. “This is Officer Garth Smith, who changed his last name when he was in middle school . . . from Seattle. He’s descended from Chief Sealth.”

      Lex’s eyes narrowed, and a second later, her lips spread into a broad grin, her gaze sliding past me and landing on Garth. “You—” She moved further into the room to stand behind the chair at Garth’s bedside. “How?” She looked from Garth to me and back.

      “Chief Sealth’s daughter, Kikisoblu, was my great-great-great-great-grandmother. I grew up hearing stories of you and your people, but I never really believed any of them until I met Kat.” His eyes shifted to me. “I did some digging after our first meeting. I found your birth certificate.” The corner of his mouth lifted, and he scanned me from head to toe, giving me an appreciative nod. “You look good for a thirty-eight-year-old.”

      Heat suffused my cheeks.

      “I—” Lex shot me a questioning glance, and I nodded, letting her know that he knew exactly who she was—and what we were. “I knew Kikisoblu . . . not well, but she saved my life once when I was in a bit of a sticky situation. She was a remarkable woman. And Sealth . . .” She shook her head, laughing under her breath. “He was something else.”

      “This is unreal,” Garth said.

      “Truly incredible,” Lex agreed. “Can I ask you—how many of your people know of us?”

      “Just my family,” Garth told her. “We’ve kept your secret, just as we promised all those years ago.”

      “Then you know how important it is that you continue to keep that secret a, well, secret,” Lex said.

      “Which means not telling every Nejeret you cross paths with that you know what they are,” I added.

      Alarm flashed across Lex’s crimson eyes. “I can propose his name be added to the protected humans list, but there are no guarantees . . .”

      Garth’s expression turned quizzical.

      “I’m pretty sure that’s why you were attacked,” I explained. “You know too much, and the wrong person found out. To the rest of the world, you have to pretend that we don’t exist.” I snorted out a breath. “It’s probably best if you just forget about us.”

      “Kat!” Lex said, giving me a look of scandalized disbelief. She shook her head, her eyes narrowed, and laughed under her breath. When her attention shifted back to Garth, her features smoothed over. “I’d like to speak with you more, I really would,” she said, “but I should get back downstairs. Our brother was the victim of a—well, he’s in bad shape down in the ER. They’re not sure if he’ll . . .” Lex’s voice seemed to catch in her throat. “We should get back.”

      Garth looked at me, some measure of forgiveness in his gaze.

      I risked the tiniest of apologetic smiles.

      “You should go,” he said. Though the words were the same ones he’d spoken earlier, they felt entirely different. “I’m not going anywhere for a while, so you know where to find me.”

      Lex started back across the room, but she stopped halfway and turned back to Garth. “Kat’s right, though. This secret—what we are—it’s dangerous . . .”

      Garth’s eyes shifted to Lex, then back to me. “So the Ink Witch keeps telling me.”

      I bristled. “You know, I really hate that name.”

      Garth chuckled. “I know.”

      Lex and I were halfway down the stairwell by the time she spoke again. “Ink Witch?”

      I groaned. “It’s a stupid nickname.”

      “Oh.” She was quiet for a few seconds, but I could feel her sidelong stare on my face. “I think he likes you. But he’s upset with you, too.”

      “He’s in here because of me,” I said. “Because of all this . . .” I shook my head as we started down the final flight of stairs. “I tried to keep him out of it, but it just made things worse.” I considered telling her about the bartender, but I wanted to deal with him on my own, Senate agent or not. “I never should’ve visited him at the station. It would’ve have been best for him if he’d never met me at all.”

      Lex grabbed my wrist, pulling me to a halt halfway down the stairs. “Do you really think that?”

      I eyed her. “It would have been best for him if he’d never met me. It’s safer that way.”

      Lex shook her head, her brow furrowed. “You don’t get to choose what’s best for people, Kit-Kat. There’s one person in this world that you’re responsible for—you.” She gave my wrist a tug, then let it go. “It’s not your job—your right—to decide what’s good or bad for other people.” Her carmine eyes searched mine. “Don’t you get that?”

      I looked away, focusing on the wall.

      “Like with your mom . . .” With those four words, it felt like she’d rammed me in the chest with a wrecking ball. “She made the choice that was best for her—trading her life for yours.”

      A tear leaked from the corner of my eye, and I jutted out my jaw to keep my chin from trembling. “If it weren’t for me, she’d still be here.”

      “She chose your life over hers, Kat. She chose that, not you. You have to let her take ownership of that choice.” Steel seeped into Lex’s voice. “Stop making decisions for the people around you. We’re all responsible for ourselves, for our choices. We love you, and you don’t get to take that away just because it scares you. Because that love is ours, not yours.”

      I closed my eyes in a long blink, then looked at her. I had no words, just a shit-ton of long-dormant emotions all unfurling at once.

      “Stop punishing yourself for your mom’s choice. You’ve twisted it into something shameful in your head, but what she did was selfless; it was beautiful. Give her a little credit, for once in your life. Be proud that she was your mom . . . that you’re her daughter. Be the legacy she deserves.”

      I looked up at the shiny, whitewashed cement ceiling. Tears streamed from the corners of my eyes.

      “I’ll give you a moment,” Lex said, continuing down the stairs. “Come join us when you’re ready.”

      “Yeah,” I said, voice raspy. “Sure.” I sunk down to sit on a stair and rested the side of my head against the metal railing.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered. Because Lex was right. About everything. I’d been an ass for the last two decades. Ever since my mom shoved me out of the way of the gun and took the bullet meant for me, I’d made it all about me—about my loss. But it wasn’t. It was about her—her choice. Her sacrifice. Her gift.

      As I sat in that stairwell, facing the things I’d been hiding from for all these years, it felt like the whole world shifted around me. Everything I’d believed was based on faulty logic. On a foundation of cardboard and Styrofoam. I’d been wrong—blind—and I was finally ready to accept it. I’d been in hiding from myself for twenty years, but not anymore. Never again.
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      When I emerged from the stairwell, Aset was standing near where Lex and Heru were sitting in the waiting area. As soon as I stepped onto the sitting area’s rug, Aset stomped over to me, raised her hand, and slapped me. Hard.

      I pressed my hand against my cheek and worked my jaw from side to side. While she might have been petite and pretty as all hell, Aset was ancient and had spent millennia training to be nearly as fierce and lethal as her twin brother. Who, at the moment, was watching from a chair, Lex’s hand in his and the faintest smirk twisting his lips.

      “I’m sorry about Nik,” I said, assuming her anger was because her son seemed to be the latest Ouroboros victim. “I knew Mari wanted him for something, and I told her where he was to save my own life.” And to keep this timeline from unraveling as the thread of my life disappeared, or so I’d thought at the time. I hadn’t known there was another way.

      “You’re a foolish child,” Aset said with a huff. Her rich, ancient accent was more pronounced than usual. “Nekure is more than capable of dealing with Mari.”

      My eyes narrowed. “Then why did you hit me?”

      “Because I missed you.” Her amber eyes shone. “For three years, you couldn’t even be bothered to answer my calls, and you made it clear I was not welcome in your life. What was I to think? I had to resort to hiring a private investigator to check up on you.”

      My lips parted. “You did what?”

      “Even Nekure checked in with me time and again, letting me know he was alive.”

      “Thanks for letting the rest of us know,” Lex muttered under her breath.

      I sniffed. So Aset hadn’t shared her periodic phone calls with Nik with the rest of our unconventional family. Now who was the inconsiderate one? I opened my mouth to make that very point when the sound of footsteps came from the hallway leading to Dom’s operating room.

      Neffe appeared, crossing to the waiting area, shoulders slumped. “He went into cardiac arrest.” She held up a hand to cut off our questions. “We managed to bring him back, and he’s stable enough for the moment, but there’s no way to predict how long that will last.” She was quiet for a moment, her eyes locked with her father’s. “I thought we could stabilize him, even without his ba, but . . .” She shook her head. “His organs are starting to shut down. There’s nothing more we can do for him, and life support will keep him going for only so long. If we don’t reunite him with his ba soon, he will die.”

      “Mari’s the only one who can release his ba from that thing,” Heru said, pointing to the inky black orb in my hand.

      “But how can we find her, Father?” Neffe asked. “The Senate’s been searching for Mari and the others for months . . .”

      Heru’s hawkish stare locked onto me. “She’ll be looking for you if she truly believes you’re infected with anti-At.”

      I nodded. “There’s no way for her to know about this mark,” I said, rolling the orb to my fingertips and flashing the black-streaked iridescent Eye of Horus on my palm. “So far as she knows, she needs to find me before this world changes into the wild unknown.” I looked at Aset. “If Nik’s with her, can’t you just call him?”

      She shook her head. “I tried that hours ago. His phone’s either off or dead.”

      “If you made your whereabouts known to her,” Heru said, “Mari would come to you.”

      I shook my head. “Not if she thinks you guys are around. She might prefer to preserve this timeline, but not at the expense of her own life.” I frowned, considering another angle. “I think she’s kind of a big shot at Ouroboros. If I walked in there alone, asked for her, and told them who I was, they’d be able to get the message to her.”

      “But that still doesn’t get her here,” Neffe said. “And there’s no guarantee that she’ll be willing to help.” Neffe hesitated. “What about Mei? We could use her to coerce—”

      “Out of the question,” Aset said. Mei was Mari’s adoptive mother. She was also Nik’s only child—that I knew of—and Aset’s only grandchild. She was technically dead, having been murdered during all the hoopla a couple decades ago, but being a time traveler—however grounded she currently was by the new gods’ ban on time travel—she’d found a loophole to extend her life by jumping forward in time. Eventually, the day would come when she’d have to return and allow her own murder. But not yet.

      “If I talk to Mari . . .” I licked my lips. She’d said she loved me; if that was true, she’d have to listen. “I don’t know why she’s doing all of this, but she’s not a bad person. She’ll help Dom. She’ll make the right choice.” I exchanged a look with Lex. Her red-rimmed eyes made her look a little shell-shocked. “I have to trust that she’ll make the right choice.”

      Everyone looked at Heru, our people’s general, an uncrowned king. Finally, he nodded solemnly. “If she chooses wrong—if she resists—I authorize you to use whatever force necessary to capture her and bring her here. This isn’t how Dom ends. He’s a warrior. He deserves better.”

      “I understand.” I turned away from Heru and set the orb down on a chair, then picked up my leather jacket and put it on. I stuffed the orb back into my pocket and met Heru’s fierce golden eyes. “This isn’t how he ends,” I agreed, meaning it with every fiber of my being.

      This isn’t how he ends.
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      I hurried back to the parking garage and found the trash can near my bike, where I’d stowed my weapons. The trash bag was still mostly empty, and it was easy enough to retrieve my things. Within minutes of reaching the garage, I was suited up once more and kicking my leg over the Ducati’s high seat.

      It was still early enough that the streets of downtown Seattle weren’t crowded, only a single overnight road construction crew attempting to slow me down. Fourth Avenue was closed off, and instead of following the detour down to Third so I could swing back around on Fifth—damn one-way streets—I flipped a bitch and rode down Fifth going the wrong way. It was only a block and a half, and Dom’s life was on the line.

      A couple cars honked at me, and someone in a white BMW sedan rolled down their window to inform me none too politely that I was going the wrong way. I ignored them all and parked the bike on the sidewalk just a few feet from the Fifth Avenue entrance into the Columbia Center, not caring that the parking job was about as illegal as they get. I jumped off the bike, practically ripping my helmet off and dropping it on the cement, and ran to the door.

      I entered the posh building on the second floor, all the mall shops still closed, doors shut and security gates pulled down. I could hear people down in the food court, though, early birds at the several cafes grabbing their morning coffee fixes.

      A single woman was waiting at the elevator. I stopped a couple feet from her, crossed my arms over my chest, and met her eyes, forcing a half-assed smile. Her gaze slid to the sword strapped to my back, and her eyes rounded. She backed away slowly, then turned and jogged to the escalator. No doubt she was going in search of security or, even better, police. I sniffed and turned my back to the escalators. Some people are so jumpy.

      Widening my stance, I rolled my head from side to side to crack my neck as I watched the digital counter over the elevator. Eleven. Ten. Nine. Eight. Seven . . .

      The metallic clang of boots tromping up the escalator caught my attention, and I glanced over my shoulder. Two of Seattle’s finest in their starched midnight-blue uniforms barreled up the moving stairway, one a chick, the other a dude.

      I peered up at the counter. Three. Two . . .

      Ding. The elevator doors whooshed open, and I stepped inside, hitting the “close” button immediately.

      “Hey!” the lady cop shouted. “Hold the elevator!”

      I raised my hand and blew them a kiss as the doors slid shut. Too slow, Joes. I heard the cop shout “Stop!” just before the elevator car started its speedy ascent.

      The building was on the newer side, and the elevator was fast, but the ride up to the sixtieth floor seemed to take forever. I counted my pounding heartbeats, hoping the exercise might provide some sense of calm. It was one Dom used to make me do when my temper or frustration would get the better of me, and it always helped. Not this time. Though this time I thought giving in to my emotions might actually be beneficial, especially when it came to pleading with Mari.

      On floor sixty, the elevator dinged and the doors slid open once more, revealing the medical-chic lobby. It was just past six in the morning, late enough for a receptionist to be sitting at the curved desk a dozen or so yards across the polished composite floor. She looked up as I stepped out of the elevator, and a second later, her arm moved.

      “Security to reception immediately,” she said in a voice that should have been too quiet for me to hear. If I were human. I’m not.

      She watched me cross the lobby, my bootfalls echoing off the walls. I stopped a few yards from the reception desk, hands in my coat pockets. “My name is Kat Dubois. Tell Dr. Marie Jones I’m here,” I said, using Mari’s pseudonym. “She’s looking for me.”

      The receptionist offered me an icy smile. “She isn’t currently in her office.”

      I withdrew my hands from my pockets ever so slowly. “I’m sure you have a way to get ahold of her. All you have to do is let her know I’m here.” I sniffed a laugh. “What could be the harm in that?”

      I heard the sound of multiple pairs of boots pounding against the hard floor. Security was on its way. Dealing with them would be annoying, but hardly much of a hindrance. So long as I could convince the receptionist to get a message to Mari, the plan was still on track.

      I backed away from the desk and lowered myself to my knees, raising my hands and lacing my fingers together behind my head. “Call her,” I said just as a cadre of well-armed security guards emerged from the hallway to the right of the lobby.

      The black-clad men and women were in the process of surrounding me when the elevator dinged and the doors opened once more.

      “Seattle PD!” a man shouted. “Drop your weapons!”

      The security personnel backed away from me but didn’t disarm.

      “We’ll take it from here,” the female cop said. I could hear her striding across the lobby, one shoe squeaking with each step. She came to a stop behind me. “Hands behind your back, ma’am.”

      I did as ordered, lowering my arms and pressing my wrists together behind my back, my eyes locked with the receptionist’s. I could just make out the sound of a phone ringing in her headset.

      “Make it quick,” Mari said through the earpiece, her voice faint but clear. “The helicopter’s waiting.”

      I raised a single eyebrow. She was pulling out all the stops to find me. I felt the corners of my lips draw up even as cold steel ratcheted around my wrists. This would work.

      “There’s a woman here to see you. The police are about to take her away, but—”

      “Is it Kat?” Mari asked. “Does she have a sword?”

      The receptionist frowned. “She does, yes.”

      “Do not let them take her!” Mari all but shouted. “Do anything, Janelle—anything! I don’t care if you have to lock the police officers in a closet yourself, do not let them take her. I’ll be on the roof in ten minutes. I want Kat there, waiting for me.”

      “I understand,” Janelle said, then pressed a button on the side of her headset and stood. “I’m sorry.” She flashed that ice-queen smile at the officers. “But we actually need her.”

      “This woman is under arrest for carrying illegal weapons,” the female cop said, wrapping the fingers of one hand around my arm and pulling me up to my feet.

      “I’m so sorry,” the receptionist said. She came around the end of the desk, her movements graceful. “That’s our fault. We asked her to come in looking like a threat to test our security protocols. It was a drill.” She held her hands out before her. “Perhaps a poorly thought-out drill, but nothing more.” When her eyes slid over me, her cheek twitched, but her smile didn’t falter one bit. I couldn’t imagine why anyone had given this woman the job of receptionist; she was about as warm and welcoming as Neptune.

      “Do you have documentation of this ‘drill’?” the policewoman asked. “We can’t release her on your word alone.”

      “Of course.” The receptionist extended her arm to the side, gesturing toward the hallway to the right of the lobby. “If you’ll both follow me, I can show you.”

      “Forbes,” the cop said to her partner. “Stay here.”

      Her partner nodded.

      The receptionist’s chilly smile became razor sharp. She was none too pleased. “Perhaps your partner would like to oversee the remainder of the drill?”

      When her stare landed on me, I winked at her. She was a clever one, this Janelle. An ice queen, perhaps, but a clever ice queen.

      Janelle looked past me, focusing on one of the security guards. “I believe they were just about to escort the ‘intruder’ to the helipad on the roof—it’s a transport scenario.” She flashed the lady cop a gracious smile. “Of course, they won’t actually be flying anywhere. It’s just—we’re on a bit of a tight schedule, and we’d like the drill to be completed before business hours.”

      “Fine,” the officer said. She headed for the receptionist. “Let’s see this documentation.”
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      Walking up a stairwell with your hands cuffed behind your back is awkward as hell. You’re hyperconscious of foot placement and you don’t want to look up, because if you trip, you will fall on your face. Literally. And faces and cement stairs don’t play well together. Not ever. So yeah, walking up four flights of stairs in the middle of a long train of mercenary security guards was plain torture. Especially because the guards weren’t moving nearly fast enough for me.

      The counter on Dom’s life was ticking down, only I had no idea how much time he had left. Maybe days. Maybe hours. Maybe only minutes.

      The seven guards tromping up the stairwell ahead of me passed through a metal fire door and onto a terraced portion of the multitiered skyscraper’s roof, one of the guards standing with his back to the door to hold it open. Cold air tunneled in through the doorway, carrying with it misty raindrops and the thwomp-thwomp-thwomp of helicopter blades chopping through the morning fog. As soon as I stepped through the doorway, wind whipped my hair around, the rain making strands stick to my face. Supremely annoying when I couldn’t do anything about it. Damn handcuffs.

      A helicopter touched down on the helipad near the jutting-out corner of the terrace. A few seconds later, Mari jumped out. She appeared to be wearing the same bloodied and torn skirt and blouse from the previous day. At least she’d lost the tattered lab coat. She held her hair down as she jogged away from the helicopter, running in heels like it was no big deal.

      Nik followed her out onto the helipad, his long, black leather coat flapping around his legs as he took lengthy strides to catch up to Mari. He ducked slightly, the helicopter blades slicing through the air over his head.

      Seeing Nik whole and healthy eliminated one link in a whole chain of fear and dread. All Garth had been able to tell me was that Nik had been there when he’d blacked out. I felt a burst of appreciation for Nik as I realized he must’ve fought off the other Nejeret. He was likely the only reason Garth was still alive. Nik didn’t pull punches, and it dawned on me that the Nejeret might already be dead. I supposed it all depended on when exactly Mari had arrived.

      My eyes locked on Mari’s, and I took a couple steps forward, putting a negligible distance between me and the line of guards behind me, and jerked my cuffed hands upwards behind my back. I gritted my teeth against the pain as my right shoulder slipped out of its socket, but I pushed through the pain, pulling my hands over my head. The discomfort of the temporary shoulder dislocation was sharp, but brief. A bargain price to have my hands in front of me. I rolled my shoulder, making sure everything had settled back where it belonged. The joint ached, but the pain would fade quickly as it healed.

      The corner of Nik’s mouth lifted, just for a second. The movement caught my eye, and our stares met. His pale blue gaze was burning with worry. For me, I realized. Damn it, but seeing his concern for me warmed my shriveled little heart.

      “I’m fine,” I mouthed, flashing him my palm with the marbled Eye of Horus.

      His eyes widened, relief washing over his face, and a true smirk twisted his lips. He winked, his expression going blank a moment later.

      “I’ve been looking everywhere for you,” Mari said, voice raised to compete with the sound of the helicopter behind her. “You should’ve come straight here.” She waved Nik forward. “Why haven’t you been answering your phone? What if it’s already too late?”

      “It’s not,” I said, uncurling my fingers and showing them both my palm. The Eye of Horus glimmered in the pale dawn light, iridescent and inky. I didn’t bother telling her my phone had been collateral damage during my dip in the Sound. “I’m fine, but Dom’s not.”

      I looked into her eyes, searching for the woman I’d worked with so closely all those years we’d hunted rogue Nejerets together. For the woman who’d been like a sister to me. I just hoped some fragment of her remained. “He’s going to die if we don’t stick his ba back into him, and soon. Mars, there’s no reason for Dom to suffer any longer. Nik’s here, and I’m sure he’ll agree to work with you, just like you wanted.”

      My gaze flicked to Nik. He shrugged one shoulder, the movement barely perceptible.

      “All you have to do is save Dom. You’re the only one who can reunite his ba with his body.” I reached for her hand, gripping it tightly with both of mine. “Please. You have to come to the hospital with me.”

      Mari blinked, and it seemed like that was all it took for her mind to catch up and process what I was saying. She nodded once and gave my hands a squeeze. “Of course I’ll help. We can take the helicopter.” She pulled her hand free of mine and turned, jogging back to the helipad. “Fire it up!” she shouted to the pilot, waving one hand over her head in mimicry of the helicopter’s blades in motion.

      I followed her. When I reached the helicopter, I raised my arms to grip the overhead handle with both hands and lifted my right boot. Half in the helicopter’s cabin, I glanced over my shoulder.

      Nik stood a dozen paces back, his phone in his hand and his face angled downward.

      “Nik!” I yelled. “Let’s go!”

      He lifted his face to me, his expression stricken. Slowly, he shook his head. “Kat . . .”

      I dropped back down to the helipad and made my way to him, heart thumping and ears filled with the sound of the helicopter blades chopping through the air combined with my rushing blood. I could no longer feel the roof under my boots or the wind and rain swirling around me. All I felt was dread.

      “My mom . . .” His pale blue eyes locked with mine. “I didn’t see it earlier—my phone was dead, but I charged it as we flew. I’m so sorry, Kat. We’re too late.”

      I stared at him, heart a misshapen lump of lead. Don’t say it. Don’t say it. Don’t say it.

      “Dom’s dead.”
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      Dom’s dead.

      My head was shaking all on its own. “I don’t understand.” My voice sounded hollow, the vibrations echoing around inside my skull. I was empty. Nik’s words didn’t make any sense.

      Dom’s dead.

      Nik rested a hand on my shoulder, his pale eyes filled with sorrow. With pity. With grief.

      “But . . .” Awkwardly, I withdrew the anti-At orb from my jacket pocket. Through the barely translucent, obsidian-like material, I could see Dom’s soul twisting and swirling lazily. “But he’s right here.” I showed the orb to Nik, unable to take my eyes off it. “This was the plan. I—I did everything right.”

      I shook my head again, my heart beating in rhythm with the helicopter’s blades. “We all agreed. It was supposed to work. I was supposed to save him.” I looked at Nik, not understanding why we weren’t flying back to the hospital right now. “We all agreed . . .”

      Nik pressed his lips together into a thin, flat line, letting me work through this impossible reality.

      Dom’s dead.

      “This isn’t supposed to happen,” I said, steel bleeding into my voice. “This was never supposed to happen.” I clenched my jaw, breathing deeply through my nose. “He didn’t do anything wrong. He was just trying to find our people . . . trying to help, and . . .” My fingers curled around the orb containing all that was left of my best friend and mentor. Of my brother. I stuffed it back into my pocket, eyes narrowing to slits.

      This was Mari’s fault. She was the one who’d trapped Dom’s ba in the anti-At orb in the first place. Without her, he’d have healed like a normal Nejeret. Without her, he’d still be alive.

      “Kat . . .” Nik’s hand on my shoulder transformed from comforting to a warning grip. “Not here,” he said, shooting a sideways glance over his shoulder. Nearly a dozen Ouroboros security guards still stood back there in a line with the police officer.

      “If not here, then where?” I asked, a glare not meant for him cutting through his reticence. “He’s dead, Nik. Dom’s dead, and I have to know why—now. Here.”

      Nik returned my glare with a hard, measuring stare. After several seconds, he nodded. “Get your answers. I’ll keep them off your back.” Vines of crystalline At burst out of Nik’s hands, reaching the guards between one heartbeat and the next, wrapping around each man and woman, the cop included, holding them and their weapons immobile. They wouldn’t be going anywhere until he released them.

      At the same time, I spun around, facing Mari and drawing my sword in one smooth motion. My hands were still cuffed together, but it wasn’t too much of a hindrance. It just meant I’d be limited to two-handed sword moves. Power moves. Fine with me.

      Mari had just dropped down to the helipad. She took a backward step, her rear flush against the helicopter, and held her hands out to me in placation. “Kat—”

      I stalked across the helipad toward her. “You killed him!” I yelled.

      Confusion filled her jade eyes.

      “Dom’s dead,” I told her, stopping just out of sword’s reach.

      Mari’s lips parted, but she didn’t say anything. She just shook her head.

      “Why? Why did he die? For what?” I pointed my sword at her, the tip of the katana’s blade mere inches from her throat. “Tell me!” I screamed.

      She licked her lips. “He was never meant to die.” Her eyelids fluttered, tears gathering on her long lashes. “I just wanted Nik—I need him. I truly didn’t know we’d captured Dom until you told me, but once I knew, I saw it for the opportunity it was—a way to coerce you into bringing Nik to me. A way to get you to convince Nik to work with me. He’d do anything for you. But then everything went wrong. If you’d just stayed put.” A tear broke free, gliding down her perfect, pale cheek. “If you’d waited by that container like you were supposed to . . .”

      “Don’t turn this around on me. You’re the one who tore out Dom’s ba.”

      She shook her head vehemently. “No, Kat—”

      “You’re the one who trapped it in anti-At . . . the one who dragged him into that container and left him there to suffer without his ba. For all I know, you’re the one who beat the shit out of him in the first place.”

      She didn’t deny it.

      “Why?”

      She licked her lips, hair flying in her face. “Like I said, I needed to get to Nik, and the only way to do it was through you. He’d do anything for you.”

      It was my turn to shake my head. She was delusional if she thought that.

      “You were supposed to bring him to the container yard. It was supposed to be a trade—Dom’s life for Nik’s cooperation. I’d have saved Dom if you’d given me the chance. Just like I’m trying to save our people.”

      “Our people don’t need saving,” I spat back at her.

      “Oh, please. What would you know?” Green fire burned in her eyes. “You’ve been living with your head in the sand for years. You have no idea what’s been going on . . . what’s coming.”

      I moved the tip of the sword a fraction of an inch closer to her, forcing her to lean backwards into the helicopter’s cabin. “What are you talking about?”

      “They know, Kat.” Her stare was hard, challenging. “About us—about our people. Ouroboros has hard proof. If I didn’t help them by luring in Nejeret test subjects to use as lab rats, they’d have gone public. They’d have exposed us.”

      “I don’t—” I shook my head. “That doesn’t make any sense. Why not come forward? The Senate—”

      “Is in on it,” she snapped, cutting me off. “Where do you think Ouroboros got the proof in the first place? And the Nejerets I’ve been collecting—have you even seen the list? They’re all loyalists and supporters of Heru and my mom. The Senate cut a deal with Ouroboros.” Her jade eyes narrowed. “I was one of the first of our people they trapped; I let them take me so I could get on the inside. I’m walking on a tightrope here. If I misstep . . . if I even breathe wrong . . .” Her hands balled into fists. “I’ve found a way to save our people, but I need more time.”

      I inched closer until Mercy’s razor-sharp tip was flush with Mari’s skin. “Explain.”

      Mari swallowed, and the movement caused the At blade to cut into her skin. A droplet of blood snaked down her neck, leaving behind a crimson trail. “They think I’m helping them create some sort of a wonder drug based on our unique physiology.” She grinned, lips closed and eyes hard. “I have found a way to make humans live forever, but it has nothing to do with science and everything to do with souls.”

      My eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?”

      “A Nejeret ba—it’s like a starfish. If you tear off a piece, it grows back. And if you extract a large enough piece, it grows back twice. The only problem is, encasing those fragments in anti-At taints them, and they become inviable. They kill their new hosts, even as they transform them. That’s why I need Nik. Don’t you see, Kat?” The feverish light of fanaticism glowed in her eyes, turning her irises radioactive. “I haven’t found a way to make humans live forever. I’ve found a way to turn them into Nejerets. And if I turn enough of them into us, it won’t matter when they go public with their exposé. We won’t have to fear their fear, because they’ll be us.”

      Slowly, I shook my head. “You’re insane.”

      Mari laughed, the sound too high and tight, and the tip of my sword cut deeper. “Maybe, but that doesn’t change the fact that our people need me . . . or that I need Nik.” Her eyes searched mine. “Let me prove to you that you can trust me. The bargain still stands—Dom for Nik.” She held out her hand. “Give me the orb. I’ll put Dom’s ba in a new body. He’ll look different, but he’ll still be him.” Her chin trembled. “Please, Kat. This is for the good of our people.”

      I stared at her for so long that the strain of not blinking in the face of all that wind made my eyes burn. “Fine,” I said, sheathing Mercy, and reached into my pocket. Hesitating for only a moment, I offered the orb containing Dom’s soul to Mari.

      Her fingers closed around it.

      “No.” Nik’s voice was harsh behind me.

      I peered back at him out of the corner of my eye.

      “If you let her do this, Kat, it’ll be murder. The human—”

      “Would’ve only lived for a few more decades,” Mari said. “Now he could live for millennia.”

      “His human soul will die.” Nik strode closer, bringing himself into my line of sight. “Dom has lived for hundreds of years already, and his ba will continue on . . . somewhere. But whatever human she stuffs him into—Dom’s ba will overtake that person completely. This life is the only shot a human soul has. Who are you to take that away?”

      I felt torn, paralyzed by indecision.

      Nik glanced at my left forearm, where the list of names of my dead were etched in At ink, shielded by my leather sleeve. Nik couldn’t see it, but this close, I had no doubt that he could sense it. “Do you really want to add another name? A human life . . . with such a fleeting, fragile soul. It’ll be your first true murder. The first time you’ll end someone’s existence, absolutely and completely.”

      I shook my head slowly as his words sunk in, each a dagger twisting into my gut.

      “If you think you’re ready for that guilt, Kitty Kat, by all means . . .”

      I bowed my head, my eyes drifting shut. Every single person I’d killed up until now had been a Nejeret—traitorous to some degree, but a Nejeret containing an immortal soul in the form of a ba all the same. Each of my victims had continued on in that other form after I’d ended their earthly life. I couldn’t say the same would happen for the soul of any human Dom’s ba took over. Just as I couldn’t say the same for my mom. Much as I wanted to see Dom again, I couldn’t do it. Not like this. I wouldn’t be able to face him, knowing the price some poor human had paid in order for him to live again.

      “I’m sorry,” I told Dom, voice soft as I reached for the orb containing his everlasting soul.

      “So am I,” Mari said. As she spoke, my fingers passed through the orb’s no-longer-solid surface. She reached up and behind her, pulling herself into the helicopter’s cabin.

      My eyes widened, locked on the place where the orb had been. The inky anti-At had evaporated, giving way to a shimmering silver mist that scattered in the wind. It was Dom’s soul. And it was floating away.

      Panic surged, making my heartbeat trip over itself as it sped up. “Nik!” I shouted. “Can you capture him?”

      The helicopter’s blades picked up speed, sending the silver mist this way and that, scattering it further and further.

      “I’ll try!” he yelled.

      I glanced at Mari. She was watching us with sad eyes from the back of the helicopter as it lifted off. “I’m sorry,” she mouthed, tears streaming down her cheeks.

      I considered leaping off the edge of the building in an attempt to latch onto one of the helicopter’s landing skids, but it would be suicide with the handcuffs still in place.

      “He’s too scattered!” Nik called, bubbles of crystalline At pocking the air above the roof like three-dimensional polka dots containing pieces of Dom’s soul.

      I stood on the empty helipad, watching the last remnants of Dom blow away like so much dust in the wind, my heart shattering. I’d failed him.

      He was gone. Really gone.
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      “Can you call him back somehow?” Nik shouted to me. His hair was matted to his scalp, and his cheeks were high with color. He was pushing his sheut to the max, juggling all of those little bubbles of At, even while creating new ones to trap this or that little tendril of Dom’s soul. He wasn’t giving up.

      His determination soaked into me, and I shed my suffocating cloak of surrender. “Call him back how?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe write his name or draw a picture of him? Something?”

      “I don’t have a pen or paper or—”

      “You have skin!”

      My eyes widened, and a moment later, I dropped to my knees. I drew a dainty needle dagger from the sheath sewn into my left sleeve and didn’t hesitate to scrape the sharp tip across my wrist. The blade bit into my skin, the sharp sting no match for my resolve.

      D—O—

      “Is it working?” I yelled to Nik as I began the M. It was awkward with the handcuffs still on.

      “I think so, but—”

      Halfway through the M, I glanced up at him. He was maybe ten yards from me, halfway between the helipad and the cluster of restrained security guards. And between us, a glittering silver mist was gathering, condensing into a mystical fog. It was working. It was really working.

      “Dom?” My chin trembled, and I let out a shaky laugh, tears streaming down my cheeks. Setting down the knife, I reached out with one hand. My fingers sifted through his ethereal form like he was no more substantial than the air. The essence of him—his soul—tangled around my fingers in thin, ghostly filaments. “Stay with me?” I asked. I begged. “Please.”

      But even as I spoke, the shimmering mist that was him thinned.

      “Hurry, Nik! Before he’s too far away again!”

      The mist parted as Nik pushed through. He crouched before me, elbows on his knees, and squinted around. “I’ve surrounded all three of us by a dome of At, but Kat, I can’t let you out without losing some of him in the process. Bits of his ba are clinging to you . . .”

      I hunched over and renewed the efforts on my arm with the knife. Maybe if I could just finish writing his name, I could coax him into me. Then, I could carry him with me forever.

      “Kat.” Nik’s fingers wrapped around my knife wrist. “Stop. You have to stop.”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “It’s time to let him go.” Nik brought his hand to my face like he was going to make me look at him, but I slapped it away. “Even if I captured him in At, then what? Are you really willing to hold him prisoner like that? For how long?”

      I screamed, slamming the knife down on the cement tile so hard that the thin steel blade snapped in two. I glared at Nik, eyes burning with fury caused by the truth in his words—a truth I wasn’t ready to face. “I’ll find a way to bring him back.”

      “Let him have peace.”

      “I can’t,” I said, eyes on fire with something else entirely. Tears streamed down my cheeks. “Two days ago, I drew a picture of him, and he raised his head and looked at me and told me he was alive, and it was him, Nik. For a few seconds, it was really Dom in that picture. He looked me in the eye and told me to find him, and I promised him I would.” I cleared my throat and leveled my voice. “I’m not giving up on him yet. I’ll share my own body with him if I have to.”

      “You don’t know what you’re saying, Kitty Kat.” Nik’s voice held a fierce warning. “You have no idea what it’s like to never be alone in your body.” But he knew. He’d done it for thousands of years, sharing his body with the soul of the god, Re. He might’ve been alone in his skin now, but the haunting pain shadowing his eyes was enough to give me pause.

      “But I promised him . . .”

      The rising sun peeked over a nearby building, brilliant sunlight streaming in through the At surrounding us and setting Dom’s ba aglow. Realization dawned just as suddenly.

      In that drawing, it was him. With that single sketch, ink on paper, just for a blip of time, I’d captured Dom’s soul—when it had still been inside him. Now, here his ba was, homeless. What if I gave it a home? Not another body, exactly, but something else. Something like the sketch, but better. Something to tide him over until I could figure out a way to give him a body that didn’t include murdering a human.

      “I think there’s another way . . .” I fished my drowned phone from my coat pocket and set it on the helipad. “Do you mind?” I asked Nik, holding my cuffed wrists out to him.

      Without a word, he touched the chain connecting the handcuffs. The metal turned opalescent one second as Nik transformed it into At, then seemed to evaporate the next, leaving my wrists naked of all but ink and blood.

      “Thanks.” I hunched over on my knees and drew the second needle dagger stowed in my other sleeve, holding it by the blade like it was a harmless pencil. With the tip of the blade, I started etching Dom’s face into the phone’s reflective surface.

      Dom. I focused every ounce of brainpower on thinking about my half-brother. On remembering the way his dark eyes could pin me in place the same way, whether they were filled with disappointment or with pride. On remembering the way his severe features softened on those rare occasions that he smiled. On remembering how he would slick back his black, chin-length hair whenever he had something to say but was holding his tongue. On remembering how he listened. How he’d chosen to spend time training me when there were a million better things for him to be doing. On how he’d given a shit about me, even when I hadn’t.

      I wiped a raindrop off the phone’s surface with the side of my hand. An electric charge seemed to pass through me and into the phone.

      “Kat, look . . .”

      I shushed Nik, adding shadows to Dom’s face in the form of faintly etched lines. I wiped away another raindrop. “Do you mind?” I said, glancing at Nik, then up at the cloudy sky.

      Except the sky was an iridescent color. Because it wasn’t the sky, but Nik’s dome of At. And the those weren’t raindrops; they were tears. My tears. There was no wind or rain in here. No sound but our own.

      It took me a moment to realize I could see the dome of At clearly, not through a shimmering, unearthly silver mist.

      “Where’d Dom go?”

      Nik’s face was ghostly pale. “I’m pretty sure he’s in there,” he said, reaching out and tapping the side of the dead phone.

      I stared at the image etched on the surface. At first I thought it was a trick of the eye, but ever so slowly, I watched the image of Dom’s face move. His lips parted. His mouth opened. And he let out a silent scream.

      “He doesn’t look too comfortable,” Nik said dryly.

      “I did it.” I looked from the phone—from Dom—to Nik and back. “I really did it.” I held up the phone like I was taking a selfie. “Can you hear me, Dom?”

      Ever so slowly, the etched likeness of him shut his mouth. The rough copies of his eyes seemed to be seeking without seeing.

      “I promise I’ll make you more comfortable soon, and I swear to all the gods who’ve ever existed, I will make you whole again.” I tucked him back into my pocket, then met Nik’s eyes. “Don’t tell anyone about this yet,” I whispered. “I don’t want them to get their hopes up.”

      Nik said nothing for long seconds, just looked at me with those pale, guarded eyes. Finally, he nodded. “I’ll keep your secret,” he said. “For now.”
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      Nik and I burst out of the Columbia Center to the sidewalk on Fifth Avenue. My helmet was gone, likely stolen by some enterprising passerby, but the Ducati was still parked there, illegal as ever. I’d feared it would already have been towed. But, after everything, I’d only been in the building for maybe twenty minutes. I’d have bet a tow truck was already on its way. But it wasn’t here yet.

      “Can you ride?” I asked Nik as we sprinted to the bike.

      He looked at me, You’re kidding, right? in his eyes.

      I snorted. “Good, because you’re too tall to ride behind me.” I handed him the key and waited for him to mount before kicking my leg over the seat behind him.

      The Ducati Monster is not a bike designed with multiple riders in mind. Sure, it’s got a narrow little extension behind the main portion of the saddle for a passenger and two tiny little kick-down pegs on either side, but the crunched-up position isn’t comfortable for the passenger, and the rider has to deal with the annoyance of being top-heavy and having the passenger leaning on them, due to the passenger’s raised seat. But damn, in all black with just a hint of candy-apple red, the bike is sexy as hell. And it can move. To say I loved my motorcycle was putting it lightly.

      “And Nik, if you crash this bike . . .”

      Nik kicked the bike to life like he owned it and, fingers gripping the handlebars, waited for me to wrap my arms around his waist from behind before putting it in gear and turning the throttle. We’d never sat this close together before—not ever. I was pressed up against the back of him, our bodies touching from knees to shoulders. I’d ridden with other people a few times, but it had never felt this intimate.

      “Relax,” Nik said over his shoulder. “I know what I’m doing.”

      But the tension coiling through my body had nothing to do with the bike or his riding ability and everything to do with him. With his body, snug between my legs.

      Once upon a time, a long, long time ago, Nik and I shared a kiss. It was back during his possessed-by-a-god days, and the god, Re, had flipped out almost the moment our lips touched. It had been a breaking point for Re, forcing him to wrest back control from his host. It had had the feel of a last-straw moment. A shattering of a pact between the two beings sharing his body.

      We’d never talked about it, about any of it—the kiss, the explosion, Nik’s increasingly tenuous relationship between himself and his now-former resident god. Considering Nik’s arm’s-length attitude, I doubted we ever would. But sitting there, my legs straddling his, I couldn’t help but wonder what if?

      Nik braked at a stop sign, placing his feet on the pavement on either side of the bike, and turned his head so he could see me. “Where to?” We were at a literal fork in the road—right would take us to the hospital, left back to my shop. But there was nothing left for us at the hospital. At least, nothing urgent.

      “Back to the shop?” I said, resting my chin on Nik’s shoulder. After the events at the Columbia Center, I had no doubt that the police would eventually find their way there, but I figured we had at least an hour or two. I was planning to head back to Bainbridge—finally—where I would give the Dom situation my full attention, but there were things I needed to grab from my place. Things I didn’t want the cops or anyone else to find, my tarot cards and the At ink chief among them.

      Plus, I stank. I reeked of mildew and seaweed, thanks to my dip in the waterway and the slow dry that had followed. The smell was strong enough that I couldn’t ignore it; it had to be overwhelming to Nik. “I could really use a shower.”

      “You said it . . .” Nik turned the throttle, launching the bike forward before I could smack him.

      We arrived at the shop less than ten minutes later, parking in the back alleyway, right near the shop’s back door. It felt like weeks since I’d been home, though it had been less than a day. So much had happened. Too much. I didn’t want to think about it all.

      The shop would be opening in a couple hours, and I needed to be far from there when it did. I had to clean up and clear out—or clear out as much as I could as the place’s owner. It was too risky to hang out there, and the cops paying me a visit was the least of my worries. Mari was a loose cannon, and I was a loose thread. I didn’t know if anything she’d said was the truth, or if had all been a lie to ease her getaway. Would she come after Nik again? How badly did she need him? What kind of bargain might she try to strike next—either Nik helps her or she kills me? Lex? His mom? None of those were acceptable possibilities.

      I unbuckled my sword’s shoulder harness as I tromped up the stairs to the apartment ahead of Nik. I unlocked the door and shouldered it open, already shrugging out of my stinky leather coat. “I’ll be quick,” I told Nik as I crossed the living room to the kitchen. I set the coat and sword on the table, then pulled out a chair and sat with a groan, bending over to untie my combat boots. Salt had crusted into the laces, making the knots insanely stubborn.

      “Looks like you had to go through a regeneration cycle,” Nik said from just behind my chair.

      I froze while untying my boot, peering at him out of the corner of my eye. I hadn’t noticed him draw so close. He was looming over me, his gaze scrutinizing, eating a piece of cold pepperoni pizza.

      I finished untying the right boot and moved on to the left. “Will you grab me a piece? Or just pull out the whole thing?”

      His shadow moved away from me. “Mari wasn’t sure how bad she got you with that knife.” I heard the fridge open, then close, and Nik set a ziplock bag of cold pizza slices on the table near the edge. “Bad enough for you to look like you just escaped from a prison camp.”

      I tugged my left boot off. “Gee, thanks.” I pulled off the other boot, then straightened and grabbed a piece of pizza. “So what happened to you, anyway? Garth barely survived . . .”

      “But he did?” Nik pulled out the chair opposite mine. It wasn’t a large table, so it didn’t put him more than four feet from me. “I wasn’t sure he would.”

      Chewing, I nodded. “He’s in ICU at Harborview. I visited him while we were waiting for Dom—” The words caught in my throat. I took another bite of pizza, then set the half-eaten piece on the plastic bag and dug around in my coat until I found my phone. Dom’s eyes were closed, but at least he was still there. I’ll fix this, I promised him silently. I retrieved the piece of pizza. “Garth said a Nejeret attacked you guys and knocked him out, and when he came to, you were gone.”

      Nik nodded slowly, nibbling on pizza crust. “The fucker jumped us. Hopped right off the overpass and landed on my shoulders, knocking me out cold for a few seconds. I came to my senses and managed to shove him off the cop before, well . . .” Nik laughed under his breath. “Not soon enough. I’m just glad the guy’s alright.”

      I leveled a steady stare across the table on Nik. “And the Nejeret—what happened to him?”

      Nik met my eyes, then looked away, a wry grin on his face as he shook his head. “I don’t know. Mari showed up before I could finish him. She would only agree to take me to you if I let the little shit live.” His pale eyes returned to mine, shining unexpected emotion. He smirked, ruining the moment, and said, “I couldn’t let you fade into nonexistence, now could I, Kitty Kat?”

      I’d have been flattered that he cared if I didn’t know that he was even more attached to this world as it was now than Mari was. If I were to be erased from the timeline, millennia of Nik’s life would be altered, thanks to the complicated tangle of time travel. I’d never considered that the ramifications of my life might be so far-reaching. But they were.

      I looked at the Eye of Horus tattooed on my palm. Maybe Nik and Mari would’ve returned in time, before the anti-At infecting my body erased me completely, and maybe Mari would’ve released Dom’s ba, allowing it to return to his body. Maybe Nik would’ve listened to Mari, agreed with her logic about saving our people, and gone to work with her at Ouroboros of his own free will. Maybe. But maybe not. We’d never know.

      I pulled another slice of pizza from the Ziploc bag, then tossed the bag across the table to Nik. “Do you think she’s right?”

      Nik raised his eyebrows.

      “Mari. Do you think she’s doing the right thing?” I rolled my eyes. “Trying to ‘save our people’?”

      Nik took a big bite of pizza, inhaling and exhaling slowly through his nose while he chewed. The way his squared jaw worked, defining the contours of his face that much more, made him almost irresistible. Finally, he swallowed, then spoke. “I think Mari thinks she’s doing the right thing.”

      “Nice non-answer.”

      Nik shrugged one shoulder.

      “Do you think it would really be so bad . . .” . . . if the world knew about us? It sounded so ridiculous in my head that I shoved the thought away, shook my head, and stood. “Never mind.” I didn’t have the energy for what-ifs right now. I headed into the hallway. “I’m showering. I’ll be out in a few.”

      “Yes,” Nik said. “It would be so bad.”

      I paused, my back to him and a hand against the hallway wall. “But if they see that we’re not evil . . .” They being the humans.

      “It’s never about good and evil, Kitty Kat. I’ve seen countless civilizations rise and fall, and in the end, it always comes down to two things—us versus them, and power.”

      “In this case, are we ‘us’ or ‘them’?”

      “We’re ‘them’—the other—and we have power. The humans can’t help but want to take it from us. It’s in their nature.”

      Hanging my head, I trudged into the bathroom. But I wasn’t convinced he was right. I wasn’t convinced the humans were our enemies—or that we were theirs. I wasn’t convinced we couldn’t all live together, peacefully, out in the open.

      One day, maybe . . .

      But not today. Today was for the enemy within. The Senate. Or the shadow Senate. We had to eliminate that threat before we could even think about a world filled with hand-holding and kumbayas.

      After I no longer smelled like a dried-up seal carcass.
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      By the time I emerged from my bedroom, clean and in fresh jeans and a black tank top, Nik was gone. It hadn’t even been ten minutes, but I wasn’t surprised, exactly. At least, not by his absence. I hadn’t really expected him to stick around, not when he’d been in the wind for years. But I was surprised by the disappointment I felt at finding the apartment empty. Specifically, empty of him.

      As I stuffed clothes into a duffel bag, I wondered where he’d gone. Off to return to his lifestyle as a wandering nomad? Or was he joining up with Mari’s mission to save the world, one human-turned-Nejeret at a time? My motions became jerkier and jerkier as I crammed only the essentials into the bag—underwear, socks, jeans, tank tops and T-shirts, a zip-up hoodie. The bastard could’ve at least said goodbye.

      I hooked my arm through the bag’s handles and carried it into the kitchen by my elbow. Setting it on the table, I added my sword, knives, and other weapons and gear, then zipped it up. A quick trip into the office and I carried out a sturdy leather messenger bag packed full of sketching supplies and cash from the safe, the red leather jacket I used to wear on hunts slung over my arm. It had been in the weapons closet, and I hadn’t worn it in ages. Donning it was like stepping back in time.

      I could feel myself becoming her, the girl-assassin I’d been desperate to become at the start and had, by the end, loathed being. As the jacket settled on my shoulders, hugging my back and fitting perfectly around my arms, I realized I would always be her—just like I would always be the girl my mom raised, and the woman I’d become during my years of self-inflicted isolation from my people. Whatever else happened to me, those three personas would always be a part of me.

      Jacket on, I tucked my tarot deck into the front pocket, grabbed the last piece of pizza from the ziplock bag, and put it in my mouth, holding it by the crust with my teeth. I picked up both bags, settling the messenger bag across my body and hoisting the duffel onto one shoulder.

      I headed downstairs as I chomped on the piece of pizza, dropping my duffel on the table in the back room and going into the shop to grab my tattoo machine, a handful of sealed needles, a couple bottles of black ink, and Nik’s At ink. I placed everything in the padded carrying case I used for off-site jobs. The case looks a lot like an old-fashioned doctor’s kit and was actually my mom’s old apothecary case. She’d never been a fan of tattoos, but I doubted she’d have minded me using it, even for this.

      I set the case down by my duffel bag on the table and stopped by the counter to scrawl a quick note to Kimi on a sticky note.

      

      Kimi—I have a family emergency and will be out of town for a while. I’m not sure how long. I’ll call later today to check in, but please alert any clients I (or Nik) have this week. Thx!—K

      

      I stuck the note to the face of the register, where I knew Kimi couldn’t miss it, then crouched down to retrieve the spare key to the upstairs apartment that I kept duct-taped to the underside of the counter in a tiny manila envelope. On the not-so-off chance that Mari or Ouroboros came after me here and ransacked the place, I didn’t want them gaining easy access to my apartment. The door was reinforced and quadruple-locked, and I’d slowly renovated the windows and walls over the years, replacing and reinforcing for the highest security I could afford.

      Someone knocked on the shop’s glass door.

      Fingers still searching the rough surface for the key, I peeked over the top of the counter. “Shit,” I hissed, ducking back down immediately. The police had come sooner than I’d expected.

      Two cops stood at the door, one peering in, hands to the glass over his eyes, the other leaning back, scoping out the storefront. I didn’t recognize either of them from Garth’s station or the ICU waiting room, so I assumed they weren’t here to bring me news about Garth—not that I really thought I’d have warranted such a visit, but still. It was a possibility. But not the most likely one.

      No, these cops were here because of what happened less than an hour ago downtown. Back at Ouroboros, Nik and I had left the male cop locked on the roof terrace with the Ouroboros guards, and we’d made it down to the bike without encountering his partner. It would’ve been a breeze for them to ID me—either by security cameras or by taking down the plates on my illegally parked motorcycle. However they’d done it, they’d tracked me back here. I’d expected as much, just not this quickly.

      I stuck my whole head under the counter to find the damn key and tore the damn thing free of the underside of the counter, then crawled into the backroom, sliding under the beaded curtain to avoid creating movement that would draw the officers’ attention. The longest strings of beads ended not quite a foot off the ground, giving me just enough room to wiggle underneath.

      The cops rapped on the door again. “Police! Open up!”

      I grabbed my duffel bag and the carrying case and rushed down the short hallway to the back door. It led to the alley driveway, where some of the other shops and the single cafe on my block received deliveries. I fully intended to make a quick getaway on the Ducati, bags and all, then ditch it in some other neighborhood to catch a bus to the ferry. Reprehensible as the thought was, the bike was too recognizable to take with me for farther than a few miles.

      I yanked open the door and sucked in a breath to let out a startled scream.

      Nik’s hand clapped over my mouth, and he stepped in through the doorway, shoving me back against the hallway wall. “You’ve got visitors,” he said, his face inches from mine, and I nodded.

      This close, I could see the whitish, almost iridescent flecks interspersed throughout his blue irises, giving them that eerie, pale hue. I’d never seen them so up close, and I wondered if the iridescence had grown over time, evidence of the increasing power of his sheut. He was the oldest of our subspecies, Nejerets with sheuts, and he’d had the most time to develop his otherworldly power, to hone his skills. Had his irises been bluer, once upon a time? One day, would the blue fade away completely?

      Nik’s hand fell away, and he took a step backward. His other hand held up a tray with two coffee cups, and a grease-stained paper bag lay on its side on the asphalt in the alley behind him. “Now might be a good time to make like a tree and get the fuck out of here.”

      Again, I nodded.

      Nik backed through the doorway, doing a quick scan of either direction, and held out his hand. “Give me your bag.”

      There was no question that he meant the duffel, and I didn’t argue. He was bigger and stronger, and me carrying so much would just slow us down. I dropped the bag to the floor and kicked it to him while I readjusted the messenger bag’s strap on my shoulder.

      Nik picked up the duffel bag, slinging the strap over his shoulder, then bent over to retrieve the discarded paper bag.

      One whiff of sugary, fried dough told me it was filled with donuts. “You left to get breakfast?” Astonishment knocked me momentarily senseless.

      Nik scoffed and waved me out into the alleyway. “Tick-tock, Kitty Kat. I’d rather not have to break your ass out of jail. Let’s go.”

      I didn’t argue. A rush of giddiness surged through me as I followed him out through the doorway. We ran up the alley and hopped on the first bus we saw, not caring where it would take us.

      To the University District, it turned out. Four stops later, we were off that bus and waiting at the main bus stop at the University of Washington on Fifteenth Avenue. In minutes, we’d be on our way to the ferry terminal downtown, and in hours we’d be stepping onto Bainbridge Island. There, I would be able to figure out some way to make Dom’s afterlife more comfortable. There, Nik and I would be able to reconvene with our people—the non-traitorous ones—and figure out what the hell to do. Our world was a ticking time bomb crafted by our own people. Evidence of our species was out there, in human hands.

      I didn’t think it wasn’t a matter of if the bomb would explode, but when. I just hoped we’d be ready.
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      I sat on the floor in my old room on the second floor of Heru’s house in the Nejeret complex on Bainbridge Island, surrounded by my old things. Now, even more so than before, I felt the convergence of who I used to be and who I was now. I was at a crossroads. I could drop everything—my sword, my shop, my name—and go on the run, be a lonely woman on the lam. I’d be running from myself as much as from anything else. Or I could give in. Accept who and what I was, both to myself and to my Nejeret clan.

      The desire to run was strong. After all, it was essentially what I’d been doing for the last three years—running from the past while staying put, anchored to it. Running was safe. It was simple. It was lonesome but devoid of the complications and utter devastation that come with strong bonds.

      But as I etched Dom’s full name, Dominic l’Aragne, into the wood frame of the standing mirror laid down on the floor before me, over and over, Lex’s words in that hospital stairwell—her plea—reverberated within me. Be the legacy she deserves. I couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that she was right, that my mom would be disappointed in the woman I’d become. Not the killer, but the recluse. The one who chose to hide from her past mistakes rather than learn from them.

      I’d distanced myself from my people, from Dom, and now he was gone . . . or gone-ish. And just like when my mom died, I was inundated with regret about time lost. Time wasted. I’d unwittingly thrown away the chance to see Dom a thousand more times, to share hundreds of philosophical conversations with him, to know him better. To let him know me better.

      It’s a funny thing, being a supposed immortal being. I’m only into my fourth decade, but even I have the deep-seeded belief that I and all of my Nejeret friends and family will be around forever. I’d been going through life the past few years thinking that someday, a good ways down the road, when I’ve got my shit together, I’d come back to them. But I’d been waiting until I’d become someone worthy of the love they’re so willing to throw my way. I’d been waiting for a day that would never come.

      I shook my head and started the thirteenth iteration of Dom’s name around the mirror’s wooden frame. I’d figured Dom and I would reunite someday, the dynamic duo, kicking ass and taking names side by side. And now that someday would never come. I was holding onto what little remained of him, my fingernails digging into his soul in a desperate attempt to regain what could’ve been. Possibilities that I’d thrown away so carelessly.

      “I’ll make this right,” I told the phone sitting on the floor beside my knee.

      Dom’s etched eyes were open, his sharp, rough-hewn features arranged in a pattern that I thought might, just maybe, be curiosity. I was fairly sure he could hear me, though that etched image of him moved so slowly that any responses he gave may have just been coincidental movements. I blamed his hindered mobility on the medium. Etched glass was too permanent, too hard for his ba to manipulate. This time I’d used ink—Sharpie, to be exact. And I’d given him a full body, taking up the entire mirror when I drew him in painstaking detail, right down to his favorite loafers with the little leather tassel things. I’d always teased him about those.

      There was a knock at the bedroom door.

      “Yeah?” I called over my shoulder. I wasn’t ready to share Dom with the others yet, not until I knew there was a way for us to communicate with him—for him to communicate with us. Not until I knew I wasn’t torturing him by keeping him here. I wanted his permission, his blessing, before I let the others know just how desperate I was to hold onto him.

      “It’s me,” Nik said. He turned the locked door handle. “Can I come in?”

      “Sure.” I didn’t bother getting up to unlock the door. He could do it himself by magicking up a key out of thin air. “Lock it again, though,” I said, once he was in the room. Lex, Heru, and the others were still on the west side of the Puget Sound, but there were plenty of other Nejerets who lived in the Heru compound and had keys to this house. Nobody could know about Dom until I was certain. Until I—we—were ready.

      Nik locked the door, just like I requested, and his footsteps were quiet as he crossed the room to stand behind me. He whistled. “That’s Dom, alright. Nicely done.”

      I finished the “e” in Dom’s surname, then started carving the final rendition of his name around the wooden frame. “Thanks.” I was quiet for a moment. “Nik . . . am I doing the right thing?”

      Nik stepped over the mirror and sat in the cushy armchair by the window. “Honestly, Kitty Kat, I’m the last person you should be asking about right and wrong.”

      I frowned but continued carving.

      “What would Dom say?”

      “That’s what I’m trying to find out,” I grumbled.

      Silence settled between us while I finished that final carving of Dom’s name. My hand ached, and my fingers were cramping, but I pushed through. Finally, I sat back on my heels and set the wood-handled carving knife on the floor, trading it for my dead phone. I held up the phone so I could look at Dom face to face, my lips pursing in thought. My focus shifted from Dom’s face to Nik’s. “Any idea how to get him out of here and into the mirror?”

      Nik shrugged. “You’re the Ink Witch.”

      I scowled. “Don’t call me that. I hate that nickname.”

      “You used to say that about ‘Kitty Kat,’” Nik said with a smirk. “Maybe it’ll grow on you.”

      “I hate that nickname, too,” I lied.

      Nik’s smirk widened knowingly. “Of course you do.”

      Heat creeped up my neck and cheeks, and I bowed my head, letting my dark hair fall around my face, a curtain hiding the unexpected blush. “I still hate you,” I told him.

      “Of course you do,” he repeated, his voice even more mocking than before.

      I closed my eyes and took slow, deep breaths, focusing on Dom’s dark, secretive eyes. In seconds the mental image replaced Nik’s pale stare, and I felt myself become centered within. Nik had a tendency to make my thoughts and emotions flail wildly, while Dom had always been able to ground me. Maybe it was why I was so desperate to hang onto him.

      “Touch.”

      My eyes snapped open, and I looked at Nik. “What did you say?”

      Frowning, Nik shook his head. “Nothing.” He was sitting on the edge of the chair, his elbows on his knees and his keen gaze locked on me, watching me do my magic. He was probably hoping to learn something, to understand, to figure out how I do what I do so he can train to do it himself. Everyone with a sheut could learn to do new things, train themselves to access more facets of their otherworldly powers . . . to some degree. I was still trying to master my own damn innate power. It was like trying to leash a kraken.

      Eyebrows drawing together, I stared down at the phone. Dom returned my stare with so much intensity I had no doubt that he could truly see me.

      “Touch . . . mirror . . .” There was no mistaking it this time—it was Dom’s voice whispering through my mind.

      “Did you hear that?” I asked Nik, eyes flicking his way.

      Again, he shook his head.

      I licked my lips and, hands shaking, lowered the phone to the mirror. I set it down on the drawn-on glass and held my breath.

      Nothing happened.

      For nearly a minute, I watched, waiting. But nothing happened. Dom just stared back at me from the phone’s screen, blinking every ten or fifteen seconds.

      “Maybe turn it over?” Nik suggested.

      “Oh, right.” I gently flipped the phone over so it was facedown against the mirror.

      Almost immediately, silver poured into the mirror, billowing out below the surface like ink in water. Strands of it shot up from the mirror’s surface, diving back down almost immediately as the silvery filaments coiled around the lines of the drawing until the ink from the permanent marker was no longer black, but solid, gleaming silver.

      My hands covered my mouth, my eyes bulging. Tears streamed down my cheeks as I watched the impossible happen.

      The now-silver drawing deepened, gaining shadow and depth, becoming three-dimensional right before my eyes. Dom seemed to gain weight even as he gained substance, and his feet fell away, as though drawn by some other-dimensional form of gravity, until he was standing on an unseen surface below, face upraised. He stared up at me through the mirror.

      “Help me,” I said to Nik, reaching for the mirror’s edges. I gripped either side and lifted it a few inches off the ground, intending to stand it upright.

      “Little sister—”

      I dropped the mirror back to the floor, hands clutching my chest. Dom’s voice had been clear as day in my mind. There was no mistaking it. I looked from Dom in the mirror to Nik and back. Dom’s mouth was still moving, but his voice was gone.

      Without hesitation, I pressed my palm against the frame of the mirror.

      “Can you truly hear me?” Dom asked, his faint French accent more comforting than any hug had ever been.

      “Yes,” I said, chin trembling. Let’s be real, my whole body was trembling. I nodded, my free hand covering my mouth. “Are you alright?”

      Dom nodded sedately. “I am well enough. Though this position is not the most comfortable . . .”

      “Oh, right.” Once again, I gripped either side of the tall standing mirror and lifted it up off the ground. Nik helped, and we moved the armchair aside and arranged Dom in the corner of the room, where he would have a good view of the entire space.

      “Thank you,” Dom said. “That is much better.”

      Nik’s eyes opened wide, and a moment later, his lips spread into a broad grin. “Welcome back.”

      Dom’s dark eyes locked on Nik. “Should I say the same to you?”

      Nik chuckled. “We’ll see.” He looked at me. “Let go for a minute.” The moment I did, the mirror and its frame were taken over by a sheet of At, spreading out like ice freezing over a lake. Within seconds, the entire mirror had been transformed into At. “Wouldn’t want him to break,” he said as he pulled his hand back.

      Remotely, I could feel myself nodding, hear myself saying thank you. But I couldn’t tear my eyes away from my half-brother’s face.

      “I’ll give the two of you a minute,” Nik said, backing away. Out of the corner of my eye, I watched him turn and leave the room, shutting the door on his way out.

      I touched the mirror’s unbreakable At frame with trembling fingertips so I could once again hear Dom’s voice. “Dom, I—I’m so sorry . . . for everything. I tried so hard to save you, but I just wasn’t good enough.”

      His silvery reflection clasped his fingers together, almost like he was preparing to pray. “Answer me one thing, little sister, and all will be forgiven.”

      “Anything,” I said, meaning it with every fiber of my being.

      “Are you done running?” His eyes, somehow just as dark and penetrating in silver as they’d been in flesh, bore into me. “Are you back, for good?”

      I nodded vehemently. “Yes, Dom. I swear it. I’m back.”
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      “And that’s how you ended up in the phone,” I told Dom, arching my back and stretching my arms over my head. I’d been sitting in front of the mirror—his mirror, now—legs folded under me and elbows on my knees, for nearly an hour. Dom’s silvery non-reflection mirrored my position, if not the stretching.

      I dropped my hands into my lap, flicking a few fingers at the mirror. “So what’s it like in there, anyway?” I touched my fingertips to the base of the frame so I could hear his response.

      “It is . . .” His eyes narrowed, and he looked around. “It is strange. But also quite familiar.” His thin lips twisted into a wry smile. “I’ll let you know more once I’ve had a chance to explore.”

      I nodded slowly.

      “Kat . . . ”

      Uh-oh. I knew that tone—it was Dom’s do-as-I-say tone. His I’m-disappointed-in-you tone. Especially when he actually used my name. Usually he called me “little sister.” I held my breath.

      “You need food,” he said. “And rest. You must allow your body to heal—another regeneration cycle, at least. You will continue to weaken until you do.”

      “I know,” I said, shaking my head. “I can’t, though. Once Lex and Heru and the others get here with . . .” . . . your body. I cleared my throat, the words sticking, unspoken. “Once they get here, you need to tell them everything you can remember about Ouroboros, what they’re up to, and where they kept you and the others. Now that we know some of the Senators are involved . . . I just have a feeling it’s all going to blow up. I want to get those Nejerets—and those kids”—especially the kids—“somewhere safe before the Senate and Ouroboros figure out that we know what they’re up to. We can’t give them the chance to burn the evidence.” It was a figure of speech, but in this case, I feared the reality would be far too literal. Those poor kids . . .

      “Personally, I am more interested in why.”

      I cocked my head to the side.

      “Why did the Senate feed a human-owned and -run company the documentation proving our existence?” Dom said. “Why are they funding Ouroboros? Why are they handing over Nejerets allied with Heru and Mei? Why have they deemed them the opposing faction?”

      I stared off into the background of the reflection, searching for answers where there were none. “And what’s their endgame?” I said, adding to his list of questions.

      It didn’t make sense to me why any Senators would be involved in Ouroboros’s plan to prolong human life indefinitely—it would only crowd the earth, especially if, unlike the females of our species, human women retained their ability to reproduce, even when relatively immortal. And why give them the proof of our existence, unless they wanted Ouroboros to share it with the world? It would create curiosity at first, closely followed by hostility, paranoia, and panic. Then, if Nik’s fears proved true, all-out war.

      “We can only speculate the reason behind their actions at this point,” Dom said. “And in your state, speculate poorly. Heru and the others have yet to return home, and there is little you can do without them. Rest, little sister.”

      I rubbed a hand over my eyes. They felt gritty and dry, and my body ached with fatigue. I knew, in my bones, that Dom was right, but I wasn’t ready to leave him just yet. Part of me feared he wouldn’t be there when I woke up, like the magic would fade, and he would disappear from my life for good.

      My mouth opened wide in a jaw-cracking yawn.

      Dom stared at me through the mirror, his expression set.

      “Fine,” I said, giving in. “I’ll take a damn nap.” When I stood, I was surprised by how unsteady I felt. I touched the edge of the mirror so I could still hear him. “What will you do?”

      Dom turned his head, looking over his shoulder. “Why, explore my new realm, of course. I’m sensing that there’s more to it than either of us might think.”

      “Like what?” I asked, yawning once more.

      “I am unsure, but there are . . .” He frowned. “Sounds. And there are doors that do not exist on your side of the glass.” His frown faded. “‘There are more things in heaven and earth . . .’”

      It was my turn to frown. “Just don’t get lost, alright? We need you.” I need you.

      Dom nodded. “I won’t go far.”

      I held his reflected, silvery gaze for a moment, then nodded. Turning away from the tall mirror, I dragged my feet across the room to the bed and collapsed on it face-first. I was out within seconds.
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        * * *

      

      “Just watch . . . one day, they’ll know us.” The rogue Nejeret, a slender guy with the innate sheut power to camouflage himself like a chameleon, laughs bitterly.

      I’m standing over him, the tip of my sword perched on his chest, just over his heart.

      “Killing me won’t make one fucking difference.” He coughs, blood spraying out of his mouth. I’ve worked him over pretty good already. He deserved it; he used those color-changing cells of his to rob several dozen banks, resulting in thirteen human deaths. “Just you watch—one day they’ll know us. They’ll see us for what we are: the cure sent to wipe the scourge that they are off the face of the earth. One day, they’ll know us, and the next day, they’ll die.”

      I put pressure on the sword, shoving the blade straight through his heart.

      His whole body tenses, his eyes bulging. A moment later, he goes limp.

      “Self-righteous prick,” I mumble, yanking the blade free.

      “Tell me about it.” Mari leans against the wall on the far side of the garage, cleaning her nails with the tip of an inky black nail file. “Maybe the world’ll know about us one day”—her eyes met mine, almost highlighter green in the florescent lighting—“but only when we want them to. Only when we’re ready . . .”

      

      I sucked in a sharp breath and opened my eyes. Mari’s words from my dream of a memory of something that happened sixteen years ago echoed through my mind.

      . . . only when we want them to . . . only when we’re ready . . .

      Pushing myself up, I scooted to the edge of the bed, wiping the smear of drool from my cheek and chin with the back of my hand.

      “Dom,” I said, rushing across the room to the standing mirror. He wasn’t there, at least, not that I could see. “Dom!” I pressed both hands against the frame on either side of the mirror and moved my head from side to side, searching for him in the murky reflection of the room.

      “I am here,” he said, coming into view. He smoothed back his hair and studied my face. “What is it, little sister? Has something happened?”

      I shook my head. “Not exactly, but . . .” I thought back to the dream. “What if the shadow Senate wants the info about us to leak out? What if they want the humans to learn about us? What if they want war?” My thoughts sped up, spinning around my mind like race cars around a track, faster and faster. “What if they want to wipe humans off the face of the earth?”

      Dom’s sharp features pinched. “It would be suicide. Without a way to reproduce, eventually, our kind would die out as well. Besides, if that is their goal, why not simply release the information themselves?”

      I chewed on my thumbnail, seeking out a phantom hangnail. Nejerets’ natural regenerative abilities effectively rendered us a doomed species, since it locked the females of our kind in a constant state of infertility. Our bodies rejected any fertilized eggs almost as soon as they implanted in our uterine walls. Without human women, we would die out. It would take a while, since violent deaths were pretty much the only way to kill us, but in time, we would go extinct. Whatever the shadow Senate’s plans, they needed to keep some human women alive, specifically the ones who carried the latent recessive Nejeret genes.

      “Oh my God.” I lowered my hand, my mouth hanging open. “What if that’s the whole point of funding the research—to create some immortal humans, a select, chosen few women who are Nejeret carriers? Maybe they want to give them prolonged lives, then use them as premier breeding stock. They could commoditize the right to reproduce . . . control who has access to the women. They would have absolute control over the future of our people.”

      “A truly terrifying thought.”

      I heard the distant sound of the front door opening downstairs, followed by several pairs of footsteps entering the house.

      I looked at the bedroom door, then glanced at Dom. “They’re back. Are you ready for them?”

      He nodded.

      “Nik!” I shouted in the general direction of the door. “Can you bring everyone up here?”

      “On it,” he said, tapping the door with his knuckles as he passed by.

      I grabbed the throw off the back of the armchair and tossed it over the mirror. “Just for a sec,” I whispered to Dom. “I want to prepare them first.”

      Less than a minute later, Nik pushed the door to my bedroom open and let the others file in ahead of him, first Lex, then Heru, then Neffe and Aset. They looked like hell, eyes red-rimmed and puffy and shoulders slumped. Nik followed them in, crossing the room to sit in the armchair.

      “Nik tells us you have news,” Heru said, his voice weary. He sidestepped closer to Lex and curled an arm around her waist. She leaned her cheek on his shoulder, letting out a heavy sigh.

      “I know you all must think I failed, but I didn’t.” I took a step toward them, wringing my hands. “I found Mari . . . and she released Dom’s ba.”

      Lex’s head lifted, and her listless gaze wandered my way.

      “It was too late,” I said. “He was already—his body was already dead.” I took a deep breath. “But we managed to recapture his ba.”

      Aset looked at her son.

      Nik raised his hands in front of himself. “Not me,” he said, shaking his head. “This soul capture was all Kat’s doing.”

      All five sets of eyes fixed on me, curiosity muting the grief, just a little.

      “I, um, well . . .” I cleared my throat and took a couple small backward steps, moving closer to the covered mirror. “He’s not gone—not dead, exactly.” I reached out my right hand and pinched the fuzzy blanket. “He’s right here.” With one quick tug, the blanket slid off the mirror and fell to the floor.

      Dom, the only clear thing in the murky reflection, lifted one hand and waved.

      All four newcomers gasped. Neffe and Aset covered their mouths with their hands, and Lex took a couple steps forward, hand outstretched toward the mirror. Heru simply stood where he was and stared, golden eyes glassy.

      “It’s really him?” Lex asked, slowly moving closer.

      “It is,” I assured her.

      “Can I talk to him? Can he hear me?”

      I nodded. “He can hear you now, but you have to be touching the mirror to hear him.”

      She rushed forward, pressing her palm against the mirror. “Dom?”

      A gentle smiled curved his lips and he raised his hand, pressing it against the other side of the mirror’s surface. His lips moved, but lipreading was a skill I didn’t have.

      Lex rested her forehead against the mirror, shoulders shaking as soft sobs tumbled free.

      Not a moment later, Heru was behind her. He settled an arm around her shoulders, the other on the mirror beside hers. “Welcome back, my old friend.”
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      “So you can’t say for sure where the warehouse was?” Heru paced across my old room, from the hallway door to the wardrobe and back. He’d been at it for at least an hour now, mobility seeming to help him process the information Dom relayed through me.

      For the past hour or so, Dom had been explaining what had happened to him—how he’d been captured in a trap that resulted in the release of a knockout gas and what Ouroboros had done to him and the others while he was in their hands. Or rather, in their holding cells. According to Dom, the captive Nejerets were divided into two subject groups—those who were abused and brought to the brink of death, then allowed to regenerate, and those who’d had their bas extracted and then were abused and brought to the brink of death. Dom had been in the latter group.

      He wasn’t sure how the ba-extraction worked, science-wise, only that he’d been strapped down in a chair and that electricity had coursed through his body for what felt like an eternity. Once his soul was removed from his body, he had a brief moment of what felt like astral projection before he was encased in absolute darkness—the anti-At sphere closing in around him, we all assumed. His ba had been returned to his body several times during his several-week stay in the warehouse laboratory, allowing him to heal, but as a result, his moments of consciousness and lucidity were few and far between.

      “I could hear the roar of the freeway, the frequent rumble of a foghorn in the distance, and, on occasion, the sound of a large crowd cheering—those are the only identifying sounds I can recall,” Dom said, and I repeated his words to the others. Lex was sitting on the floor near me, Nik in the armchair in the corner, and Aset and Neffe on the foot of the bed. “Sounds like SoDo to me,” I added. Not only was the industrial area packed with warehouses and near I-5 and the water, but it was also the location of Seattle’s two professional sports stadiums—Safeco and Century Link Fields, where the Mariners and Seahawks played, respectively.

      Heru nodded. “I agree, but there are hundreds of warehouses there, and I highly doubt Ouroboros would be reckless enough to leave any kind of paper trail linking them to their illicit research branch. We need more information.”

      “Mari,” Dom said, voicing the option I was unwilling to suggest. “She was there each time my ba was extracted. If you can find her, I am certain you could convince her to tell you the exact location.”

      “We can’t trust her,” I told him. “She lied to me about knowing you were even there—said she didn’t know until I told her. She’s clearly got her own agenda. She’s fanatical about ‘saving our people.’ It’s the most important thing in the world to her.”

      “Is it truly?” He stared at me with those dark eyes. “Is there not anything else you can think of that might be of paramount importance to her? Perhaps a person . . . ?”

      “Well, yeah—her mom, but . . .”

      “Might Mari’s priorities shift if she were to find out that her mother is just another test subject?”

      My eyes widened. “Are you saying Ouroboros has Mei? That they’re experimenting on her—torturing her?”

      Dom shrugged. “Truly, I do not know what they are doing with her, only that they have her. I watched them bring her in a few days ago during one of my recovery periods. They took her to a separate wing of holding cells.”

      “Mari’d never allow that,” I said.

      “Then she must not know.”

      I shook my head. “But that doesn’t make sense. Mei could just shift out of there.” It was her innate sheut gift, along with a number of others she’d attained proficiency in through years of rigorous dedication and training. She was old, centuries beyond me in understanding and developing her sheut. I was still figuring out how my own innate powers worked. But her . . . I couldn’t imagine anyone, especially not humans, figuring out a way to contain her.

      “My holding cell was surrounded by an electromagnetic field that would keep those like Mei and Heru from being able to locate us—Mari explained it to me herself. It seems logical to me that the same field used to keep Mei out could be used to keep her in.”

      “Oh, shit . . .”

      “Care to share?” Heru said, his tone bland. He’d finally stopped moving and was standing in the center of the room, staring at me.

      I returned his stare. “How long since anyone’s talked to Mei?”

      Heru looked at his sister, who immediately pulled out a sleek cell phone and started tapping the screen. “You believe Ouroboros has captured her?” he asked, returning his attention to me.

      I nodded. “Dom saw them bring her in.” I relayed what he’d said about the electromagnetic field, then added, “If we tell Mari, she’ll flip out.” I shifted my legs so I was kneeling instead of sitting on the floor. My heart rate picked up, and I rubbed slightly sweaty palms on my jeans. “She’ll abandon her ‘save our people’ crusade in a heartbeat and tear that place apart to get to Mei.” I licked my lips and inhaled deeply. “If we tell her about this, she’ll have no reason not to share the location.”

      Heru crossed his arms over his chest. “But what incentive will she have to help us? What’s to stop her from simply going in there and breaking Mei out, and leaving us sitting on our thumbs?”

      “Nothing.” In all likelihood, I thought that was exactly what she would do. “But, her going in and breaking out Mei brings down all of the barriers. She’ll disable all security measures in the process. And this is the only way I can see that she might tell us the location.” I stared at each of them for a moment, settling on Heru’s intense, golden eyes. “Back on that roof, she agreed to help Dom. She was going to come to the hospital and release his ba. She was going to help us save him.” I had to believe that part hadn’t been a lie. “She’s not a bad person. Misguided, maybe, but not bad.”

      Heru rubbed his jaw with one hand.

      “We can’t wait to come up with something better,” I persisted. “The shadow Senate will know that we know by now, thanks to our little show on the roof. Don’t you think they’ll try to cover their tracks by destroying all of the evidence—including the people?” I took a deep breath and barreled onward. “There are kids there, too, Heru. Children who didn’t do anything wrong besides being unlucky enough to be homeless. They don’t deserve this.” My fingers gripped my jeans. “Besides, what’s the worst that can happen? She leaves chaos in her wake? Ouroboros will send in extra security once they realize she’s broken Mei out. You own companies that have satellites, don’t you? If we have to, can’t we just use them to monitor the whole Industrial District? Their own people will lead us right to the warehouse where they’re holding ours.”

      Lex stood gracefully and approached her husband. She placed her hand on Heru’s arm and looked up into his face. “She’s right. You can see that, can’t you?”

      Heru’s stare shifted from Lex to the mirror. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Dom nod once. “Alright,” Heru said. He looked at me. “Make the call.”

      I glanced at the scratched-up phone lying discarded on the floor. Her text from the previous day was the only place I had her number, and thanks to my dip in the sound, the phone would never turn on again. I bit my lower lip. Banging my head against the wall would be about as effective as this whole plan, because none of us had her damn phone number.

      “Here,” Nik said, fishing his phone from his pocket. He tossed it to me.

      I raised an eyebrow.

      “Her number’s in there,” he said, pointing to the phone in my hand with his chin. “She gave me her card . . . you know, because I ‘agreed’ to work with her.”

      A slow grin spread across my face. “Maybe I don’t quite hate you.”

      Nik snorted. “Don’t get soft on me now.” His lips twisted into a sly smirk. “I’ll blush.”

      I didn’t know how to respond to that, so I stuck out my tongue. What can I say? I’m forever eighteen, with all the hormones and maturity that come with that oh-so-special age.

      A slight tremor ran through my hands as I searched Nik’s contacts for Mari’s name. He had an enormous phone book, filled mostly with entries using distinctly female names. I ignored that little tidbit—for the most part—and found Mari’s name. I pulled up her contact profile, tapped the call button, and brought the phone up to my ear.

      She answered during the second ring. “Hello, Nikolas.”

      I responded without thinking. “His full name is Nekure, not Nikolas, numb-nuts.”

      “Kat?” From the way Mari said my name, she sounded wary.

      “The one and only.”

      “You sound . . . chipper.”

      I sneered. “You know, I feel chipper.”

      “Really?”

      “I just can’t help but feel all tingly inside when I know something you don’t know.”

      “Kat,” Heru’s voice held a warning, his eyes a dark promise.

      I held up a finger, silencing him. I knew Mari better than him; I knew just how to play her like a concert pianist.

      “And what might that be?” Mari asked over the phone.

      “How about we trade—I’ll tell you what I know, if you tell me where the warehouse containing your secret, evil lab is?”

      “It’s not my lab,” she said blandly.

      “Semantics,” I said. “How about this—I’ll go first. You don’t have to tell me the location right away. You don’t even have to tell me over the phone. You can text it to me, for all I care. But just remember one thing—you already owe me a debt for Dom’s death. Now you’ll be doubly indebted to me, and I’m not feeling too happy about you right now. The next time I see you, my sword might just slip out of my scabbard and accidentally pierce your heart. And trust me when I say I will see you again.”

      Mari was quiet for a few seconds. “Fine,” she said. “I’ll bite. Share.”

      I looked straight into Heru’s eyes as I spoke. “Ouroboros has Mei, Mari. They have your mom.”

      Another few seconds of silence, just the sound of her breathing on the other side of the line. And then the line went dead.

      Got her.

      I lowered the phone, setting it on the floor by my knee.

      Heru stalked toward me and crouched down, bringing his face to my level. Damn, but it was hard to look into those glorious black-rimmed gold eyes when he was so close and so very pissed off. “You’re reckless,” he said, his voice cold and controlled. And terrifying.

      I leaned back a few inches. I couldn’t help it.

      “You’ve always been reckless,” he continued. “If that causes our people their lives . . .”

      Lex touched his shoulder with gentle fingertips, like doing so might help tame his rabid inner beast.

      The phone buzzed, and I risked a glance downward. One new message. From Mari.

      I opened it with a tap of my thumb. Straight-faced, I held the phone up for Heru to see. “If I’m not mistaken, that’s an address.” I suppressed a grin. “In SoDo.”
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      8:57 PM

      All bas have been released and returned to their respective bodies, security systems are disarmed, and personal are detained. Do what you want with this place . . . burn the whole damn warehouse to the ground if you want. I don’t care.

      8:58 PM

      Just don’t come looking for me. Don’t look for my mom. You won’t find us.

      8:58 PM

      This makes us even.

      

      Mari’s texts had come in quick succession while we were navigating the streets of SoDo. I’d smiled to myself after reading them. She’d always been reactionary. Once she cooled down and her more calculating, logical side took over, she would come to me, icy anger a frigid torch burning within her. Vengeance was a dish best served cold, in her case. And she made good chilled vengeance. The best, in fact.

      We kept our rescue party small—Heru, Lex, Aset, Neffe, Nik, and me. We were the only people outside of the shadow Senate fully aware of the situation. This core group was the trusted few, for now. Once the rescue mission was over and the warehouse lab was destroyed, we could start incorporating others into our circle—especially those we’d rescued—but for now, we were operating small, lips zipped. Loose lips and sinking ships, and all that . . .

      Once we knew where to attack, getting people and the kids out was easy enough—knocking out anything electronic is simple when you have nearly unlimited funds and resources, which Heru does. It’s good to be an ancient god of time—an ‘old one,’ as the more ancient of our kind were called. It helped that Mari had already swept through the place, disabling all of the alarm systems and security cameras and locking the few evening employees in holding cells that had apparently been empty.

      We arrived just minutes after her texts, unleashing a localized electromagnetic pulse generator that would wipe out everything for as long as it remained on, giving us enough time to get in, release all of the captured Nejerets and kids, and get out. We rushed the former captives out to the three buses we’d rented to transport them back to the Heru compound on Bainbridge. We weren’t sure what had been done to the kids. They didn’t appear to be roughed up, but some seemed ill, and others were out cold. Neffe and Aset were determined to use every cell of their scientific brains to figure out what Ouroboros had done to them.

      Not everyone could walk. Some of the Nejerets were unconscious, having slipped into regenerative comas as soon as Mari reunited their bas with their bodies. Those relative few were carried out, one by one, by Nik and Heru while Neffe, Aset, and Lex remained with those already loaded onto the buses, waiting to drive them to the ferry as soon as everyone was out. Reinforcements would arrive soon—Ouroboros had probably dispatched them as soon as Mari disabled all of the security systems—so we had to move as quickly as possible.

      I remained within the heart of the lightless laboratory, keeping watch on the new captives while Nik and Heru ushered the wounded out. I paced from one end of the large, sterile room to the other, following the line of glass viewing panes giving me a window into the cells. There were eight cells in this portion of the warehouse, each holding two or three people—seven scientists and nine security guards.

      “You can’t hold us in here!” one of the scientists shouted, pounding a fist against the thick, tempered glass of the third cell from the end. “We were just doing our jobs!”

      I rolled my eyes, blowing him a kiss as I passed the viewing window to his cell. He shared it with two other scientists—one male and one female. All three looked too pale, like they hadn’t seen the sun in weeks. Then again, this was Seattle. None of us had seen the sun in weeks.

      The rest of the room was filled with long, freestanding counters laden with high-tech and top-of-the-line equipment, all white or black or silver or glass. I didn’t know what any of it was for, beyond the microscopes, but it didn’t really matter. That was more Neffe’s thing.

      I watched Nik’s back as he carried the last unconscious Nejeret out of the lab. Heru had left just a moment earlier, meaning I had a moment alone with the Ouroboros personnel.

      Finally. This was why I’d volunteered to stand guard. This was what I’d been waiting for.

      I stopped at the far end of the lab and reached into my coat pocket, pulling out a vintage silver compact mirror. It had been my mom’s, and her mother’s before her. I opened the compact, revealing the mirror that wasn’t a mirror. DOMINIC L’ARAGNE was etched around the outer edge of the glass in tiny, precise letters, and his silvery visage stared out at me, eyes squinting. My fingers trembled under the force of my adrenaline. I was starving for vengeance.

      “Can you see?” I asked Dom, voice tight with the excitement of a potential righteous kill. “Or is it too dark?” There were no lights on in the warehouse, thanks to the steadily pulsing electromagnetic field generator we’d set up in the center of the cavernous building, but it wasn’t too dim for keen Nejeret eyesight to see clearly enough.

      “I cannot see much,” Dom said, “but I do not require sight to identify the one who tore out my soul.”

      “Those people aren’t even human!” the loudmouthed asshat scientist yelled. “They’re not protected by any human rights laws!”

      I quirked an eyebrow and started toward the third holding cell, picking up on Dom’s meaning. He didn’t need to see the guy who’d helped tear out his soul, because he could hear him, loud and clear. My bloodlust spiked, and my heartbeat quickened.

      “We’re well within our rights to do whatever the hell we want with them!”

      “This one?” I asked Dom, stopping in front of the viewing window.

      Dom nodded once. “His is a voice I shall never forget.”

      “Alright.” I closed the compact and tucked Dom back into my pocket, then fixed my eyes on the irate scientist within. I cocked my head to the side, eyes scouring the lines of his face, memorizing his features. Fury lit my blood on fire when I looked at him.

      His eyes searched what had to be absolute darkness from his perspective, looking for me.

      “What’s your name?” I asked.

      “Dr. Bergman,” he said, puffing up under his lab coat.

      “Got a first name?”

      He crossed his arms over his chest. “Eric.”

      I flashed him a humorless grin, not that he could see it. “Well, Dr. Eric Bergman, today’s your lucky day. I’m going to let you out of that cell. You, and only you.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Why?”

      “I need someone to send a message to your bosses. You’re the most outspoken, so . . .” I nodded to the door, then remembered that he couldn’t see the motion. “Step on over to the door.” When he didn’t move, I added, “You want to get out of there, don’t you? Isn’t that what you’ve been going on about for the past ten minutes?”

      After a few more seconds, he moved to the door. I unlocked it, and he took a cautious step out into the lab. A moment later, he lunged to the side, attempting to make a run for it.

      I grabbed the back collar of his lab coat and he jerked to a stop, falling back onto his ass. With my free hand, I pulled the door to the holding cell shut, then focused all of my attention on Dr. Dumbass.

      “You, Dr. Eric Bergman, made a very big mistake,” I said, taking hold of his thick mop of hair and pulling him up to a kneeling position.

      He sucked in halting breaths. “I—I’m sorry. Your message—I’ll pass it on. J—just tell me what it is.”

      I let out a bitter laugh, reaching into my back pocket with my free hand to retrieve a Sharpie. I pulled the cap off with my teeth and spit it to the side. “My brother’s name is Dominic l’Aragne. He’s one of the non-humans you so blithely experimented on.” I leaned forward until my face was mere inches from his. I was breathing hard, impassioned by my rage. “I’m telling you this so you’ll understand that what happens next is a result of your own actions. You made a choice. You chose wrong. You tore out my brother’s soul, tortured him, and now he’s dead.” I glared at the man—the human—in disgust. He didn’t deserve his soul. “It’s time for the reckoning.”

      I pulled back a few inches and brought the Sharpie to his forehead, where I started to write out a single word in big, bold letters.

      B—

      His sweat blurred the lines of my letters, permanent ink and all, but it didn’t matter. I was finally getting a grip on my sheut’s innate power. I was finally starting to understand it.

      U—

      Where my magic was concerned, intent was paramount, and conviction was key. There was nothing shoddy or shaky about my intent or my conviction now. The hunger for revenge was all-consuming. Dom’s death would be answered for.

      R—

      I didn’t even care that he was human, or that killing him would destroy his soul. That his would be the first life I truly ended, body and soul. He deserved an eternity of agony, but I’d settle for a few minutes instead. I wanted this man to burn with the fires of a thousand hells.

      And burn he did.

      As I finished writing the word “BURN” on his forehead, the ink started to sizzle.

      Dr. Eric Bergman whimpered . . . then gasped . . . then screamed. The black letters pulsated, brilliant orange glowing around the edges. A moment later, actual flames burst out of his forehead. They engulfed his entire head, spreading down his body and up my arm. I gritted my teeth as my skin burned, blistered, and melted right along with his.

      I threw him backwards before the flames could travel past my elbow. I didn’t want to singe my hair, after all. My skin would heal in a matter of days, but my hair would take years to grow back.

      Dr. Eric Bergman was still screaming when the lights came back on. Someone must’ve turned off the EMP generator. It was time to go. Bergman writhed on the ground, rolling and flopping around. I had no doubt that the pain was unbearable, that it had already driven him mad. And yet, there was no way it even came close to the hours and hours of pain and torture this man and his team had inflicted on Dom. Pity wasn’t even a fleeting thought. This was justice.

      Holding my arm away from my body, I walked to the nearest sink and turned on the water, moving my arm back and forth and twisting it around until all of the flames were out. Once I was fire-free, I strode away from the burning man still writhing on the floor.

      Nik stood silhouetted in the doorway at the far end of the lab, shoulder leaned against the doorframe, watching.

      I paused, just for a moment. I hadn’t known he was there.

      A moment later, I turned my head and looked at the scientists and security guards still in their cells. “I’m holding your bosses just as responsible as Dr. Bergman there,” I told them. Every single one of them stood at their viewing windows, varying degrees of horror painted across their faces as they watched their colleague burn. “Feel free to let them know.” I started to walk away. “And tell them I’m coming for them.”

      “But—”

      I stopped at the last cell’s viewing window.

      Two of the cell’s occupants slunk back into the shadows, but a lone female security guard stood her ground. “Who are you?” she asked.

      “Me? I’m Kat Dubois.” I turned away from her and continued on toward the doorway. Toward Nik. The ghost of a smile touched my lips. “I’m the Ink Witch.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      “You’re sure you can handle running this place while I’m gone?” I asked Kimi. It was evening, and the shop was closed.

      From the opposite side of the counter, she shrugged. “I’ve been working for you since you first opened. If I can’t run this place by now, I’ve got no business getting my MBA.”

      “Fair enough,” I said with a nod. I bent my knees to pick up an oversized duffel bag off the floor. I’d stuffed nearly every piece of clothing I actually wore into the bag, along with my backup boots and a few other odds and ends from upstairs. “I’ll check in at least once a week, but don’t hesitate to call if you have any questions.”

      “You got it, boss,” she said. “Any idea how long you’ll be gone?”

      I shook my head. “But I’ll let you know as soon as I know.” I was returning to Bainbridge indefinitely. It was past time for me to get over my shit and rejoin my clan.

      The bell over the door jingled, and we both turned our heads to watch six people stream into the shop—Heru and Nik, closely followed by two unfamiliar Nejerets, one male, one female, and him. The bartender from the Goose smirked when his eyes locked with mine. The five newcomers lined up, Nik and Aset on either end, Heru a few steps ahead.

      “Kimi,” I said without taking my eyes off the Nejerets. “Why don’t you take off. I’ll finish closing up tonight.”

      “But—”

      “Kimi.” I looked at her, and whatever she saw in my eyes caused the blood to drain from her face. “Go, now. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

      She nodded, licked her lips, and backed away, rushing through the beaded curtain. A few seconds later, I heard the back door open, then shut. Kimi was gone.

      I refocused on Heru. “To what do I owe this honor, oh chieftain, my chieftain?”

      “Katarina Dubois,” Heru said, his voice bland, “the Senate has issued a detainment order for you. You’re charged with being in league with the rogue Nejerets, Mari and Mei. Your rebellious and irresponsible actions have put Nejeretkind at risk, and such behavior cannot go unpunished.” His lips twitched.

      I, myself, was having a hard time keeping a straight face. I’d known something like this would be coming, eventually. I was the only one who identified herself at the warehouse the previous night, making myself the easiest target for retribution. We’d lit the match with our siege on the Ouroboros warehouse; it was time to start the fire.

      “I advise that you submit to the Senate’s authority and offer yourself into their just and capable hands,” Heru continued. As leader of this territory, it was his right to come after me himself, though I wasn’t surprised the Senate sent others with him to make sure he followed through. “If you do not submit, you will be detained using force.”

      Nik shook his head, almost imperceptibly.

      I stared at him for a moment, then returned my focus to Heru. “You know,” I said, “I’m just not feeling it today. Can you come back tomorrow?”

      This time, when Heru’s lips twitched, he allowed a hint of a smile to break free, just for a moment. His expression went blank, and he turned on his heel to face the other Nejerets. “She chose to resist. There was a struggle.”

      “Was?” the bartender said, alarm flashing in his eyes.

      Not a second later, crystalline At vines slithered across the floor, originating at Nik and wrapping around the ankles of the bartender and the two unfamiliar Nejerets. The vines climbed up their legs, winding around and around, until they were restrained up to their shoulders and their struggles were limited to the twisting of their heads from side to side.

      “Fugitive’s choice,” Heru said. “Which to release as a messenger, which to keep for questioning . . .” He grinned viciously. “And which to be the message.” There was no doubt in my mind what form that message would take. I was well versed in this form of communication.

      I stared at Heru, unblinking, totally caught off guard. It was like a twisted version of marry-fuck-kill. “You’re going to start a war,” I told him.

      “Not a war,” he said, his grin fading. “A revolution.”

      “I—I don’t—”

      “Choose, Kat, or I’ll choose for you.”

      I didn’t even have to think about it, and I didn’t bother voicing my choice. I simply drew the combat knife tucked into my boot sheath, strode up to the Nejeret who’d been posing as a bartender to spy on me, and held the blade flush under his jaw.

      He swallowed reflexively.

      “This is for Garth,” I hissed, slicing the blade across his neck. I took a step backward to avoid the waterfall of blood that cascaded down his front and waited until his body went limp to turn away from him. I locked eyes with Heru. “I don’t give two shits what you do with the others.”

      “Very well.” His focus shifted beyond me, and he addressed the two remaining Senate Nejerets. “I’m declaring martial law.” He looked at the woman. “Gaia, be so kind as to inform the Senate that my first act as Governor General is to pardon Katarina Dubois.” As he spoke, the At vines restraining her uncoiled from around her body.

      “You might want to go now,” Nik said to the unfamiliar woman. The bell over the door jingled a moment later as she made a quick exit.

      I watched the slowly expanding pool of crimson on the floor—it was going to be a pain in the ass to clean up—then sighed. In hindsight, maybe I should’ve just broken his neck, even if slicing it open had been more satisfying in the moment.

      “How’d you know he was the one who attacked us?” Nik asked.

      I met his eyes, but I could only handle looking at him for a second. I lowered my gaze to the puddle of blood on the floor. “I just did.”

      “Come on,” Heru said, patting my shoulder. “Let’s get this cleaned up. There’s much to do, but little time. The sooner you’re gone, the better.”

      “Gone?” I twisted around to look at him, brow furrowed. “Gone where?” Because the way he’d said gone sure as hell didn’t sound like he was talking about our clan home on Bainbridge Island.

      His golden stare was hard, commanding. “Underground.”
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        Thanks for reading! You’ve reached the end of Ink Witch (Kat Dubois Chronicles, #1). Keep reading for more Kat adventures in Outcast (Kat Dubois Chronicles, #2).
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        For LP – thank you. I’ll never be able to express how much your endless friendship and support means to me. I appreciate the *beep* out of you, Duds!
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      “Pew . . .” Eyes watering, I wrinkled my nose and waved a hand in front of my face. “You’re lucky your nose is safe from this,” I told Dom. I was standing just inside the north entrance to Seattle’s “Tent District,” taking in the midday sights, sounds . . . and odorific smells. The unofficial district was very much a kingdom within a city, where those who shunned modern ways—or were shunned by them—carried out their lives off the books. And apparently out of the shower.

      “For once, little sister, I think I prefer being incorporeal.” Dom’s words, classed up as usual by his faint French accent, rolled through my mind, audible only to me.

      “You’re welcome,” I muttered.

      My dead-ish older brother was currently watching the world around me from a tiny mirror about the size of a silver dollar hanging as a pendant on a short chain around my neck. It allowed him a view of everything ahead of me and enabled me to hear him, thanks to the skin-to-skin contact between Dom’s mirror and me. In the week since I first stuffed his soul into a looking glass, I’d done what I could to make his existence more varied and mobile—at least, on my side of the glass. I still wasn’t sure what exactly was on his side, and he wasn’t offering up much in the way of details. Or information at all. Not that his tight-lipped response to this matter was unexpected. Or annoying. Didn’t bother me one bit. Not one bit.

      The point being, he now had several mirrors he could bounce between at will: the standing mirror at Heru’s mansion on Bainbridge, the silver compact in my pocket, and the pendant dangling from a chain around my neck. The trifecta created a network of sorts, which was pretty damn convenient; he could play the messenger between the rest of Clan Heru on Bainbridge and me, the off-the-radar fugitive on a mission. A rebel with a cause.

      “I’m surprised any Nejerets can stand living here,” I said as quietly as I could, skirting eye contact with a greasy-haired woman peddling backpacks and other kinds of bags boasting custom modifications.

      My kind, immortal beings—immortal-ish—originally heralding from the Sahara Desert before ancient Egypt had become a thing, is gifted with more than just the amazing regenerative abilities that make our lives potentially endless. Our senses—sight, smell, and hearing, mostly—are heightened beyond those of humans, something that can be both a benefit and a curse. Right now, surrounded by thousands of bodies in various stages of unwashedness, my hypersensitive nose was definitely a curse.

      “Breathe through your mouth,” Dom suggested.

      I could only imagine the look of horror that warped my features. “And eat this stench?” I snorted derisively. “Thanks, but no thanks.”

      “Perhaps you should be on your way, then,” Dom said. “Make this visit as quick as possible. There are many other Nejerets on Heru’s list . . .”

      I nodded, though he couldn’t see the movement, and scanned the area around me. The Tent District occupied what used to be the King County International Airport—Boeing Field, to the locals—back before gravloops, a high-speed transportation system utilizing air pressure and gravity, stole the market in long-distance travel. The now-defunct airport was surrounded by a chain-link fence on three sides and the narrow Duwamish Waterway on the east side, creating a long, autonomous pseudo-nation. The Tent District occupied a three-square-mile space in southern Seattle, just south of the once industrial-hip, now run-down and abandoned Georgetown neighborhood.

      Within the chain-link walls, this kingdom of paupers was broken into four quadrants by two permanent pedestrian thoroughfares that crossed in the relative middle, one connecting the north and south gates, the other leading from the eastern gate to the “docks” spanning the entire western edge of the district. These avenues were for foot and bicycle traffic only, as automobiles weren’t allowed within the district’s fences. Guns, either. The lack of cars made it so walking through the gates was like taking a step back in time.

      The acre or two nearest the northern gate functioned as something of a street fair, where it seemed that the residents of the Tent District could barter for food and goods. A myriad of jerry-rigged and dilapidated tents covered the peddler’s stalls, brightly colored paper lanterns dangled from crisscrossing strings overhead, jazzing up the place, and people crowded three or four deep at each stall, speaking loudly and gesticulating with gusto. According to the satellite maps I’d viewed online, there was a larger marketplace at the center of the district, where a cluster of old airplane hangars looked to have been converted into something of a town square. At least, that’s what it had looked like on the computer screen at the public library this morning. I’d never actually stepped foot within these fences before. And no, not just because of the smell.

      The Tent District isn’t just a gathering place for Seattle’s ever-increasing homeless population; it’s a safe haven for wayward Nejerets, both the clanless and the dissatisfied dissenters. Not all of my kind approved of the Senate and its Nejeret-supremacist view of the world, and the bravest—or dumbest, depending on how you looked at it—went so far as to refuse paying their mandatory taxes to the Nejeret governing body. For the past decade or so, Heru has allowed such Nejerets to remain in his territory unharmed and unharassed, so long as they stay within this district’s fences. The second they leave the Tent District, they break the pact with Heru and become lawbreakers, punishable however he sees fit. It may sound harsh, but it’s a whole lot kinder than the reception these rage-against Nejerets—fist pump—would receive in any other Senator’s territory, let alone the punishment they would face for skirting their tax obligations.

      Technically, Nejeret society is a republic, ruled by the Senate, a body of one hundred and one representatives elected by the rest of us. But each Senate seat comes with a geographical territory, and each Senator rules as a relative monarch over their land. Heru’s territory spans the Pacific Coast, stretching from Alaska all the way down to San Francisco. His is one of the largest and richest territories, but then he’s one of the most ancient and powerful Nejerets alive. He’s also technically the ruler of all of us right now, having declared martial law less than a week ago and stepped into the role of Governor General.

      Thanks to him, we were at war. With the Senate. With ourselves. Ominous as it sounded, I was convinced it was a good thing. The Senate has a darker, shadowy side that’s all kinds of evil. Even if I hadn’t sworn an oath to Heru years ago, I’d have thrown my lot in with him in this fight. This war wasn’t about politics or power; it was about right and wrong. Plain and simple.

      Heru’s war was the reason I was in the stinking Tent District in the first place. As the striker of the match that sparked this whole revolution, I’d essentially volunteered to be the Senate’s public enemy number one. They wanted to get their hands on me, to make an example of me, desperately. It would go a long way toward proving their strength. Knowing this, Heru tasked me with a dual-purpose mission—he wanted me to go underground, so to speak, traveling around and recruiting support for his side, while at the same time distracting the opposition by rousing dissention within their ranks. It was a pretty damn important job. It also left me feeling an awful lot like bait. Uncomfortably so. In fact, it sort of chafed, how bait-like I felt.

      But I understood Heru’s reasoning. I was a diversion. So long as it was known that I was out and about, wandering free and sowing discord, those who remained loyal to the Senate—or what was left of the Senate now that some had defected to Heru’s side—would be distracted. They’d be fighting a war on two fronts, splitting their energy and resources between battling Heru and his supporters and hunting me, not to mention dealing with whatever chaos I stirred up. And trust me, I give good chaos.

      My visit to the Tent District fit into facet numero uno of my mission: to rally support for Heru. Thousands of people lived here in the Tent District, hundreds of which were Nejerets thanks to Heru’s standing offer of a conditional carte blanche. In a species that counted its population at just over eleven thousand, several hundred swinging this way or that could make a noticeable difference.

      The district’s leader, a Nejeret by the name of Dorman, was an old friend of Heru’s. Or, at least, an old former friend of Heru’s. According to Dom, the two had a falling out around the last turn of the century, nearly a hundred and forty years ago, which, I supposed, was why I was approaching Dorman instead of Heru doing it himself.

      I pulled up my sweatshirt’s hood and stuffed my hands into the pockets of my leather coat, then started down the walkway. I headed south toward the center of the district, where my sources told me Dorman had set up office. It was a little over a mile from the northern gate.

      “Should’ve taken the eastern gate,” I commented, moving my lips as little as possible so as not to draw attention to myself. At least this was a place where being a wacky chick who talks to herself might not draw too much insta-judgment.

      “But this way you have plenty of time to make yourself seen,” Dom said. We’d gone back and forth between using the northern and eastern gates—the eastern gate being a good bit closer to the district’s core. “I think you are discounting how beneficial it could prove to our cause for word of your arrival to spread among the Nejerets here. You may even draw a crowd . . .”

      I agreed with him, but being the only one of us with a physical body to worry about, I was a little concerned about being jumped by covert Senate supporters or hired lackeys. It didn’t seem likely that they’d been lurking around in here, and if they were, they’d be unarmed, thanks to the pretty hefty anti-weapons security check at the gate, but there was no way to know for sure. Unless they jumped me. Then I’d be pretty sure.

      I peered first to one side, then the other as I made my way farther into the district, weaving around and between people. Most wore several layers despite the current lack of rain. The chill in the air justified it, and the overcast sky teased us all about raining down its droplets of love at any moment. It was February and this was Seattle, after all.

      My fingers itched for my absent sword, Mercy, but I was trying to lay low. At least, when I wasn’t trying to draw a crowd. And laying low with a katana strapped to your back is harder than it sounds. Or maybe it’s exactly as hard as it sounds. In any case, I missed Mercy. Desperately.

      At present, my possessions were minimal. I’d been living out of a backpack for the past four days—a good old vintage forest-green JanSport—ducking out in bars until they closed and kicked me out, then breaking into basements to crash for the night. This is my city, and I know how to live on the lam here. Once my mission takes me out to other cities—to other territories—it’ll be a whole new ball game.

      Honestly, right now I probably looked and smelled like I fit right in here. Sponge baths in bars just aren’t the same as a good, long, hot shower.

      As I made my way deeper into the Tent District, a hand-painted sign caught my eye. “Hey, they have rent-a-showers here!” I said, my voice hushed but excited.

      “I hardly think a space so densely packed with Nejerets with questionable intentions is the wisest place to make yourself vulnerable by disrobing.”

      I frowned, excitement deflating. “Yeah . . . you’re probably right.”

      “You could always rent a motel room.”

      “Maybe,” I said. We’d had this chat a dozen times before, but the idea of a skeezy motel clerk knowing I was there made me uneasy. I wasn’t willing to let my guard down anywhere I might be vulnerable. “Or we could head to a gym after this. They have shower stalls.”

      “Truly, little sister, is personal hygiene really our biggest concern at present?”

      I snorted. “Says the guy who doesn’t have a body to keep clean.”

      It was a little crazy, having gone from not talking to Dom for over three years to having him constantly buzzing in my ear, my own personal angel on my shoulder. Dealing with his constant companionship was a bit of an adjustment, but nearly losing him made me appreciate what otherwise might have annoyed me. I was just glad he was still in my life, and I was as determined as ever to find a way to bring him all the way back to the land of the living.

      “So what’s this Dorman guy’s deal, anyway?” I asked, angling my face downward but watching my surroundings through my lashes. I knew the Nejeret in charge of this place was several centuries old and that he’d been born in Virginia around the time of the American Revolution. I knew he was of Heru’s line, a great-great-great-descendant to some nth degree. But I knew next to nothing about him, about the kind of man he was. I had no clue how I might get through to him, regardless of what bridges had been burned between him and Heru in the past.

      “His deal?”

      “Yeah. Like, is he an asshole? Does he have any triggers? Is he gullible? Is he cold like Heru?”

      Dom laughed softly, a hushed, dry sound. “Dorman is nothing like Heru. He’s a quick-witted, good-natured man with a kind heart and a friendly sense of humor, and he has no taste for violence or killing, though he’s more than capable of taking care of himself when need be.”

      I frowned. “He sounds like a pretty stand-up guy.”

      “Indeed he is.”

      “Which makes me oh so curious about what happened between him and Heru. Must’ve been one hell of a falling out.”

      “Indeed it was,” Dom said in his patented that’s-all-I’m-going-to-say-about-that tone.

      “Hmm . . .” I strolled the rest of the way in silence, thoughts tumbling around in my head. I hardly considered myself the best choice for this kind of mission, but I knew as well as anyone that we had to play the cards we were dealt. After all, I’m kind of a big deal in the tarot card world. And by tarot card world I mean Seattle’s tarot card world. Capitol Hill, specifically. That’s pretty much the only place where anyone knows about me and my fortune-telling prowess. My skill as a tattoo artist, however—that draws in clients from all over the country.

      Some fifteen minutes later, I closed in on the enormous hangars at the heart of the district and was surprised to find a crowd of Nejerets watching my approach. They fanned out behind a smallish man wearing jeans, brown leather work boots, and a navy blue raincoat, the hood pulled down to reveal a Mariners baseball cap. Like all Nejerets, he appeared to be in the prime of his life, both youthful and ageless. Well, all Nejerets who aren’t me; I’ll look eighteen until the day I die.

      “That’s Dorman,” Dom said.

      I removed my right hand from my pocket to zip up the sweatshirt under my coat a few more inches, concealing Dom. He would still be able to hear what was going on around us, he just wouldn’t be able to see anything. It was unfortunate, losing a second set of eyes, but it had to be done. He was the ace up my sleeve. Or down my shirt, in his case. But still, he was my secret weapon. Secret being the key word.

      I nodded to Dorman as I approached.

      He took a few steps toward me, his hand extended, a tentative smile curving his lips and rounding the apples of his cheeks. At first glance, he seemed a jolly fellow. Warm and welcoming, too. I glanced around, fearing that I was being punked. Practical jokes aren’t really my thing. Like, at all. My ex-partner-in-sanctioned-crime Mari tried pulling one once, back during our days as the Senate’s dynamic assassinating duo, and she’d ended up with a face full of salt water and spit and a pretty decent shiner. She’d only tried once.

      “You’re Dorman, I take it?” I said, shaking the Nejeret’s proffered hand.

      He nodded. “And you’re Katarina Dubois.” His eyebrows danced over his kind, hazel eyes, and his grin widened. He had the accent and charm of a country gentleman, and there was something familiar about him. “The Ink Witch.” He released my hand.

      I pressed my lips together, none too pleased. I’d come to embrace the nickname, but I wanted to know how Dorman knew it: from my work as a finder of lost people, or from the night I burned the Ouroboros scientist who’d torn Dom’s soul—his ba—out of his body, leading to my brother’s eventual death?

      “I wondered how long it would take you to venture into our humble abode,” Dorman said. As he spoke, the sense of familiarity increased.

      “Have we met before?” I asked, brows drawing together.

      Dorman blinked, his smile amping back up to full wattage. “Once,” he said. “A couple decades ago.”

      My eyes rounded. “You were the one in the old tent city—you told me where to find Mari.”

      He placed his hands in his jeans pockets and rocked back on his heels. “And you nearly got yourself killed. I warned you she could take care of herself.”

      I felt a wry smile twist my lips, and I shook my head. “Fair enough.” I’d liked him then on impulse, and I felt the same thing now. “I don’t suppose you’ve seen or heard from Mari? Or that you know how to get ahold of her?” I asked, hope high but expectations low. She would make a powerful ally in Heru’s war, if I could track her down. It was a big if, especially considering she’d vanished with her mother, Mei, a Nejeret with a gifted sheut that gave her the power to teleport, among other things.

      “No, I can’t say as I have seen her, nor that I would know how to reach her,” Dorman said, disappointing me despite my low expectations.

      “Pity.” I glanced to the crowd of Nejerets beyond him, who were watching and listening intently. What thoughts spun around in their minds? How much did they know? Where would their allegiance fall? “Have you heard about what’s going on”—I pointed up and to the side with my chin, indicating the world outside these fences—“out there?”

      Dorman’s expression sobered. “I’ve heard whispers . . . and shouts.” He stared off into the distance for a moment, but his hazel gaze soon returned to me. “I’d like to hear what you have to say about it, though.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Even though whatever I tell you will be biased since I’m with Clan Heru?” I wanted to make sure he understood that I wasn’t here to get lost like all the others; I was here as an emissary.

      “Even more so because you’re with Clan Heru.” The corners of his mouth lifted, and he raised his voice, just a little. “I, too, am with Clan Heru.”

      Behind him, there were hushed whispers among the crowd. He’d just declared himself for our side, and some of the tension I’d been lugging around faded.

      “Walk with me,” Dorman said, stepping to the side and holding his arm out. “There’s something I think you’ll want to see, and on the way, you can fill me in on all the excitement.”

      I fell into step beside him.

      “You’ll find no fans of the Senate here,” he added.

      I looked at him, intrigued. “Oh? Then you’ll help us fight them?”

      He stared off into the distance. “Me?” he said, frowning. “I’ll do what little I can, but I’m just one man.” He nodded to the crowd that was now following us. “It’s them you’re after. Prove that this war is about more than just power. Prove your worth, earn their trust, and they’ll be the most loyal army you could ask for.”

      I glanced over my shoulder. There were well over a hundred Nejerets trailing behind us. “And how am I supposed to do that?”

      Dorman glanced at me sidelong. “You, my dear, are about to find out.”
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      Dorman led me to one of the smaller hangars in the cluster making up the pseudo–town square, the small horde of Nejerets trailing behind us. I filled him in, giving him the quick and dirty version of all that had happened the previous week with Ouroboros and Mari, everything leading up to Heru’s declaration of martial law and the resulting split with the Senate.

      “And so the mighty king reclaims his throne,” Dorman said, heading straight for the hangar’s huge open doorway. Two overlapping sheets of plastic blocked the way.

      “Governor General, not king,” I corrected. “And it’s only a temporary position.”

      In the mirror pendant, Dom snickered.

      Dorman chuckled softly. “Darlin’, Heru always has been and always will be a king. He can’t help it. It’s who he is.” I opened my mouth to argue, but before I could say anything, Dorman patted my shoulder and said, “And don’t you fret. I accept his right to rule over me. Daresay I welcome it. I sure as hell trust him more than I trust the rest of the Senators.” He held one side of the plastic curtain up to let me through, then turned to address our train of Nejerets. “We’ll return momentarily.” He motioned for me to enter the hangar.

      As I did, I blinked against the sudden brightness. Standing floodlights were positioned at intervals throughout the cavernous interior, illuminating dozens and dozens of cots lined up in neat rows, like this was some kind of field hospital. Many of the collapsible beds were occupied, the people lying on them either asleep, reading, or staring off into space. Some were bandaged here or there or had an IV attached. A handful of other people wearing mismatching scrubs moved around the area, looking after the injured and sick. Their patients seemed well cared for, but even so, something felt off. It was quiet in the makeshift hospital, but not in a peaceful sense. It was too subdued for that. It felt lonely.

      “This is our hospital,” Dorman said, like it wasn’t obvious.

      “I can see that.” I surveyed the area. I hadn’t considered that there might be anything like this here, but I supposed it made sense. People get sick everywhere; even a place like the Tent District needed some sort of infrastructure for allowing its residents to be cared for. It took a few seconds, but when the reason for the sense of loneliness struck me, it hit hard. “There are no visitors.”

      Dorman’s eyes widened, like my observation surprised him. “Correct. We’ve had to take precautions to minimize exposure.”

      “Exposure to what?” Dom said, and my eyes narrowed on Dorman. “Exposure to what?” I asked, repeating my half-brother’s question.

      Dorman leaned in a little, like he was going to share a secret with me. “The infection.” He started down an aisle between two rows of cots. “Follow me,” he said over his shoulder. “I’ll show you.”

      I stared after him for a few seconds, then followed, strides quick so I could catch up. “What kind of infection?” I asked, glancing from side to side, my voice hushed. “And why are you showing me?”

      Dorman glanced at me over his shoulder. “Because I’m pretty dang sure that this virus, or whatever it is, is part of the war.” He angled toward another, smaller door at the back of the hangar. “The first person to show signs of the infection—a human—escaped from an Ouroboros lab. The same lab, I daresay, that you helped Heru dismantle.”

      My hands balled into fists. I really didn’t like the sound of this.

      “Our doctors haven’t been able to figure out what the infection is, let alone how it works, and they’re at an absolute loss as to how to stop it.” Dorman spoke quietly, for my ears only. He reached the door at the back of the hangar and opened it, then gestured for me to go through.

      Through the doorway, I could see that more cots were packed into this smaller room, each and every one occupied. I counted twenty-eight patients in there. I hesitated before going in. Normally, I wouldn’t worry about catching a disease—any disease—but Ouroboros had been experimenting on humans and Nejerets. What if they’d developed a pathogen that could take me down?

      “You’re safe enough,” Dorman said, reading my wariness. He slipped into the room ahead of me. “See? It only affects humans. We’re limiting the care staff to Nejeret volunteers. Besides, it’s not airborne, so far as we can tell.”

      I followed him in. As my focus shifted from cot to cot, from feverish face to feverish face, my dread transformed to fear, then to anger. “They’re kids.”

      Hands clasped behind his back, Dorman nodded. “Sammy—that’s the child who escaped from the lab—came to us six days ago. His friends brought him in, begging us to care for him. We had, of course, known about the children disappearing off the streets for some time. By the time we figured out what was happening, we were unable to do anything about those already taken, but for the past month or so, we’ve been offering sanctuary to any homeless child in Seattle in the hopes that staying within our boundaries might keep them safe.”

      “I think it worked,” I said, nodding absently. “I have a friend in the PD. He said most of the kids vanished a month or two ago, before your offer of sanctuary. A few were abducted after, but with the pickings so slim…”

      “That’s some comfort at least.”

      “I’ll check in with Lex,” Dom said. “See if any of the kids they took to Bainbridge are sick.”

      I scanned the youthful faces. “So Sammy was the first?” Some of the kids were awake, reading or chatting with their neighbors or curled up in the fetal position and crying. Others were out cold. “Who are the rest of the kids?”

      “Sammy’s friends . . . and their friends, and so on.” Dorman settled his hazel stare on me. “There’s another room filled with more sick folks—adults, mostly. The infection seems to progress slightly slower with them, but nothing we do seems to help, really. Whatever this thing is, Ouroboros created it. If you could find the cure . . .” He inhaled and exhaled heavily, his eyes searching mine. “Most of the Nejerets who live here are here because they disapprove of the way our kind treats humans. Prove to them that you’re different—that Heru is different—and that your side cares about our mortal brothers and sisters, and you’ll earn the hearts and loyalty of every Nejeret here.”

      I placed my hands on my hips and, slowly, nodded. “How many people are infected?”

      “Forty-nine, and more every day. So far as we can tell, it’s contained within our walls. Thankfully, not many people leave this place.” Dorman’s gaze trailed off, landing on a cot in the far corner. “I’d just ask that whatever you do, do it fast. Sammy’s not going to last much longer.”

      I reached out and squeezed his arm. “I’ll do what I can. If there’s a cure, I swear to you, I’ll find it.”
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      I sat tucked away in the corner booth at the Gull, a dive bar downtown on Pike Street, my tarot deck on the table before me, three cards faceup. The bar was far enough from Capitol Hill that I didn’t have to constantly look over my shoulder to make sure none of the Senate’s Nejeret watchdogs had found me, but it was close enough for comfort. A quick ten-minute bus ride would dump me on Broadway, just a block from my shop. Not that I’d been there in days, but knowing that Ninth Life Ink was so close was a comfort. Nik was there, looking after things in my absence. That, too, was a comfort.

      I was in a holding pattern. I wasn’t sure what to do about the sick kids situation. Dom was off consulting with our people on Bainbridge, so he wasn’t around to bounce ideas off of, and the cards weren’t telling me anything I didn’t already know.

      I gulped down the rest of my bourbon, then raised the empty glass and caught the bartender’s eye. Normally I don’t push for table-side service at a dive bar, but it was a Tuesday, and I was one of three patrons in the place. The chick tending bar nodded and grabbed the bottle of Tatoosh, then made her way across the sticky floor to my corner table.

      “You any good with those things?” she asked as she poured. She wanted me to do a reading for her. That’s why she was asking. It’s always why people asked.

      I shrugged. “I’m decent.” Normally I’d humor her. Maybe even try to charm her pants off with my fortune-telling wiles. Might even earn myself access to a shower. What could I say? She was pretty enough in a grunge-chic way, and I was more than lonely enough.

      I hadn’t been with anyone since that afternoon in the stairwell with the Senate’s spy. It didn’t matter that he was dead now, that I’d killed him. I was still tempted to replace the feel of his hands on my body with those of another. It might even work. For a few hours. But I was afraid that the memories of how he’d sounded in that stairwell, how he’d smelled and felt, would return, fresh as ever. I feared finding out that they might haunt me forever.

      I clenched my jaw. I wasn’t in the mood for temporary amnesia right now, anyway.

      The bartender lingered for a few seconds too long. I took it as a signal to take my leave and pulled my wallet from my left coat pocket. I fished out four twenties and handed them to her. “No change.” It was plenty to pay for the three doubles plus a decent tip. I tossed back the bourbon in my freshly refilled glass, then slid it across the corner of the table to the bartender. “Thanks.”

      She took the hint and returned to the bar, the bottle and empty glass in hand.

      I restacked my cards and tucked them into their crushed velvet drawstring bag, then returned the bag to my backpack and zipped the whole thing up. After scooting out of the booth, I headed to the bar’s back door, which spit me out in a dingy alleyway. The pavement was slick with rain and even slicker where the uneven cobblestones of days gone by showed through the patchy asphalt, and my balance was a little off from that last double. Pulling up my hood to fend off the drizzle, I made my way to the mouth of the alley, keeping a careful eye on where I placed my boots.

      I could head back to the library, maybe do some more research on Ouroboros. Except I doubted that anything I found online would do me—or the sick kids—any good. It was hardly like they would publicly post the directions to make a cure for whatever mutant disease they’d cooked up.

      A bus glided past the opening of the alley, its brakes squealing as it came to a stop. BROADWAY/CAPITOL HILL glowed on the sign along its side, declaring its route.

      Reacting on instinct, I stumbled to a jog before I even realized what I was doing. I made it to the bus just as the driver was shutting the door.

      A cheerful, bushy-browed guy in his fifties or sixties greeted me with a wide smile. “Almost missed you there with those dark clothes. You blend right in with the sidewalk this time of night.” It was barely past six, but late enough that the sun was down and night had set in.

      “Thanks for waiting,” I said, breaths quick from the dash. I fed a few bucks into the cash slot in the payment kiosk at the front of the bus and plopped down in the nearest open seat, just a few back from the driver. The bus was fairly full with evening commuters, but not packed.

      My heartbeat picked up as the driver shifted gears and the bus lurched forward. It had been almost a week since I’d gone home. Surely I could risk a peek. I wouldn’t even get off the bus; I’d just ride past the shop and make sure everything looked alright. Make sure Nik wasn’t letting the place fall apart. Make sure he was alright.

      Heru had wanted Nik to come back to Bainbridge with him—for his own safety—but Nik had refused, claiming the Senate would never consider coming after him. He’d been the host to our creator, the Netjer Re, for thousands of years, and our kind have long memories. He was revered, still, even though Re was long gone. Targeting Nik, making him into a martyr, would send a ripple through the Senate’s ranks, shattering their following and driving too many of their people to our side. They couldn’t afford to go after him. He was as untouchable as anyone could be.

      His logic was sound enough to convince Heru, but a seed of doubt had implanted itself in my chest. I wasn’t as convinced of his supposed immunity to the Senate’s wrath. Peace of mind was well worth the minimal risk of a quick bus ride past the shop.

      It would be quick. Totally harmless. Right?
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      Apparently, I have the will of a Chihuahua. I got off the damn bus.

      And the moment my boots touched the cement of the sidewalk on Broadway, I felt a deep sense of rightness. I also felt something slightly nauseating. I’m pretty sure it was an even deeper sense of paranoia. Of what-the-fuck-am-I-doing.

      I should’ve hopped right back on the bus, or at least hung around the bus stop until the next bus—any bus—showed up and ridden the hell out of dodge, because if there was one place the Senate was sure to be watching for me, it was the shop. Getting their hands on me would be a big win for their side and an even bigger fuck-you to Heru. And yet, knowing all that, I still let my feet carry me up the block. At least I was on the other side of the street. That little precaution had to count for something.

      It was doing a lot more than drizzling now, and the hood of my sweatshirt was soaking up the water like a thirsty sponge. I ducked into the recessed stoop of a vacant retail space across the street from the Ninth Life and crouched down. I nodded a greeting to the only other occupant of the space, a grimy old fellow who looked just this side of death’s door. He offered me a toothless smile.

      The shop would be closing soon. The artists were surely finishing up with their final clients of the day before cleaning up, if they hadn’t done so already. I could see their silhouettes through the fogged glass, and I yearned to go in. That shop was my home as much as the apartment overhead was. More so, maybe.

      With the chime of a bell, the shop door opened. My heartbeat sped up. A waif of a young woman emerged and brought with her a wave of disappointment. I’d been hoping for a familiar face. Oh, who was I kidding—I’d been hoping to see Nik’s face.

      I watched the door from that dingy alcove for another ten or fifteen minutes, but nobody else came out of the shop. Deciding it was time to stop tempting fate, I stood and started walking down the sidewalk, hands stuffed into my pockets and head bowed. It was stupid of me to come here in the first place, knowing I’d only be able to watch my old life from the outside looking in. I felt worse than before. Like even more of an outcast.

      The bell over the door chimed again, and I froze. After a quick glance over my shoulder, I hurried to the next recess in the storefronts, the entryway to a desserts-only café, and huddled there, peeking around the edge of my sodden hood to watch the person who’d left the Ninth Life.

      It was Nik. He leaned back against the broad shop window to the left of the door, a cigarette held up to his lips between two fingers and a silver lighter in his other hand. He was wearing a black hooded sweatshirt and worn, gray jeans. Though he had many more, only a few of his tattoos were visible—most notably the Egyptian goddess inked into his neck, her outstretched wings wrapping around to just barely touch in the back. His dark brown hair was buzzed on the sides, the longer top portion swept back, and his face was clean-shaven. His was a jaw that didn’t require the assistance of a five-o’clock shadow to look strong, a perfect finish to the rest of his chiseled face, slightly crooked nose and all.

      He took a deep draw on his cigarette as he stowed his lighter back in his jeans. He blew out the smoke, then rested his head back against the glass, his eyelids drifting shut.

      The door to the café opened behind me. “Excuse me, miss. Are you waiting for a seat?”

      I tossed the guy a half-assed glance over my shoulder. “No.” When my gaze returned to Nik, he was staring straight at me. Shit.

      He’d heard me. That single, brief word had been enough to catch his sensitive ears. And to say he looked pissed was putting it lightly.

      I shouldn’t have been there. It was too risky. I was at the tippy-top of the Senate’s shit list. The danger to my life was huge, the danger to my mission—to Heru’s cause—astronomical. Nik had every right to be pissed. I knew it.

      Which was why I ran away. Or, rather, walked quickly. I mean, I didn’t want to draw attention to myself, after all.

      I rounded the corner of the block and headed west. After a sneaky glance over my shoulder, I sidestepped into the alleyway behind the shops lining the block and broke into a dead sprint, making my backpack bounce against my back. I was about a quarter of the way down the alley when a metal door banged open farther down.

      Nik burst into the alleyway, a thundercloud in jeans and a black hoodie. A vine of At shot out of his hand, coiling around my neck before I could even consider turning around and running the other way. He closed in on me, pushing me back against the brick wall of the building he’d emerged from. He didn’t retract the vine of At until my back was pressed against the wall and his hands were planted on either side of my head. The straps of my backpack had slipped over my shoulders. I let the bag fall to the ground so I could melt back against the wall, putting a few more inches between us.

      I knew better than to try to run from him again. He’d just snag me again, and we’d be right back here, him glowering down at me and me glaring right back simply because it was the only way I knew how to respond.

      He stepped closer, leaning in. His inhumanly pale blue eyes were livid, his jaw clenched. And when he spoke, his voice was so low and quiet it sent a cascade of goosebumps trickling over my skin. “What the fuck are you doing here? I told you I’d look after things, and I am. Don’t you trust me?”

      I swallowed roughly. I couldn’t help it, not when he was so close and so angry and so him. My heart was racing so fast it was a stumbling, bumbling mess. I was having flashbacks of the last time I’d been pressed against a brick wall. By the bartender, the Senate spy. By the last Nejeret I killed. I lifted my chin. Served him right for calling me a whore.

      Nik lowered his face to within an inch of mine. “Well?” I could smell the remnants of his discarded cigarette on his breath, and beneath that a hint of mint and coffee.

      I looked at his lips, just for a fraction of a second, then squeezed my eyes shut, hoping he hadn’t noticed. I couldn’t handle him so close, so intense. So in my bubble. Not without wanting him to invade my space further.

      “I, um . . .” I cleared my throat and turned my face away from him. Only then did I reopen my eyes. “Mari’s number,” I said as soon as the excuse popped into my brain. “I need Mari’s number.” He was the only person I knew who had it, and I felt a renewed sense of urgency to get ahold of her. If I could reach her, maybe she would know what had been done to Sammy in that lab. Maybe she would know how to cure him.

      Nik was quiet for a moment, his pale eyes searching mine. “Do you have a phone?”

      I shook my head. I’d been going through a different burner each day, and I’d tossed today’s as soon as I left the Tent District. I pulled a Sharpie out of my coat pocket with shaking fingers. I always had a couple on me.

      Nik whispered the number to me, watching as I jotted it onto the back of my hand. “I’ve been trying her every day,” he added. “She’s never picked up.”

      When the pen was capped and back in my pocket, Nik leaned in further, pressing his body against mine and bringing his lips to my ear. If anyone walking past either mouth of the alleyway saw us, they’d think we were just a couple of punk kids making out. I kind of wished it were so simple.

      “You could’ve called the shop for that,” Nik whispered. “Why’d you really come here, Kitty Kat?” His lips grazed over the shell of my ear as he spoke his nickname for me.

      A shiver rolled through me. I splayed my fingers on the brick wall behind me, my nails digging into the grout to keep me from reaching for him. From pulling him closer. He loved messing with me. I just had to keep reminding myself that was all this was. Him messing with me. That’s it.

      “Tell me the truth,” he breathed.

      “I—” The words “I wanted to see you” caught in my throat. But I had. I’d wanted to make sure he was still here. That he hadn’t vanished into the night again. That he was safe. I choked on the words. Those pathetic damn words.

      “Are you ever going to forgive me for leaving?” This wasn’t his messing-with-me voice anymore. This was his full-on serious voice.

      I squeezed my eyes shut and a tear snuck free, snaking down my cheek. I didn’t have the mental or emotional ability to deal with this shit right now. I’d let Nik take a single, tiny step into my heart once, and the fallout had nearly destroyed me. Literally, figuratively . . . pretty much every-ly. I couldn’t afford to let something like that happen again right now. Maybe not ever.

      Nik pulled back, just enough that he could see my face, and I peered at him through my lashes. For long seconds, he stared at the tear, stuck somewhere between my cheekbone and my jaw, then raised his gaze to mine. “Kat . . .” His whisper was raw, gutting, his breath mingling with mine. He leaned in.

      “I have to go,” I said, ducking under his arm and sliding out from between him and the wall. I scooped my backpack up off the ground and jogged up the alleyway, ditching him before he could do the same to me. Again.

      I didn’t look back. I couldn’t. If I did, I might never leave.
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      Now that I was in Capitol Hill, now that I was home, I seemed incapable of dragging myself away. It would’ve been impossible if I’d let something happen between Nik and me. I couldn’t. I wasn’t afraid of much, certainly not of anything physical, but emotional shit scared the crap out of me. Except, with Nik—this serious, raw version of him—it was different. Something more. Something I couldn’t put my finger on. This sense of great potential . . . for joy and happiness and wonder. But also for complete and utter devastation. Not. Going. There.

      The fresh interaction with Nik left me unhinged. A live wire. I felt the need to lash out. To take all of my pent-up frustration and aggression out on someone. To do something. I couldn’t handle another second of sitting on my thumbs while I waited for Dom to get back to me. There were other ways to attack this problem. And I was rabid with the need to act.

      I could call Mari . . . but I’d need a phone for that. There was a public phone at the library, which was just a couple blocks away. Computers, too. Two birds and all that.

      As I strode up the sidewalk toward the front entrance to the public library, I pushed thoughts of Nik and the feel of his breath in my hair and his body against mine—of the vulnerable look in his eyes in that last moment before I fled—into some dark corner of my mind. Somewhere where those troubling thoughts could haunt me from dreams. But at least I’d have a semblance of peace while I was awake. Thoughts of him, now, would only get in my way.

      The Cap Hill Library is a pretty generic two-story brick building, teetering on the modern side with floor-to-ceiling windows at all of the corners and a strange, cagey protrusion shaped like the enormous bow of a ship at the main entrance. It isn’t the largest library in Seattle, but it has computer kiosks set up with free Internet access to library members, which was all that I needed, really. And it just so happens I’ve been a member since elementary school, and I’d memorized my card number long ago. It was only a matter of setting up an online account, something I’d done on my first day as a fugitive, and I’d been bouncing around the Seattle Public Library system ever since.

      Once inside, I tried calling Mari, not surprised when she didn’t pick up. I would try her again before I left. And again and again and again until I got through.

      Standing before one of the computer kiosks, I logged in and ran a quick search for the Ouroboros board of directors. If anyone besides Mari could make things happen in that putrid organization, I figured the people who held the purse strings could. Even if they didn’t know the cure for the disease themselves, they had to know who did.

      According to the official Ouroboros Corporation website, there were thirteen board members, but their bios didn’t tell me anything beyond their names, ages, and experiences in medicine, science, and the corporate world. Nothing overtly helpful, like addresses, or even a general location or neighborhood. I could run a separate search for each of them and see what popped up, but once I started down that very specific and targeted path, it was more and more likely that my search would ping some cyber watchdog programmed to keep an eye out for someone searching for such specific Ouroboros-related information. I told them I’d come after them, right after I burned one of their scientists to death with only the power of my sheut, and I had no doubt that they’d be on the lookout for me, in real life and online.

      I decided to hold off on cyber-stalking for a minute or two while I consulted the cards. I shrugged my backpack off and unzipped it, fishing out the velvet drawstring bag containing my tarot deck, then set both bags on the floor while I started shuffling the cards. After three shuffles, I pulled a card and placed it on the desk beside the computer’s mouse.

      Queen of Swords, reversed. The image on the card looked much as I’d drawn it a few years ago, with a slender woman sketched in black and gray standing beside a massive claymore, the sword’s nose in the ground and the woman’s fingers wrapped around its hilt. But the image wasn’t exactly as I’d drawn it. Because I’d created this deck with ink and paint, and because the innate magic granted to me through my sheut could give the things I drew a life of their own, their images and general design shifted with the tide of my mood, not to mention with the greater movement of events around me. It made this particular deck of tarot cards incredibly insightful.

      Last week, when several dozen kids went missing, abducted by Ouroboros, the children had been incorporated into the cards. Now, the children were gone from the imagery, but the tail-eating snake, the symbol for which Ouroboros was named, was still there. On the Queen of Swords, it was a small, golden circlet, resting on the queen’s head like a crown.

      Generally, this card represents intelligence and quick thinking, suggesting a calculated, independent intellect completely devoid of emotion. But reversed, the Queen of Swords represents quite the opposite—emotional investment that clouds decision making, relying too much on the heart and not enough on the mind.

      I picked up the card, flipping it over to get a good look at the queen’s face. She appeared middle-aged and stern. And somehow familiar. I held the card up to the computer screen and opened the page containing the board members and their bios.

      And there she was at the top of the list—Constance Ward, Chairman of the Board and Chief Executive Officer of the Ouroboros Corporation. Her showing up on this card definitely wasn’t a coincidence. It was a message from the universe. It had to be. Now, I knew exactly who to target—the head of the snake.

      I returned the card to the deck and replaced the whole thing in its bag. “Alright, Constance,” I said under my breath as I typed her name into the search bar. “Where are you?”

      I glanced around just before hitting enter. Nobody seemed to be watching me, aside from the librarian who’d been staring a hole in my forehead since about two seconds after I walked into the library. Geesh. I didn’t even have any facial piercings anymore. Was homeless fugitive wafting off me or something?

      I inconspicuously stuck my nose into my sweatshirt and gave it a sniff. Maybe.

      I caught the woman’s eye and winked, gaining an inkling of amusement from watching her flustered fluttering as she moved books here and there, pretending that she hadn’t been keeping an eye on me for the past fifteen minutes. With a blink, I refocused on the computer screen and hit the enter key.

      There were about a gazillion entries for Constance Ward, so I amended my search to include the word “home.” My fingers were crossed, but even with the tip-off from the good ol’ universe, my hopes weren’t high.

      Which just goes to show you that I can’t predict the future, at least not without the help of my cards . . . or a pen and some paper. The first entry in the search results was an article from the Seattle Times with the headline OUROBOROS CEO HOSTS RECORD-BREAKING FUNDRAISER. Hosts? As in, throws a party at her house?

      I snorted quietly. No wonder the cards suggested I start with Constance; tracking her down was going to be a breeze.

      I clicked on the link and gave the article a quick skim. Apparently, Constance could throw a killer party. She’d raised over a million bucks for the Children’s Hospital at the annual gala she’d held at her lakeside home this past October in Madison Park. It wasn’t as precise as an address, but paired with the photos snapped at the event, knowing she lived in the ritzy neighborhood was almost as good as GPS coordinates.

      From the images of the house—and the pool and the greenhouse and the sprawling lawn and the private dock on Lake Washington—I could tell exactly where Constance lived. It only took thirty seconds of skimming a satellite map of her neighborhood to glean her address. Not that I was an expert sleuth or anything—though after years of hunting rogue Nejerets, I didn’t suck—but there just weren’t that many private lakeside homes in Madison Park. Maybe a dozen, total, and none but hers with a huge, Victorian-style greenhouse. Ding ding ding . . . we’ve got a winner.

      I jotted down the address, cleared my browser history, then closed the window and logged out. I didn’t want to risk the chance that Nosy McNoserson over at the checkout desk might use her admin privileges and do some sleuthing of her own.

      I gave the librarian a cutesy finger wave as I passed the checkout desk and glanced at the clock on the wall behind her. It was a quarter till eight, fifteen minutes until the library would close. I’d found Constance’s address just in time.

      I had to walk a few blocks to reach a bus stop served by a bus that would take me the two plus miles to Constance’s neighborhood, but it didn’t really matter because the bus wouldn’t arrive for a good thirty minutes. Sometimes taking action took forever. It was moments like this that I missed my Ducati desperately.

      According to the bus’s clock, it was almost nine o’clock when we came to a screeching halt at my stop in Madison Park. I hopped off the bus and wandered up the sidewalk in the wrong direction while I waited for the bus to trundle farther down the street and turn around a corner.

      Once it was out of sight, I turned on my heel and marched straight toward Constance’s lakefront property. It was surrounded by a wall of trees and shrubs grown over a four-foot-high fence—totally scalable. I found a spot where the greenery was thinner and the light from the streetlamps was dim. For a few seconds, I loitered by a black pickup, pretending I was checking an imaginary phone. After I felt fairly certain I wasn’t being watched, I squatted down, then leapt at the fence, propelling myself over in one smooth motion. My landing could’ve been better, but it wasn’t too loud and didn’t disturb the plants too much. With any luck, nobody would ever know I’d been there.

      I huddled in the bushes for a few minutes, making sure that even if the average person had spotted movement in the shrubs from the other side, they’d have lost interest. And then I waited a few more minutes. Only after it felt like I’d been waiting for an hour but it had really probably only been ten minutes or so—really, I’m temporally lost without my phone, I should probably consider getting a watch—did I start the slow process of skulking through the bushes. And can I just say that skulking is exhausting. All that squatting and breath-holding and slow shuffling forward. By the time I reached a break in the shrubs, my quads were quaking and my back ached.

      Giving my legs a break while I surveyed the property, I lowered myself the rest of the way down until I was sitting on my heels. I’d come through behind what appeared to be a guesthouse, but I had a clear line of sight to part of the enormous main house. Just like in the photos from the fundraiser gala, the house appeared to be in the traditional Cape Cod style, only on crack. The place was huge.

      Here’s the thing about breaking and entering into multi-multimillion-dollar properties like this—there’s never really a good time to do it, but nighttime is pretty much the worst time, what with all of the alarms and motion sensors and security personnel and guard dogs. Not that there isn’t always a way around the security measures, but it takes time to formulate a plan. So I had to give myself some time to study my surroundings. To locate all visible cameras and motion sensors and extrapolate the locations of others I couldn’t see based on what I could see. To figure out how to get into the house and interrogate Constance—and, let’s be honest, dispose of her—then get back out without getting caught. That last part was key.

      I’d been squatting in those bushes for at least an hour—maybe—when a light came on in the room at the very corner of the house. It appeared to be a home theater, with enormous leather recliners lined up in rows on three descending levels.

      A couple of little girls skipped into the room, I’d have guessed they were maybe seven or eight, followed by a teenaged boy. Constance was next, carrying another child in her arms—a small child, but not a young one. I squinted, focusing on the kid. It couldn’t tell if it was a boy or a girl, but I could tell that the kid had some sort of a condition, something that made him or her appear extremely frail.

      Constance said something—I’d never been a good lipreader—and smiled down at the child in her arms, her face filled with warmth and love. Not a second later, both disappeared behind oversized chair backs. It was as though my breath vanished with them.

      Constance was the CEO and Chairman of the Board of a child-abducting, soul-stealing, Nejeret-torturing corporation. There was no way she didn’t know about everything Ouroboros had been doing in that secret lab, let alone whatever was going on with Sammy and the other sick kids back in the Tent District. There wasn’t a jury in this country that wouldn’t convict her to a lifetime in prison for her crimes.

      Yet she was also a mother. And from the looks of it a pretty damn good one. It was ten o’clock on a Tuesday night—a work night, no less—and she wasn’t working late in her study or getting ready for bed, letting a nanny take care of her brood of kids. She was hanging out with them herself, and apparently having a good time doing so.

      I pushed back my hood and raked my fingers through greasy hair, inhaling and exhaling deeply. Panic was peeking into the windows of my mind, lurking in the bushes surrounding my soul, trying to find a way in. Night started to close in around me, and I sucked in air uselessly.

      I knew what it was like to lose a beloved mother. I wasn’t sure I could do that to someone else.

      But the kids on the cots back in the hangar-turned-hospital—they had a whole lot less than Constance’s children. Didn’t they deserve the answers Constance could provide? Didn’t they deserve a chance at life? Didn’t they deserve justice?

      There are twelve other board members. The realization brought a much-needed rush of oxygen to my lungs, to my blood, and I could think clearly once again.

      I didn’t have to go after Constance, not yet. I could find someone else to target . . . to torture and interrogate. To kill. There was another way. Twelve others. I just had to track them down.
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      There’s a big difference between a human soul and a Nejeret ba. A Nejeret’s ba can exist outside of his or her physical body ad infinitum, like Dom’s. In other words, just because a Nejeret’s physical body dies, it doesn’t mean the end of that Nejeret. We don’t know where a ba goes once its body dies, just that it goes somewhere else—to some other plane or dimension or universe—and it will continue to be, to exist, until the end of everything.

      Not so with a human soul, though. Human souls are tied to this realm, and when a human body passes, its soul dissipates; the energy that once clung together, forming a conscious, self-aware life-form, just sort of fades away until that person, body and soul, is gone forever. It’s exactly what happened to my mom two decades ago, and it sucks balls.

      For years, I struggled with her death—not just with the passing of her body, but the ending of her soul. Oh, who am I kidding? I still struggle with it. But that’s the thing about being an immortal girl in a mortal world. Goodbyes become all too familiar; letting go becomes as easy as falling asleep. We might not want to fall asleep, we might hold onto wakefulness with all our might, cling to consciousness like our lives depend on it, but sleep will claim us eventually. We will let go eventually, whether we want to or not. At least, that’s what Dom tells me. Maybe in a century or two I’ll understand.

      For most Nejerets, the death of the mother is the first introduction into the inevitable cruelty of our existence. We’re tied to humans, coexisting by way of reproductive dependency. As a byproduct of our hyper-regenerative abilities, female Nejerets’ bodies are incapable of sustaining a pregnancy to full term. Except for a few very rare cases—like Lex and Heru, literal soul mates whose bond alters Lex’s body, allowing her to sustain a pregnancy, or Nik’s mom, Aset, who was raped before her Nejeret traits manifested and rendered her infertile—a female Nejeret’s body will reject a fertilized egg almost as soon as it implants in the uterine wall. As a result, the burden of propagation, of sustaining our species, is left to male Nejerets and either female human carriers of the recessive Nejeret genes or young female Nejerets-to-be who are still fertile.

      Because of this, nearly every Nejeret has a human mother. And all of us lose our mother, so often the one person who’s always been there for us, who’s loved us unconditionally. Who’s put us first, always first. Who will die. Whose soul will fade away, leaving us feeling lost and alone in this desolate existence. She is our first true taste of goodbye, and the bitterness lingers for ages, clinging to our tongues like resin. A constant reminder of the pain that comes from loving mortals, even as their fragility enhances their allure.

      I’ve killed a lot of people—forty, to be exact—but they were all Nejerets, save for the human scientist who killed Dom’s body. All but one of my victim’s souls continued on after their bodies died. Somehow, that didn’t feel like truly ending a life. I’ve only ever taken the one human life. I’ve only ever ended one soul’s existence, and that shithead deserved it. Even so, the finality of what I’d done terrified me.

      And if the kids infected with gods-know-what back in the Tent District succumbed to their illness in the end, their deaths would be as final as any other human’s, all because they’d been caught up in some ugly Nejeret business. It was my people’s fault that these innocents might die. That their souls might cease to be. That didn’t sit well with me. Even if it meant targeting and taking out—ending forever—a few corporate scumbags, I would see this thing through. I would fix this.

      I couldn’t afford to fart around, skimming what little information I could from what was available to the public online. I needed help. I needed someone inside the system. I needed Officer Garth Smith, my favorite of Seattle’s finest.

      Which was why I was lurking in the shadows across the street from the Seattle Police Department’s East Precinct at eleven o’clock on a Tuesday night. I could see Garth through the floor-to-ceiling windows at the entrance, manning the station’s reception desk. He was a sturdy, broad-shouldered fella who wore his Native heritage proudly. He still bore bruises from the attack at the Fremont Troll, faint but visible on his tan skin, but he looked good, considering he’d been in intensive care a week ago.

      I was surprised they were letting him work at all, even if he seemed to be relegated to desk duty. Surprised, but relieved. Tracking him down would’ve been a lot harder if he was still convalescing at home. Mostly because I didn’t know where that home was.

      Guilt riddled my conscience as I watched him work, shifting papers around, organizing things. It was my fault, him getting hurt. A Nejeret working for the Senate jumped him, having overheard us talking earlier that day. Garth “knew too much,” a leading cause of death in humans who get too close to Nejerets. He was the direct descendant of Chief Sealth, a legend in and of himself, who’d been tasked with the secret knowledge of our people almost two centuries ago. Sealth had passed that knowledge on, perhaps unwisely, which meant Garth knew way more about Nejeretkind than was healthy. Not that the Senate would care about Garth now—they had bigger fish to fry.

      I huddled in the shadows across the street from the station for another hour in full-on creeper mode—hood up and hands stuffed into my pockets—watching Garth come in and out of view through the reception window. I’d gone nearly ten minutes without spotting him when he emerged from the door beside the reception desk and made his way toward the main entrance looking snug in his police-issued winter coat.

      I waited until he was outside and heading up the block to follow him from my side of the street. I tailed him for another block and a half, until he slipped into a twenty-four-hour convenience store. A minute passed, then another. From across the street, I watched the time tick by on the register’s display. Another minute. Another.

      “Shit,” I breathed. He’d given me the slip. He must’ve sensed someone following him.

      Since the jig was up, I gave up any pretense of hiding and jogged across the street. I yanked the convenience store’s smudged glass door open and marched straight to the checkout counter. The clerk took a step backward.

      “Where’d he go?” I asked, slamming my hands on the grimy counter. “The cop who was just in here—where did he go?”

      Wide-eyed and hand shaking, the clerk pointed to a hallway lit by humming fluorescent lights in the far corner of the store.

      I ran down the snack and chip aisle, then into the hallway. There was a storeroom on one side, a unisex bathroom on the other, and a door with a barely glowing exit sign over the doorframe. I peeked into the storeroom. It was cluttered, but there was no possible place for a guy as large as Garth to hide out.

      I turned to the bathroom. The door was shut, and there was a nine-digit keypad over the handle. “Hey,” I called to the clerk. “What’s the code?” I keyed it in as he told me, then pushed down on the door handle, fairly certain the bathroom was empty. I couldn’t hear anyone in there, and I’ve got amazing hearing. Inhuman hearing.

      “Garth?” I eased the door open. The bathroom was dark. And empty. “Damn it.”

      I lunged to the exit and slammed the metal door open. And froze mid-step.

      Garth moved into the glow of a floodlight a couple yards away, his sidearm drawn and aimed at my chest. “Why are you following me?”

      Slowly, I raised my hands so I could push back my hood. As the damp fabric fell backward, I kept my hands up and where he could see them, assuring him I meant him no harm.

      Garth’s eyebrows rose, his eyes rounding. “Kat?” He lowered his pistol.

      The corner of my mouth lifted. “Jumpy much?”

      He pressed his lips into a flat line. “I thought you were one of them.”

      “I am one of them.”

      He holstered his gun, and I lowered my hands. “You know what I mean.”

      I took a step toward him, my eyes scanning his bold features. “You look good.” My eyes met his. His dark brown irises appeared black backlit against the floodlight. “Better, I mean.” I felt my lips curve into the barest of smiles. “You look better.” Not that he didn’t look good—he always looked good. He was an attractive guy, all tall and broad-shouldered and confident and kind. A guy who was a cop, while I was a killer. A guy who was human. A guy who nearly died because of me.

      Garth laughed under his breath. “Just better?” He shot a quick glance around.

      My cheeks warmed.

      Taking a step closer, Garth ducked his head, his eyes skimming over my face and lower, taking me in. He frowned, placing a hand on my arm and moving me deeper into the shadows with him. “Everything alright? You look . . .” He trailed off when his eyes met mine. “How’s your brother?”

      I touched the mirrored pendant through my sweatshirt. Dom hadn’t said anything yet, so I figured he was still back in the standing mirror on Bainbridge. “He died,” I said. “But he’s okay, sort of. It’s a long story.”

      Garth nodded to himself, like my wackadoo explanation was the most normal thing in the world. “Are you okay?”

      My lips parted and I inhaled, planning to tell him I was fine, but nothing came out. Because I wasn’t okay. Far from it. I just hadn’t realized how far until he asked me.

      Garth’s features softened. “You look like you could use some warming up.” He nodded his head to the side. “I live a couple blocks that way.” He waved his hand and started walking. “Come on.”

      My feet moved on their own, my mind still stunned by my reaction to his simple question about my well-being. And like a lost little puppy, I followed Garth home.
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      Garth waited for me to pass through the doorway to his condo before shutting the door. His place was on the Puget Sound side of Capitol Hill, as opposed to the Lake Washington side. He had a top-floor unit in a five-story building. It was an older building with a brick exterior, but the interior had to have been renovated sometime during the past decade. It was nice—clean and classy.

      Garth locked the deadbolt, then turned to face me. “So . . . what’s up?” We’d been quiet during the walk, but apparently quiet time was over.

      “Oh, you know . . .” Eyes wandering here and there, I passed by a small, open kitchen and through the living room to the two huge windows monopolizing the wall opposite the front door. “Quite the view,” I said, taking in the glimmering cityscape. From here, I could see I-5 at the bottom of the hill, the familiar Seattle skyline beyond it, and just a hint of the Sound reflecting the moonlight. It didn’t matter the angle, anytime I saw my city, I felt like I was home.

      I glanced over my shoulder, quirking an eyebrow. “I didn’t know they paid you guys the big bucks.”

      Garth flipped a light switch on the wall under the kitchen cabinets, and my view of the city dimmed as the lights in the kitchen flared to life. “I got a good deal. Besides, the place is small.” He turned his back to me and opened the cupboard over the microwave, reaching up to pull out a bottle of Jameson. “It’s just me and Eva, anyway,” he said.

      “Eva?” I made my way back to the kitchen, moving between a microsuede sectional and a black-stained coffee table. I dropped my backpack off on the couch as I passed it, glancing at Garth’s left hand as I walked. No ring, so it didn’t look like Eva was the name of his wife. “Girlfriend?” My brows drew together. “Or daughter?” He’d never mentioned any family. Well, besides his ancestors and his relatives over on the Port Madison Reservation. But no SOs or kiddos.

      “No, nothing like that.” Garth pulled two glass tumblers out of the dishwasher, then met my eyes. “I ran it this morning. They’re clean, I promise.”

      I shrugged, stopping at the narrow kitchen island. The quartz countertop gleamed, a stark contrast to the dark-stained cabinets and stainless steel appliances. It wasn’t like I could die of food poisoning, anyway.

      A cat jumped up on the counter, settling on the edge like a gargoyle, her luminous green eyes locked on me. The feline was on the smaller side, its fur mostly white but mottled with patches of gray and orange. Its slim tail was wrapped around its feet, the end twitching every few seconds.

      “See,” Garth said. “Eva.”

      “Oh . . .” I couldn’t tear my eyes from the creature, not when I was getting the very distinct impression that she was plotting my death.

      Garth uncorked the whiskey, filled one glass a third of the way, the other quite a bit more, then slid the fuller one my way, along with the bottle. That got my attention, and I risked breaking eye contact with the cat to catch the glass before it reached the edge of the counter. The bottle didn’t travel quite so far, but it was near enough for comfort.

      Garth picked up his own glass and rounded the island, taking a sip as he walked. He stopped by the cat—Eva—and scratched the top of her head. Her eyelids slid shut most of the way, just a sliver of green and black remaining trained on me.

      “Don’t be offended if she doesn’t warm up to you right away,” Garth said, moving his hand under her chin. Eva stretched out her neck, giving him freer access. “She’s kind of a one-man cat.”

      I forced a closed-mouth smile and picked up the glass, downing half the Jameson in a single gulp. It burned going down, just the way I liked it. “Thanks for this,” I said, clearing my throat, and saluted him with the booze. I cleared my throat, took another sip, then set the glass down. “It’s been a rough week. A strange week.”

      Garth’s gaze moved over my face and hair. “Where are you staying?”

      I stared at him, hard. “What makes you think I’m not staying at my place?”

      “I stopped by the shop,” he said. “Nik told me you wouldn’t be around for a while. That, on top of the warrant issued for your arrest this afternoon, well . . .”

      I stiffened, feeling like I’d been doused in frigid salt water straight from the Puget Sound.

      “Your photo’s been all over the news. They say you were responsible for the fire at that warehouse . . . and that you killed someone.”

      “Shit,” I hissed. That might explain the stares from the librarian and the fear in the convenience store clerk’s eyes. If there was a warrant out for me, not to mention news alerts, my plans would have to change drastically. No more evenings in bars. No more traipsing around the city. And definitely no impromptu trips back to the shop. I had to lay low, for real this time. There was no doubt in my mind that the Senate was behind this. It was their way of slowing me down, using the humans to track me so they could focus their efforts on fighting Heru.

      I supposed I shouldn’t be surprised. But that didn’t stop me from being irritated. And pissed off. What was I supposed to do now?

      I could go to the Tent District. Law enforcement barely had any jurisdiction there since the city had already written off most of its residents as lost causes, nuisances better contained within the unofficial district’s fences than out and about on the streets of Seattle. I could duck out there . . . or I could leave the city altogether. My city. My home. My mission would take me away from Seattle one of these days, anyway, so why not today?

      But what about the kids? I tensed at the thought. I’d made a promise to Dorman, and damn it, I would stick to it. I would find a cure for this damn disease and lock in the loyalty of Dorman’s followers. I would do it, damn it.

      Garth touched my chin, and I flinched away from him. He lowered his hand back to the cat. “You’ve been staying on the streets, haven’t you?”

      I stared down at the glass of whiskey. “Not exactly.”

      “Kat . . .” Garth set his own glass down softly, barely making a sound on the stone countertop. “You can stay here.”

      I stared at him, stunned by the offer. Slowly, I shook my head.

      “It’s fine, really.” His strong features were set, his jaw tensed, his coffee-brown eyes hard, determined. “Stay here. Nobody would think to look for you here.”

      “But I’m wanted. And people already know that you know me.” I was still shaking my head. “Henderson . . . all the cops who saw me in the waiting room . . .” I’d visited him back when he was in the hospital, recovering from his injuries. Was it really only a week ago? So much had changed since then. I inhaled and exhaled slowly, then picked up my glass and took a sip.

      “I may have told them I made a pass at you,” Garth said, meeting my gaze for the briefest moment before refocusing on Eva the cat. “And that you rejected me.”

      I was in the process of swallowing and choked on the whiskey.

      “They dropped the subject because, well, what kind of a guy can’t even get a pity date while he’s laid up in the hospital?”

      I finished off the glass and reached for the bottle of Jameson. “Trust me, Garth, you don’t need pity to get a date.” I uncorked the bottle, filled up my glass, and held the bottle out to him, fake smile plastered on my face. “Refill?”

      He drained his glass, then set it down, knocking it closer to me with a couple taps of his fingernails. “At least they think you want nothing to do with me. Nobody’ll look for you here.” He turned away and headed through a doorway, hitting the light switch on the wall as he went. The light in his bedroom flared to life.

      The furnishings within were fairly Spartan and very masculine, all in black, white, and gray, the only touch of color his navy blue comforter. His furniture was on the plain side, the black dresser and nightstands more simple than modern, and his bed didn’t have a headboard. There were two other doors on the rightmost wall, the nearest shut—a closet, I figured—the other open, revealing a bathroom vanity and mirror. In the reflection, I could see a heavenly looking shower, a great big slate-tiled masterpiece with two showerheads, a removable one on the wall and a wide, rain shower one hanging down from the ceiling.

      I only noticed I was standing in the doorway to the bedroom, likely drooling, when Garth started shutting the door. “I’m going to change, then you can shower and get cleaned up while I cook.”

      “Uh . . . yeah. OK.” I took a step backward.

      Garth shut the door, leaving it cracked open the barest amount. I didn’t think he realized I could see his reflection in the bedroom window.

      Feeling like a voyeur, I moved back to the kitchen island and reached out to let Eva sniff my fingers. She extended her neck, her little pink nostrils flaring, then blinked and turned her head away from me. At least she didn’t try to bite me.

      I looked around the dining-slash-living room, trying my hardest to ignore the crack in the door. Garth’s furniture out here fit with what was in his bedroom, his preferred design aesthetic striking me as clean, functional, and simple. There was little in the way of knickknacks or personal touches, unless you counted the big-ass painting of a whale on the wall behind the couch. I thought it was an orca, though it was hard to tell, since the image was done in a distinctly coastal Native American style, all black and red on a white background.

      At the sound of clothing hitting the hardwood floor, my focus shifted back to the crack in the doorway. The shirt of Garth’s uniform was gone, as was his bulky bulletproof vest, and he was pulling his white undershirt off over his head. He wasn’t flawless, not like so many Nejerets who’d had decades or even centuries to perfect their bodies, and he was almost more appealing for it. He was muscular, but not jacked, his physique honed more for function than attraction.

      I smiled to myself. He treated his body just like he treated his home—function over form.

      I was pleasantly surprised to see that he had some ink, all in the same style as that lone painting on the living room wall. There was a round-ish palm-sized design with a face on his chest over his heart, and when he turned to head toward the closet, I became enamored with the piece on his back. It was enormous, of an owl with outstretched wings, the tips reaching the ends of his shoulders and a moon with a face filling the space between his shoulder blades. It was stunning—so striking and beautifully evocative of his heritage.

      The sound of his belt coming off shook me out of my voyeuristic stupor, and I turned my back to the door and reached for my glass. “What?” I said to Eva just before I took a hearty swig.

      She was staring at me. Judging me, I was certain.

      I cleared my throat. “So,” I said, raising my voice so Garth could hear me in the other room. “I’m surprised they let you go back to work so soon.”

      “The station’s short-staffed.” He made a sound that was part grunt, part groan. “They didn’t even wait until I got home from the hospital to ask me to come in on light duty. The guy who drove me home let me know they needed me to come in the next day—chief’s orders.”

      “I thought you were ‘Chief.’” It was the other officers’ nickname for him.

      “The chief,” he said, opening the door. He was wearing light gray sweatpants and a white T-shirt that strained at his shoulders, just a little. “As in, the police chief.”

      “Oh,” I said, laughing and rolling my eyes at my denseness. I scrubbed a hand over my face. “I swear I’m not usually this slow.”

      “Go.” He pointed to the bedroom with his chin. “Wash up. You’ll feel better after a shower.”

      Nodding slowly, I finished off my whiskey and ambled into the bedroom. I shut the door just as Garth had—not quite all the way. Fair’s fair, after all. I shrugged out of my leather jacket and laid it on the bed, then unzipped my sweatshirt and did the same with it. My tank top came off next.

      I peeked my head back out into the living area, shooting a quick glance at my backpack. Everything I had in there was as dirty as what I was wearing, if not worse. “Do you mind if I do a load of laundry later?”

      Garth, who’d been ducked in the fridge, stood and looked at me, smile genuine and eyes kind. “You bet.”

      “Cool.” Biting my lip, I glanced at the backpack, once more. “And, uh, can I borrow some clothes?” I smiled apologetically. “Just until my stuff’s clean?”

      Garth chuckled. “Yeah, sure. I’ll pull something out for you while you’re in the shower.” He returned to the fridge. “Do you like eggs? I was thinking breakfast for dinner.”

      I grinned, stomach rumbling. I should’ve ordered some fries or something while I was at the pub. “BFD—sounds great. And, um, I sort of eat a lot,” I warned him. “It’s a thing . . . with my kind, I mean. Just so you know . . .”

      Garth laughed. “Noted.”

      I pulled back into the bedroom and quickly shed the rest of my clothes, leaving my combat boots on the floor by the closet and everything else wadded up into a bundle held together by my sweatshirt. I set the clothes on the floor beside my boots and padded into the bathroom, more than a little excited to get to know Garth’s shower.

      Like, really well.
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      Garth’s shower didn’t disappoint. It was as divine as I’d imagined it would be, and by the time I emerged, pruney and squeaky clean, I felt like a new woman. I smelled like a new woman, too, thank the gods.

      Wrapped in an oversized towel that nearly reached my ankles, I headed back into Garth’s bedroom. A gray T-shirt and sweatshirt, some black sweatpants, and a pair of white socks were laid out on the foot of the bed.

      I dropped the towel and dressed in the sweatpants and T-shirt, opting to go barefoot for the moment. It had been days since my feet were truly free. I put on the sweatshirt, too, because no bra. Before heading back out to rejoin Garth, I scooped up the towel along with my dirty clothes.

      I toed the door open, my saliva production quadrupling the minute the smell of frying bacon smacked me in the face. “Holy shit, that smells amazing.”

      It looked like he’d listened when I said I had a big appetite, and he was cooking up an epic breakfast-for-dinner feast. There were scrambled eggs, hash browns, sausage patties, bacon, and toast, and a metric shit-ton of all of it.

      Garth smiled at me over his shoulder, then went back to work flipping strips of bacon with a fork.

      I carried my not-so-pleasant burden into the living area and looked around. “Where’s the washer?”

      “Over there,” Garth said, nodding to a long closet on the other side of the entryway. “Careful when you open the door. The cat carrier has a habit of falling off the shelf.”

      “Will do.” I got the laundry started, making a pit stop at my backpack to grab the rest of my clothes and adding them before shutting the washer and closet alike. I headed into the kitchen, poking my nose in here and there around Garth. “Can I do anything to help?”

      “Throw a couple plates and some silverware up on the counter? Unless you want to eat at the table . . .” The way he said it made eating at the table sound like the most foreboding thing in the world.

      I shook my head, rummaging through his cabinets and drawers. “The counter works for me.” I pulled a couple of plates from the upper cabinet next to the fridge and found the silverware in the drawer directly below it. How logical. Heading around the island, I set the plates in front of two barstools, arranged the silverware, glanced at Eva, who hadn’t moved from her perch, then headed back into the kitchen for glasses—the water kind, not the booze kind. They were in the next cabinet over from the plates. Like I said, logical.

      “What do you want to drink?” I asked Garth, opening the freezer in search of ice. I found the ice trays in one of the shelves on the door and pulled one out.

      “Orange juice would be great, thanks.” Garth glanced at me again, a secretive smile curving his lips.

      I twisted the ice tray, freeing the ice cubes. “What?”

      He shook his head. “Nothing.”

      I set the tray on the counter and picked out five ice cubes, dropping each into my glass with a clink, my gaze straying back to Garth between each one. He was still smiling, almost looking like he was holding in laughter. “Seriously, Garth. What?”

      He chuckled. “It’s nothing, really. It’s just—you look like a kid in my clothes. It’s cute.”

      I scowled, returning the ice cube tray to the freezer. I opened the fridge and grabbed the carton of orange juice and a pitcher of filtered water. I could feel Garth watching me, but I didn’t look his way.

      “That bothered you,” he said, not asking. The amusement was gone from his voice. “Why?”

      I set the water and OJ on the counter by our glasses and bowed my head. My long, wet hair hung around my face in dark, clumpy strands. “I’m thirty-eight years old.”

      “You don’t look a day over eighteen.”

      I turned to face him, my lower back resting against the counter. “Exactly. For the rest of my life, this is what I’ll look like.” I swept a hand down my body, Vanna White–ing myself. “An eternal teenager. It’s super fantastic.” Especially the hormones—that was my absolute favorite part.

      “I can think of worse things, but . . . is that normal for your kind?” Garth’s eyes narrowed, and he tilted his head to the side. “Your sister looks older, like in her twenties. So does Nik.”

      “It’s not normal,” I said, laughing under my breath and shaking my head. “There was an accident. Or, not really an accident, but a matter of life and death. Lex was being held prisoner, and—well, it’s a long story. We had to force my Nejeret traits to manifest early. Thus”—I held my arms up, posing—“me. Like this. Forever. Perma-jailbait.”

      Garth’s expression was serious as he studied my face. He leaned his hip against the opposite counter, crossing his arms over his chest.

      I fought the urge to squirm under his scrutiny.

      A twinkle sparked in his eye, and I knew the seriousness was fading from the moment. Final-fucking-ly. “You could try out for To Catch a Predator,” Garth said. “They could use you as bait until, oh, say, the end of time.”

      My lips twitched, and I eyed him through my lashes.

      “Imagine the pedophiles’ reactions when they find out you’re really two hundred years old . . .”

      My chest convulsed, and a laugh slipped out. “Stop it,” I said, kicking him lightly with my bare toes.

      He grinned and turned back to the food on the stove. “I can see how that would be annoying, though, at least where dating is concerned. I’d imagine going out with people your own age is off the table.”

      I snorted. “You have no idea.” After a moment, I added, “The tattoos help keep away most guys looking for a girl to fulfill their creeptastic fantasies. It’s hard to look overly innocent when you’re covered in ink.”

      Garth nodded as I spoke. “Your attitude helps, too.”

      I scoffed. “Attitude? Me?”

      He laughed, moving a spatula around a pan filled with scrambling eggs.

      I filled up our glasses, then put the water and OJ back in the fridge.

      “Go ahead and grab a seat,” Garth said, lifting the egg pan from the stove and carrying it over to our plates. He dumped a pretty good pile onto each plate, leaving some in the pan. In no time, both plates were loaded up with a whole lot of everything, and there was still food in reserve. My kind of meal.

      I sat on one of the stools, munching on a strip of extra-crispy bacon.

      “So,” Garth said as he sat beside me, “why were you stalking me tonight?”

      I picked up my fork and stared down at my plate, moving the eggs around like I was searching for the perfect scrambled nugget. A heaviness settled in my stomach, and I hesitated in telling him why I was there. He was so kind and good and honorable. I hated the idea of dragging him through the mud once more. He was still recovering from the last time he got tangled up in one of my messes.

      Garth didn’t touch his fork, let alone his food, and I could feel his gaze steady on the side of my face. “So it’s serious, then. What’s going on?”

      I inhaled deeply and closed my eyes, silently apologizing to him. “The kids who were missing . . .” I opened my eyes and looked at Garth. “I found them.”

      His whole body tensed, and he became statue still. For a few seconds, he didn’t even breathe.

      “I didn’t tell you earlier, because there wasn’t anything you could’ve done about it. The kids are safe—or as safe as they’ll ever be—now. Most of them, at least.”

      “Was it Ouroboros?” Garth’s voice sounded tight, carefully controlled. “Is that why you killed that scientist—because he was involved?”

      I lifted one shoulder and let it drop. “Sort of. He was partially responsible for my brother’s death. But yeah, Ouroboros took the kids. They were experimenting on them, super illegally.” I implored Garth with my eyes, asking him to understand. To forgive me for keeping this from him when he was the one who’d come to me about the missing kids in the first place. “Garth, if they were willing to do that, what’s to keep them from getting rid of a nosy cop or two?”

      Nodding slowly, Garth picked up his fork and took a bite of hash browns. He chewed, swallowed, then glanced my way. “That still doesn’t answer my question.”

      Why was I stalking him tonight? “Oh, right.” I picked at my food for a few more seconds, then set down my fork. “One of the kids escaped early—or thought he escaped, but I think someone let him get out on purpose.” I turned my stool so my knees were angled toward Garth and tilted my chin downward. “They infected him with something—we’re not sure what exactly, yet, but it’s bad. It spreads like crazy, and it’s totally unresponsive to any kind of treatment.”

      I took a deep breath. It was the moment of truth. The big ask. “Garth . . . I need you to get me the addresses of the members of the Ouroboros board of directors. If I go straight to the top, someone will be able to give me some answers.” I shook my head, my eyes still locked on his. “It might be the only way to get a cure in time.”

      Garth’s nostrils flared, and his jaw clenched. “How many people are infected with this thing?”

      “Several dozen at least, and more and more each day.”

      “I haven’t heard any reports of anything like this coming in from the hospitals.”

      “It’s not in the hospitals,” I said. Yet . . .

      Garth grunted. “What’ll you do once you have the board members’ addresses?”

      I averted my gaze, staring down at my plate once more, and licked my lips. “Does it matter? I mean, as long as I get the cure . . .”

      He was quiet for a long moment. So long that I thought he was sure to refuse. “Alright.”

      I looked at him, lips parted and eyebrows raised. “Alright? You’ll help?”

      He nodded. “I’ll do it tomorrow.” His focus shifted to my hair, hanging over my shoulders in wet, tangled strands. “I’ll get you some hair dye, too. Now that your image is plastered all over the news . . .”

      I grimaced, a heavy sigh escaping from my chest. “I forgot about that.”

      Garth reached out and gave my shoulder a squeeze. “Maybe some of those fake glasses, too.” The corner of his mouth lifted, his full lips twisting into the faintest of smirks. “And a dress.”

      I smirked right back. “Don’t push it, buddy.”
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      Garth’s bedroom door creaked faintly as I pushed it open. Like out in the living room, the wall facing the city was taken up by two large windows. He’d left the vertical blinds cracked open, and the glow from the nearly full moon mixed with the light from Seattle, casting stripes across him and his bed. He was sleeping on his back in only his boxer briefs, just one leg under the covers, his arms thrown out to either side and his head turned to the windows. He snored softly on each inhale, and I found the rhythmic sound soothing.

      I moved closer to the bed, not trying to be stealthy but not being loud, either, and sat on the edge of his mattress. “I’m so sorry that I dragged you into all of this,” I said, my voice hushed. I clasped my hands together and stared down at my intertwined fingers. “I’m terrified that if I stay here, I’ll get you killed, and . . .” I inhaled shakily. “I’ve taken a lot of lives, and for a long time, I thought of myself as a killer. But I think I was wrong. Human life, it—it’s this precious thing, and I couldn’t handle knowing yours ended early because of me.”

      Another shaky breath. My chin trembled. “You’re a good man. A good cop. This city—these people—they need you.” I cleared my throat, surprised by how choked up I was getting. “So I guess this is me saying thank you. And goodbye. I left a note with Lex’s phone number on the counter. You can give her the addresses. I really appreciate the offer to stay here, but—”

      Garth’s hand closed around my arm, just above the elbow, his fingers more than encircling it completely. I hadn’t meant to wake him, but I’d needed to say my piece.

      I glanced down at his hand, then twisted on the bed so I could see his face. I wanted to ask him how much he’d heard, but my tongue was paralyzed.

      Garth stared at me, unblinking in the dim light. “Stay.” His voice was rough with sleep.

      I started to shake my head. “I really don’t think—”

      “Please, Kat.” Garth sat up, wincing at the halfway point. “Stay.” He brought a hand up to my face and brushed a few strands of hair out of my eyes, tucking them behind my ear. He peered at me in the darkness, his eyes searching, assessing. “Stay with me.” He leaned in, and against my better judgement, I didn’t pull away.

      His lips were soft and warm, his kiss gentle. Tentative. Almost chaste. His large hands settled on either side of my head, holding me like I was the delicate one. Like he was afraid of hurting me, when he was the injured one. The fragile one. The human.

      “Stay with me,” he repeated, his lips brushing against mine as he spoke. Parting mine. His breath was hot and minty, his tongue gentle, coaxing. Even as he deepened the kiss, that sense of restraint remained.

      My hand settled on his chest, and I broke the kiss, resting my forehead against his. I stared into his midnight eyes, lips parted and breaths quick. Without breaking eye contact, I pushed him back and stood.

      He propped himself up on his elbows, his gaze questioning. Was I pushing him away? Was I rejecting him? Was I leaving after all?

      I pulled my oversized, borrowed sweatshirt over my head, then followed with the T-shirt. The necklace holding Dom’s mirrored pendant came next, and I set the chain on the bedside table.

      The questions fled from Garth’s moonlit stare, replaced by a simmering heat. By desire. It sparked warmth low in my abdomen and need deep within my heart.

      I slid the sweatpants down over my hips and crawled onto the bed. He watched me, seeming to devour my every movement as I pushed the sheets to the foot of the bed. I knelt on the mattress beside him and reached out, slipping the fingertips of my left hand under the waistband of his boxer briefs. His abs flexed as I traced the waistband from one side of his hips to the other, enjoying the smooth contours of his skin stretched over hard muscle, of the faint trail of dark hair running down from his belly button to his underwear and lower.

      My heart thudded in my chest as my fingertips skimmed up the length of his torso, exploring the topography of his body, the feel of his skin, his reaction to my touch. He sucked in a shaky breath when my thumbnail grazed his nipple, and a pleased smile curved my lips. I raised my gaze to his once more, resting my hand on his chest. I pressed my palm against the tattoo over his heart, and he let his elbows slip out to the sides until his back was flat against the mattress.

      Using both hands, I ran my nails down either side of his rib cage, careful not to put any pressure on his yellowing bruises. His breaths were coming faster, and not even remotely steady. Unlike his stare. It was locked on my face; I could feel it even when I wasn’t looking into his eyes.

      I hooked my fingertips into the waistband on either side of his hips and tugged, just a little, telling him to lift his ass off the bed. Once he did, I slid the boxer briefs down his legs and tossed them to the floor.

      The fingers of both of his hands splayed on the bedsheet as I straddled his hips. He was hard, ready. But I was ready, too. That spark of desire had become a smoldering coal, ready to engulf my entire body if given the chance.

      I settled on top of him, his hard length tucked snugly against the core of my body. His fingers clenched, gripping the bedsheet as I glided back and forth over him. I enjoyed the agony of prolonging the unfulfilled ache deep within me, of teasing my body, of bridging the gap between desire and need. Of pushing myself to the very edge, until there was no chance of turning back. Of bringing him there with me.

      “Please,” Garth whispered. Begged. “Kat . . .”

      My eyes locked with his, and I froze when I saw the sheer force of his desire. It was pure and unblemished by anger, by any lust for control. Nothing about his desire for me had to do with power or manipulation. This charge pulsing between us, connecting us, wasn’t born of adrenaline. This wasn’t about the heat of the moment, like so many of my hookups. It felt like so much more than that, than any of it. Like so much more than anything I’d ever experienced.

      I raised my hips and reached down between my legs. Garth’s long, dark eyelashes fluttered against his cheeks as I coaxed him into me, and he threw his head back, his neck arching, when I eased down until he was sheathed within me completely.

      I sat there, unmoving, letting my body adjust to him. My inner muscles fluttered, almost like they were flirting with the idea of letting go, of washing my body with the pleasure of release from just that single moment of penetration. I sat absolutely still. Not yet.

      Heartbeats passed, and I leaned forward, one hand on Garth’s waist, the other on his neck, my pointer finger curving over his chin. I wanted him there with me—needed him there with me—looking at me. Being present, in this moment, with me. I was suddenly starving for something beyond the basic primal connection I was used to. I was desperate to truly be with someone. To be with him.

      Garth angled his face toward me and opened his eyes, dark pools in the dim bedroom. His hands moved to my hips, his fingers curling over my minimal curves.

      I moved slowly, afraid of hurting his still-healing body. I’d never been one for soft, slow lovemaking. Hell, I’d never been remotely interested in having any genuine, worthwhile emotion involved at all.

      Until now. Until I felt the slow well of pressure within me, the gentle build of heat, the soft swell of pleasure. This feeling . . . it was unreal. Unreal and so very unexpected.

      “Kat . . .” Garth was breathing hard, his grip on my hips tightening. Not remotely painful, but enough to coax me to move with a little more force.

      I was breathing hard, but not panting, and a thin sheen of sweat coated my skin.

      “I can’t—” His fingertips dug into my hips. “I’m going to—”

      “Come,” I said, rocking my hips in a steady, unrelenting rhythm. I was so close; sensing his spike in pleasure was bound to push me over the edge.

      He went rigid beneath me, his jaw clenched and his eyes narrowing to slits.

      I threw my head back as pleasure exploded in my core, sending sparks cascading through my body. It seemed to last for a blissful eternity. I was still gliding along, lost to the sensations thrumming through me, when Garth pulled me down to rest on his chest and encircled me in his arms.

      He kissed the top of my head and whispered, “That was insane,” into my hair.

      All I could manage was a single, breathy laugh. I lay on top of him, feeling him soften within me, and listened to his heartbeat, strong and steady and fast. He ran his fingers through my slightly tangled hair, apologizing each time he got caught in a snag.

      And for the first time since I was a child, I fell asleep touching another person. For the first time, as an adult, I felt comfortable enough to fall asleep that way. I felt safe. Like, just this once, it was okay to be vulnerable. Like, just this once, I could let my guard down for the night.

      And so I fell asleep curled up on top of Garth. And it felt right.
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      When I woke, it was still dark out. I was no longer lying on Garth, but beside him, my legs tangled with his. I was on my back, sort of, him facing me on his side, his arm resting across my chest. His face was relaxed, peaceful, faint bruises and all. I watched him sleep for a couple minutes, waiting for a knot to form in the pit of my stomach. It always happened, after. It didn’t matter who I’d been with or what we’d done, I always felt that seedling of self-loathing. Of disgust.

      It didn’t come. Even as I thought back through what had happened between us, as I replayed every touch, every sound and reaction, a feeling started in my belly, but not the one I was used to. A tingle and a flutter and a bit of a yearning ache. I wanted him again. And I never wanted them again. I wanted to kiss him, to look into his eyes. I wanted to know him.

      I frowned, my chest tightening unexpectedly. All of a sudden, it was hard to breathe. My lungs were working—double time—but they didn’t seem to be pulling in anything except used, expended air. Not what my body needed.

      I had to get up, to move around. I slid away from Garth on the bed, moving slowly to keep from waking him. By the time I stood, I was shaking.

      One day, maybe tomorrow, maybe in sixty years, Garth would die. And because he was human, his soul would dissipate, its energy dividing up and floating away. If I let myself get any closer to him . . . if I let myself care any more . . .

      I passed through the doorway into the living room and crossed to stand before one of the windows and stare out at my city. I would do what I could to make this a safe place for people like Garth so they could hang onto whatever short amount of time they had left. So they could exist for as long as possible. So the people who love them wouldn’t have to say goodbye until the last possible moment.

      A chill rippled through me, and I turned and grabbed the fleece blanket bunched up in the corner of the sectional, wrapping it around my bare shoulders. It smelled like him, faintly, of his cologne and that underlying scent that was his alone. I hugged the corners of the blanket to me. Hugged myself. Held myself together.

      I heard the sheets rustle in the other room, then the mattress creaked. Light footsteps marked Garth’s progress from the bed to the doorway. “Kat? What are you doing out here?”

      “Just thinking.”

      I listened to him cross the living room, making his way to me. “Are you alright?”

      “Yeah.” My shoulders slumped. “No.” I laughed quietly. Bitterly. “I honestly don’t know.”

      He stopped behind me, a foot or two by the sound of it. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      I shook my head, letting out another quiet, humorless laugh. “I want to stop thinking about it altogether.”

      Garth made a rough noise, faint and low in his throat. “Maybe I can help with that.” He pulled on the edge of the blanket at the back of my neck and I loosened my grip on it, letting it slip through my fingers and fall to the floor.

      My brain was telling me to stop this, warning me that this would only make things worse when the inevitable happened. And it would happen. But my heart and libido had a mind of their own, and they took over.

      Garth’s fingers trailed down my spine, from the base of my skull to my tailbone, and I shivered, both tickled and aroused. “You’re so beautiful,” he said, his voice low and husky. He laid his hands over my ribcage, sliding them around my body until the “L” of his thumbs hugged my breasts. “So confident . . .” He stepped closer and moved his hands higher. I could feel the heat of him just inches behind me. “So strong . . .”

      I leaned against him, resting the back of my head on his shoulder and closing my eyes.

      “Do you have any idea how sexy that is?”

      I smiled to myself, the faintest curving of my lips. I could feel the evidence of how sexy he found me pressed against my lower back, so yeah, I had some idea.

      He flicked my nipples, and my eyes snapped open as I hissed in a breath.

      “Put your hands on the window,” he ordered. This was new.

      Reluctantly, I obeyed. I was so comfortable there, leaning against him while he fondled me. But I’d play along . . . so long as there was more fondling. I’m a big fan of fondling.

      I pressed both of my hands against the window, fingers splayed.

      “Spread your legs. Shoulder width.”

      My belly did a little flip-flop as I did as he said. My heart was pounding, and all of the blood it was pumping seemed to be pooling in my core.

      Garth took a step backward, leaving me chilled and alone at the window. But only for a second. His finger slid inside me, and I gasped, head drooping.

      I didn’t think about anything for the rest of the night. I couldn’t. I was too busy gasping and moaning and begging for more. Always more.

      And not once did Garth deny me.
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      I woke late into the morning in Garth’s bed and, once again, managed to untangle myself from him without waking him completely. He roused just enough to turn onto his side, and his breathing soon returned to the slow, even rhythm of deep sleep.

      Moving as quietly as possible, I made my way around the foot of the bed to gather up my borrowed clothes. I carried them into the living room, shutting the bedroom door behind me. Once I’d donned the oversized T-shirt, I sat on the sectional, feet tucked beneath me. I fished my cards out of my backpack, doing my best not to disturb the cat dozing in a lone sliver of hazy sunlight on the far armrest.

      The previous night had been fun—oh, who was I kidding, it had been amazing—but it didn’t mean I was any less focused on finding a way to help those infected with the mystery disease. If anything, it made me more determined to eliminate the disease so I could be sure the rest of the humans in my city were safe from infection. To make sure Garth was safe.

      I pulled the vintage silver compact mirror from the pocket of my leather jacket and opened it, propping it up against a TV remote on the coffee table. Dom was there in the reflection, and I could see his lips moving, but I couldn’t hear a word he was saying. Brow furrowed, I touched the pendant hanging from the silver chain around my neck.

      My heart skipped a beat or three. It wasn’t there.

      My lips parted, and I ran through the events of the previous night. I’d removed it when I was undressing, and I’d set it somewhere . . . but where? It hadn’t exactly been my main focus at the time.

      I stood and headed back to the bedroom, inching the door open and poking my head through the crack to give the room a quick scan. The necklace was there on the nightstand, the pendant glinting in the dull, gray light of the overcast morning.

      The burst of adrenaline I’d felt during the few seconds that I feared I’d lost my necklace abated, and I could breathe a little easier. I tiptoed into the bedroom and retrieved it, then returned to the living room once more, easing the door shut behind me. Dom was already talking to me as I secured the clasp behind my neck.

      “Where have you been?” he demanded. “I’ve been trying to get through to you for hours. You know I don’t like it when you take the necklace off. I need to be able to speak to you whenever I—”

      “I was having sex.” I perched on the edge of the couch and looked at the compact, meeting Dom’s silvery stare. We had an agreement, he and I—I would only remove the pendant during amorous moments, and he would keep his incorporeal mouth shut about my perceived promiscuity. This was the first time I’d tested that agreement.

      Dom pressed his lips together into a thin, flat line. “I couldn’t get through to you for the entire night.”

      I raised a single eyebrow, smirking. “It was a lot of sex.”

      His expression was flat, unamused.

      “So what did you find out?”

      He blinked and, just like that, was back to business. “None of the kids Neffe and Aset took back to Bainbridge are showing signs of the illness, but apparently some of them are missing.”

      “Missing?”

      Dom nodded. “It would seem we did not rescue all of the children who were abducted. Some, like this Sammy, were taken away. They were never seen again by the children still in the holding cells. Rumors spread about the missing children being killed, or even escaping, but none knew for sure.”

      “How many disappeared?”

      “Seven,” Dom said. “Heru has people checking in with all of the hospitals in the area, but so far, there’s no sign of an outbreak cropping up anywhere but in the Tent District.”

      “It might be too soon for anything specific to have been noted, let alone reported. It is flu season, after all.” I chewed the inside of my cheek and nodded to myself. “Let me know if they find anything, or if they hear anything new.”

      Dom raised a single brow, his smirk mirroring mine from just moments ago. “So long as I can get through to you, of course.”

      It was my turn to level a flat look at him. “Of course.”

      “Neffe and Aset have requested blood samples from the victims, but they’re too busy to collect the samples themselves.”

      “So, what—they want me to do it?”

      “No,” Dom said. “Not with the warrant out for your arrest.”

      “So you heard about that . . .”

      “The whole state has by now,” Dom said dryly. “You need to stay put. Nik is going. He’s meeting with Dorman at noon.”

      I sat up straighter and glanced at the clock on the microwave. It was half past ten.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” Dom said, “and yes, little sister, it would be a very bad idea for you to go out right now, what with your image so fresh in everyone’s minds.”

      My finger tapped against my thigh, and I stared at the blank wall beside the TV stand. What if I didn’t have to go out? What if I could see what happened at the meeting, from here? My sheut made it so the things I drew had power, sometimes even seeming to come to life. Sometimes becoming real, if only for a moment. If I drew a likeness of Dorman’s office on the living room wall, would it just be a pretty picture, or would it become something more—a window to what was actually happening in the Tent District? It was a long shot, but I thought, just maybe, not an impossible one.

      “Kat . . .”

      “What?” I reached for the deck of tarot cards and started to shuffle. “I promise not to step a single foot through that door,” I said, nodding in the direction of the condo’s front door. If I could make my own, magical window, I wouldn’t have to.

      “Good.”

      I shuffled again. “Now hush.” Another shuffle. “I need to concentrate.”

      What’s in the cards for me today? I let the question roll around in my mind, let it saturate every cell in my body, let it flow from me into the cards. They wouldn’t tell me exactly what to do or what would happen, but they would give me an idea of what to expect. They’d help guide me in maybe not the right direction, but the necessary one. I honestly didn’t know how it worked, but somehow I would feel when the cards were ready. A little zing of power, of energy. When I felt that, I just knew.

      I set the cards down on the coffee table’s black-stained surface and cut the deck. I didn’t always cut, and almost never into three piles like so many tarot readers, but today had the potential to be a big day. An important day. I wanted to make sure I heard whatever messages the universe had for me, loud and clear. So, I cut the deck once more and let my hand hover over each pile for a few seconds, first the leftmost, then the middle one, then the one on the right. I returned to the middle pile. It hummed with an almost electric charge.

      “Loud and clear,” I murmured, picking up the middle pile and stacking it on top of the others. I flipped the top card and set it on the table.

      Justice. I wasn’t surprised to find that the major arcana card had altered itself, as my cards so often did. The Justice card currently showed Dorman, the unofficial leader of the Tent District, standing in front of a chain-link fence topped with razor wire—the perimeter surrounding his kingdom. His expression was stern, and he held a sword in his right hand—my sword, Mercy, with her silver pommel and crystalline At blade—a set of scales in the other, weighing a dripping heart against a pristine white feather. A creature with the body of a lion and the head of a crocodile lurked at the very edge of the card, the Egyptian god Ammut, waiting to eat the heart of the judged should it prove unworthy.

      I took it as a good sign that this card showed up first and that Dorman was the central figure. The Justice card itself represents balance, objectivity, and accountability. In general, it’s a positive card, especially since it was currently appearing in a time of relative chaos. To me, it suggested that following my current path, seeking salvation and justice for those under Dorman’s care, was the right thing—the necessary thing—to do. It meant that finding a solution to the problem Dorman had lain at my feet would ensure that universal balance, or ma’at to my people, was maintained.

      I slid the Justice card to the side and flipped the next card from the deck.

      The Hermit. Traditionally, this card represents healing, self-exploration, and a general need for self-reliance and alone time. While I thought all of that sounded kind of nice for me, I didn’t think it was talking about me—or, at least, not just me. The card depicted Nik, shirtless so his tattooed torso was displayed in all its glory. His side was to the viewer, his head bowed and his arm outstretched, like he was reaching for someone or something just out of frame. He stood on a polished floor of At, my sword held in his grasp, the tip nearly skimming the floor. The crystalline blade dripped with blood.

      Mercy showing up twice was far from a coincidence, and I couldn’t help but wonder if she represented something more than her pure, deadly self. I couldn’t shake the sense that she represented me.

      A little unnerved, I drew the next card and flipped it over.

      Queen of Swords. Once again, Constance Ward, the Chairman of the Board and CEO of the Ouroboros Corporation, stared out at me from her throne. The only difference from how the card had looked when I’d drawn it back in the library was that Constance now had a sword sticking out of her chest. My sword. Did it mean I would kill her after all? The thought spurred images of her children in my mind, and my chest tightened. There had to be another way.

      I moved my hand to the deck to draw another card, but the electric hum had faded. The magic was gone. The universe had shared all it would for now.

      With a sigh, I relaxed back into the couch and stared out through the nearest window at the cityscape gleaming in the light of a gloriously dreary Seattle morning. Dorman as Justice, Nik as the Hermit, Constance once again appearing as the Queen of Swords, and Mercy showing up on all three cards—what did it all mean?

      I started when the bedroom door opened. I’d been so caught up in thinking about the reading that I hadn’t heard Garth moving around in the bedroom.

      “Morning,” he said, strolling into the living room in only his underwear. He stopped beside the couch and bent down to kiss the top of my head.

      I reached out to snap the compact closed, but not before I caught Dom’s raised eyebrow. “Hey.” I tilted my head back, offering Garth my lips.

      He kissed me, gentle as ever, his fingertips caressing my neck. I felt him smile against my lips before pulling away. He headed into the kitchen and started fiddling with a coffeepot. “I’d offer to make breakfast”—he craned his neck to glance at the clock on the microwave—“or lunch, but I really have to get to the station.”

      “No worries,” I told him, standing and following him into the kitchen. I stopped at the island and leaned on the counter with my elbows. “I can fend for myself.”

      Garth laughed, low and throaty. “I have no doubt, but I’m trying to impress you.”

      I snorted. “Stop trying,” I said. “I’m thoroughly impressed. Honestly, I had no idea you were so . . . creative.” It was the best word I could come up with to sum up all we’d done the previous night.

      He glanced at me over his shoulder, eyebrows dancing.

      My neck and cheeks heated.

      “I’m going to hop in the shower while the coffee brews,” Garth said, turning and making his way back to the bedroom. “Join me if you want . . .”

      I grinned. Oh, I wanted.
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      Garth was out of the condo by eleven. He left me his personal cell phone, taking only his work phone with him. He also left me with a key to his place, along with the warning that I should only leave the condo if it was absolutely necessary. Like, emergency necessary.

      I can be rash, but I’m not stupid. I was fully aware that lying low had to be my top priority, and it was a little annoying that both Dom and Garth expressed concern over me leaving the condo. Like I just wouldn’t be able to resist frolicking out the door and gallivanting all around the city. Like my self-control was nil. But I had zero plans to gallivant. I mean, come on, I’m not even the gallivanting type.

      Even so, I wanted to get the inside scoop on that meeting between Nik and Dorman. The longer I pondered the three cards I’d drawn, the more I thought that maybe, just maybe, I needed to be included in the meeting in the Tent District, even if I was only there remotely. Both Nik and Dorman had been incorporated into the designs, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that their appearances were significant, like they were pointing me toward the meeting. It was more of a whisper from the universe than a scream, this time, but that didn’t make the message matter any less.

      As soon as Garth shut the condo’s front door, I rushed to the sectional to retrieve my backpack and unzipped the front pocket to dig out a black Sharpie, then I grabbed Dom’s compact and crossed to the kitchen island. I set him up on the corner, giving him a good view of the wall beside the TV. If I didn’t let him watch what I was attempting, he’d bug me nonstop.

      “What are you doing?” he asked, and I shushed him. Case in point.

      Barefoot and wearing only Garth’s T-shirt, I stood before the blank, white wall and uncapped the pen. I pictured the room in the back of the makeshift hospital, recalling exactly what it had looked like through that doorway with all those cots and the poor, sick kiddos. My drawings could be realistic, verging on lifelike, but I had no idea if this would work. Didn’t mean I wouldn’t try.

      I started by drawing a tall rectangle on the wall. That was the doorway in the hangar. I added rows of occupied cots, spending a few minutes giving each sick kid some memorable details. I closed my eyes, imagining what the scene would be like when Nik was there, collecting blood samples from the infected humans. I drew him crouching down at the second cot from the doorway in the middle row, his head bent over the kid lying there, blessedly asleep.

      Eyelids remaining shut, I continued to draw, my hand moving with a mind of its own, the ink directing it. The universe directing it. I gave myself over to the magic, let the universal energies flow through my sheut, saturate the rest of my body, and pour into the drawing. The marker started to hum with power, the wall giving off a sizzling electricity that made the hairs on my arms and the back of my neck stand on end. I was used to a gentle zing of power while drawing or doing a reading, but this was something else altogether. This was massive, a torrent compared to a trickle.

      My breaths came faster, my heart beating harder, stronger. A surge of energy passed through me, a pulse like lightning compared to the steady current I’d been channeling before.

      “Mon Dieu . . .” Dom’s voice was filled with awe.

      My eyes snapped open, and I stared at the wall—at the thing that was much more than simply a drawing of a doorway on a wall.

      “What—how did you do that?”

      “I’m not sure,” I said, eyes glued to the thing on the wall. Or, rather, in the wall. It wasn’t just a picture of the sick room at the back of the makeshift hospital; those were actual cots with actual sick kids lined up in rows. I could hear their moaning. Their sniffles and muffled cries. It worked. It really worked. Somehow, I’d created a window to another place entirely.

      Slack-jawed, I stared through the window. A man knelt beside the second cot in from the doorway in the center row. It was Nik, just as I’d drawn him. His head was bowed over a slumbering little girl of maybe six or seven, and he was collecting a sample of her blood in a vial at her elbow. He raised his head, focusing on something within the room, just to the side of the doorway. “Is there any way to get a sample from Sammy? Having patient zero’s blood might make all the difference.”

      The left half of Dorman came into view as he shifted his feet. He’d been standing beside the doorway. His arms were crossed over his chest, and he still wore that baseball cap. He shrugged. “You’re welcome to try.” He was so close, I felt as though I could reach out and touch him.

      Cautiously, I brought my hand up to the wall. I held my breath and pushed forward. And met no resistance. I pulled my hand back and stared at it. It had passed straight through the wall up to my wrist.

      This thing I’d created—it wasn’t merely a window to the Tent District. I wasn’t restricted to watching Nik and Dorman’s meeting; if I wanted to, I could go there.

      Nik must’ve spotted the movement, because he was suddenly staring at me.

      I sucked in a breath and froze.

      “What?” Dorman glanced over his shoulder, then returned to looking at Nik. “What is it?”

      “I thought I saw—” Nik shook his head, but his eyes didn’t leave the doorway. “It was nothing, I’m sure.” So it seemed that they couldn’t see me, even though I could see them. Could hear them and, if I wanted to, reach through and touch them. It didn’t seem possible.

      A slow grin spread across my face. “Holy fucking shitballs.” It didn’t seem possible, but it was.

      I spun around and ran to the closet housing the washer and dryer, yanking the doors open and pulling my clothes from the dryer. I dumped them all on the floor at my feet, picking up first a pair of underwear and pulling them on, then doing the same with some jeans. I hopped on one foot, then the other as I put on my socks, then strapped on my bra and topped it with a tank top. I shrugged into my sweatshirt, zipping it up as I hurried to the couch to grab my leather coat. I retrieved my boots from the bedroom and shoved my feet into them, doing a hasty job of tying the laces.

      After shutting Eva away in the bedroom, I rushed back to the doorway on the wall, snagging Dom’s compact and snapping it shut before stuffing it back into my pocket. I paused at the wall, staring at the drawing that was so much more than that—it was an actual gateway to another place—and took a deep breath. And then I lunged through the wall.

      Almost as soon as I crossed the impossible threshold, Nik was on his feet, a vine of At shooting out of his palm. That vine of opalescent otherworldly material wrapped around my waist, holding me back.

      Nik’s eyes rounded, a tentative smile touched his lips. “Kitty Kat?” A second later, he let out a bark of laughter, dissolving the vine of At and releasing me at the same time. “I knew I saw something.”

      I smoothed down my sweatshirt and coat, patting the pockets to make sure everything that had been in there still was. “Nice greeting,” I said, not meeting his eyes. I felt the extreme urge to not make eye contact with him, though I didn’t know why. Instead I looked at Dorman, who was staring at me, eyelids opened wide and a hand to his chest. “Sorry if I startled you,” I told him.

      Dorman laughed nervously. “Startled is putting it lightly . . .”

      I flashed him an apologetic smile.

      “I thought you might show up,” Nik said, winding around the cots to come to me. “Though not like that. Neat trick.” He stopped a few feet away, and I finally forced myself to look at him, a spike of some unsettling emotion making me feel uneasy. “I brought something for you, just in case.” His nostrils flared, his eyes narrowed, and a slow grin spread across his face. He schooled his features a moment later, going from wicked to innocent in a heartbeat. “You look tired.” He tilted his head to the side. “Have you been getting enough sleep?”

      My eyes narrowed to a glare. “Stop sniffing me, you pervert.”

      He smirked. “I can’t help it. You reek of one-night stand.”

      “It wasn’t a one-night stand,” I snapped. At least, I hoped it wasn’t.

      Nik’s eye twitched, but his smirk remained in place. “So Kitty Kat has a boyfriend. Isn’t that sweet.”

      Unease turned to slight queasiness. “Shut up.”

      Dorman cleared his throat, and we both looked at him. “I don’t mean to interrupt, but . . .” He swept a hand out, gesturing to the infected kids lying in the cots. “I’d prefer it if you got the samples to Bainbridge as soon as possible. There’s been a bit of a development in the disease, and I don’t think we can afford to waste time.”

      I took a step toward him. “What happened?”

      “Around midnight, Sammy entered what we’re calling the ‘final phase’ of the infection.” Dorman sighed and shook his head, worry shining in his hazel eyes. “He became violent, almost rabid, attacking any and every person he could. It was . . . shocking, to say the least.” Dorman’s shoulders slumped. “He got out and infected thirty-seven more people. I’d never have imagined that someone so small could do so much damage, but . . . at least he didn’t get beyond our fences.” Dorman sighed. “The only upside is that the disease seems to progress more slowly in adults. That buys us a little more time.”

      “Not much of an upside,” Nik muttered.

      I realized my hand was covering my mouth, and lowered it. “Where’s Sammy now?”

      “Dead,” Dorman said, his voice resigned. “The last person he attacked managed to break his neck. Maybe we could’ve brought him down sooner with a gun, but we’re a firearm-free zone.”

      The news of Sammy’s violent demise hit me like a punch to the gut. If I hadn’t wussed out at Constance’s house, I’d probably already have the cure. Now, thirty-seven more people might die—and might infect gods knew how many more people on their way out—all because I’d given in to weakness and spared Constance and her family. I gritted my teeth and pushed through the flood of failure. “Might need to change that rule,” I said.

      “Or at least invest in some tranq guns,” Nik added.

      Dorman nodded, but I thought it was mostly to himself. “A few more people have entered the final phase.” He looked at us with lost, sad eyes. “We’re using sedatives on them, but it’s taking triple the amount it should to keep them down—more, in some cases. They’re burning through our supply.”

      “I’ll bring what I can back from Bainbridge,” Nik said.

      Dorman nodded a thanks, but his stare fixed on me. “We need a cure, Kat. Have you made any progress?”

      “I—” I cleared my throat. “I’m working on it.”

      I understood now why the cards led me back here—for motivation. For resolve. I had let Garth distract me, lending a sense of blissful normalcy to a situation that was anything but normal. Dire was more like it. If this disease spread beyond the Tent District and remained unchecked, it would cause chaos and mayhem, not to mention unfathomable loads of destruction. I had the ugly suspicion that that had been the point of Sammy’s “escape” all along. The Ouroboros Corporation or the Senate or whoever was ultimately responsible was even more demented than I’d ever imagined.

      And if I was right, it begged the question—what happened to the other six kids the Ouroboros scientists had separated out? Had they been guinea pigs for some other twisted project? Or were there more infected kids out and about, spreading the disease with abandon?

      My hands balled into fists. “Are there any other new developments?”

      Dorman shook his head.

      “Alright.” I turned to the open doorway, then glanced over my shoulder. “Next time you see me, I’ll have some answers for you.” I marched through the doorway, fully expecting to find myself back in Garth’s condo.

      Yeah, not so much.

      Instead, the doorway transported me right where it was supposed to—straight into the rest of the hangar-turned-hospital. I stopped and turned around, eyebrows scrunched together.

      Nik watched me through the doorway, his head cocked to the side, and Dorman was craning his neck to see. Both looked as confused as I felt.

      “Damn it,” I grumbled, scowling. It looked like my gateways only worked one way. I hadn’t been expecting that. Now, I’d have to draw another to get back. I knew it had seemed too easy. I stomped back into the smaller sick room and huffed out a breath. “I need a wall and a marker,” I said. “Or some paint.”

      Dorman looked at Nik. “You can finish up here on your own?”

      Nik nodded.

      “Alright.” Dorman headed to the not-a-gateway doorway. “Come with me, Kat. You can use my office.”

      I glanced at Nik, meeting his eye and offering him a weak smile before following Dorman. He didn’t return it. He just stared back at me, his face blank. But his pale blue eyes . . . they were filled with something deep and dark, with something I couldn’t identify. Or something I didn’t want to identify.

      I turned away from him and jogged to catch up to Dorman.
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        * * *

      

      It was nearly two in the afternoon by the time I felt that surge of power bringing the second gateway to life.

      Dorman whistled. “That’s quite a trick.” He was behind me, leaning on his desk as he watched me work. His office was at the base of what had once been an air traffic control tower—back when there’d been way more air traffic to control.

      I looked at him. “You swear you’ll paint over this as soon as I’m through it?” I felt pretty sure that would destroy the gateway.

      He nodded, a sly, shy grin curving his lips. “Been meaning to redecorate, anyway.”

      I laughed under my breath.

      The door to his office burst open and Nik strode in, his eyes honing in on me. “Good, you’re still here.” A long, black sport bag was slung across his shoulder, probably now filled with countless vials of blood.

      “For about two more seconds,” I said, nodding to the active gateway to Garth’s condo on the wall adjacent to the door.

      Nik studied it for a moment, scanning the area through the gateway and frowning, then looked at Dorman. “Can you give us a minute?”

      After a nod, Dorman left the office.

      I raised my eyebrows and planted my hands on my hips. “What’s up?”

      “I have something for you,” Nik said, moving forward and placing his bag on the chairs in front of the desk. He unzipped the bag and pulled out the leather shoulder harness that was usually attached to my sword’s scabbard. Except right now there was no scabbard or sword in sight. He held the harness out to me.

      I took a step toward him and reached for the harness, not quite understanding. “Um . . . thanks, but—” My eyes widened when my fingers closed around more than the worn straps of leather. The scabbard—I could feel it in my hand, and from the weight of it, I knew that Mercy, my sword, was sheathed within. I shook my head. “How . . .”

      Nik stuffed his hands into the pockets of his jeans and hunched his shoulders, looking adorably bashful. It was all an act, of course, but it was still cute. Or as cute as Nik could ever get. “I transformed the whole thing, scabbard and all, into At, then made it invisible.”

      My mouth fell open. I’d known that Lex’s sheut enabled her to imbue At with various properties, like glowing or appearing invisible, but I’d had no idea that Nik could do it, too. I eyed him, wondering what other powers he’d been hiding from the rest of us.

      “You left your sword behind because it would draw attention.” Nik shrugged. “Now it won’t.”

      Eyes stinging, I found the invisible hilt with my right hand and drew the sword. Mercy’s blade slid free with a pristine ring. The entire thing, pommel to blade, was completely invisible.

      Nik flashed me a devilish grin. “Now the trick is re-sheathing it . . .”

      “This is incredible.” I stared at, well, nothing with wide eyes, absolutely awed.

      “Just don’t drop it.”

      I glanced at Nik, frowning. What if I did drop it? I’d have to grope around until I stumbled over the damn thing.

      “But just in case you do manage to lose it,” Nik said, seeming to read my thoughts, “I can always find it again, you know, because I can sense anything made of At.”

      My eyebrows rose. “Anything?”

      He nodded.

      “Even my ink?” I flashed him the Eye of Horus on my palm.

      “When you’re close enough.” He shrugged. “It’s a pretty small amount.”

      “Huh.” I sheathed the invisible sword after only two tries and hugged the whole thing to my chest, feeling a little less alone. Nik had done this for me, and now it would be like I carried a little piece of him around with me, wherever I went. That mattered more to me than I was willing to admit, even just to myself.

      “Thank you,” I said, meeting his eyes and hoping he couldn’t see how intensely his gift was affecting me. I cleared my throat. “Really, Nik. Thank you.”

      The corner of his mouth twitched, and he breathed out a laugh. It was the only “You’re welcome” I would get. He pointed to the gateway with his chin. “Go on. Do your thing. I’ve got a ferry to catch.”

      I stared at him for a moment longer, then took a deep breath, held my head high, and turned my back to him. And stepped through the new gateway.
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      By the time I’d returned to Garth’s condo and checked his cell phone, I had a series of texts from him, each with the name and home address of one of the Ouroboros board members. He’d sent them within the past half hour, and his timing was impeccable. Any longer and I’d have made a straight shot for Constance. And despite my renewed motivation to do what had to be done, no matter the cost, I wasn’t ready to go after her. Even after the reading that morning, after her appearance on the Queen of Swords card with Mercy shoved through her chest. Even though I now held the sword that had impaled her in my hands, I wasn’t ready to go after her to get the cure.

      Sure, if push came to shove, I’d do it. But I didn’t want to, and I knew I’d regret whatever I ended up doing to her for the rest of my potentially very long life.

      I did a quick Internet search on Garth’s phone, running down the list of names he’d sent me. I was hoping for a sign, some tidbit of information that would point me in the right direction. Or, at least, in the least guilt-ridden direction. I was fully committed to the cause, ready and willing to use lethal force if necessary. I would find a way to stop the spread of the disease and save those unfortunate enough to already be infected. At least, those who weren’t already too far gone. It was too late for Sammy, but it wasn’t too late for the others. Not yet.

      I found my target as soon as I hit enter on the third name—Mitch Carmichael. The list of links included several news articles from the past year reporting allegations that Carmichael’s name had been linked to an illegal human trafficking ring, one that specialized in young women and children. It looked like his name had been cleared and the matter had been swept under the rug, as almost anything could be if enough money was thrown at it, but things like that don’t just disappear. Not now, in the age of the Internet. Nowadays, things like that live forever.

      However guiltless Carmichael appeared in the eyes of the law, I couldn’t ignore the reality of the situation—Ouroboros had abducted children to use as test subjects. It seemed an awful big coincidence that one of the leaders of that corporation had potential ties to another child-abducting organization. It even crossed my mind that the idea to take the street kids could’ve come from Carmichael originally. If so, I thought it would be pretty easy to get over my aversion to taking human lives. Easy as breathing. But a hell of a lot more gratifying.

      I tried creating a gateway to someplace closer to the downtown high-rise Carmichael called home—I even went so far as to draw a likeness of one of the cluttered basements I’d ducked out in a night or two on the wall beside the original gateway, which would’ve left me just a few blocks from Carmichael’s place—but no matter how hard I tried to focus, I couldn’t get the magic to work. I couldn’t even get a spark of the increasingly familiar current of otherworldly energy to hum through me. My magical batteries were well and truly dead, and I had no clue how long it would take them to recharge. I’d have to go the long way.

      It would’ve been safer to wait until dark to leave Garth’s building, but I had a narrow window of opportunity to get into Carmichael’s home while he was out—assuming he held anything close to normal work hours. He was on the Ouroboros board of directors, but unlike Constance, he didn’t hold an additional position at the corporation. So far as I could tell, he’d made his money elsewhere, or he’d fallen into it by way of inheritance, and that was how he’d ended up at the top of the corporate ladder at Ouroboros.

      At least it was drizzling out, and a thick layer of storm clouds darkened the sky, threatening worse. Nobody would toss me a second glance for keeping my hood up. That was almost as good as moving through the city in the dark of night.

      I shed my leather coat, strapped the sword harness on, buckling it across my chest, then put the jacket back on over the invisible sword. Mercy was slender enough that she didn’t cause the jacket to bulge or bunch uncomfortably, even if she did warp the line of my back a little. I dug through my backpack next, pulling out a device about the size of a deck of playing cards—a rechargeable handheld electromagnetic pulse generator strong enough to knock out all electronics within a hundred-foot radius. It was one of the few gadgets I had left over from my days as one of the Senate’s pet assassins. I’d brought it with me for my time as a rogue in case of an emergency. Well, guess what—this was a god damn emergency.

      Hood up, I left the condo, locking the door behind me. I used the stairs, figuring they’d be less traveled, and once I reached the bottom floor, I ducked out through a side entrance, pleased I’d been able to get out of the building without running into a single person. Not even Dom chastised me for breaking my word about leaving the condo the conventional way. It was a good start to the mission.

      According to the information from Garth, Carmichael lived in a multimillion-dollar loft on the twenty-second floor of a tower on First Street, downtown. He probably had an insane view of the Puget Sound. A view like that would be wasted on a scumbag like him.

      Sneaking up to Carmichael’s loft was easy enough. The building was part upscale hotel, part condominium, which meant it had maids and room service. I strolled into the employee area like I belonged there, nabbed a room service uniform that consisted of black trousers, a maroon chef’s coat, and a stupid little maroon hat off a rack of identical uniforms, and ducked into the employee locker room to slip everything on over my clothes. I ended up looking a little husky, but otherwise pretty nondescript.

      I took the service elevator up, keeping my head down to keep my face off of any security cameras, and was on the twenty-second floor in no time. I knocked on Carmichael’s door, the last at the end of a windowless hall, hoping he wasn’t home, and waited for a minute. When nobody answered, I unbuttoned my chef’s coat and reached into the pocket of my leather jacket, pressing the switch that would activate the EMP generator. I counted down in my mind.

      Five . . . four . . . three . . . two . . .

      The lights in the hallway flickered, then went out, leaving me in not complete darkness, but something that would seem so to human eyes. There was just enough light coming in through a window around the corner and sneaking out under the four other doorways along the hallway that I could see well enough. Barely.

      The lights and security systems would be down for a couple minutes. I had to work fast.

      I knelt before Carmichael’s door and pulled out the only other thing in that pocket—an invisible-ink marker, the kind that only shows up under a black light. I didn’t want to tip anyone off to the extent of the magic I could work. If I did that, I could say adios to my biggest advantage.

      I uncapped the marker and wrote on the door, just below the handle: UNLOCK. It was a shot in the dark. Literally. BURN had worked on the Ouroboros scientist last week, but that had also been a basic matter of heat. This was another area of physics entirely, and I had no clue if my brand of magic held any power over movement or mechanics at all, let alone whether or not I had enough juice to accomplish something as small as unlocking a door.

      I wrote “UNLOCK” all around the handle, over and over, and then I held my breath. “Come on,” I whispered. “Work, damn it!”

      I twisted the door handle. It was still locked. I wasn’t surprised; there’d been no zing of primal electricity. No hint of that energy that could only be called magic.

      With a faint groan, I rested my forehead against the door. I’d have to do this the old-fashioned way. Which I sucked at, because back in my Senate-condoned breaking-and-entering days, I’d always been able to rely on Mari to create a key out of anti-At.

      “I might need your help here, Dom,” I said as I pulled a lock-picking kit from my sweatshirt pocket. Doubling up on outerwear has its perks—extra storage being number one on the list.

      “You know what to do,” my big brother said. “Just remember, it’s all about feel. Locate each of the pins first, then get started.”

      I inserted a small, metal tension wrench into the lock on the handle, then added the lock pick and held my breath. I pushed the farthest pin up, feeling it click into place, and turned the wrench in the lock, then went to work on the next pin. I was sweating by the time I’d worked through the final three and had the thing unlocked, and I wasn’t even done. There was still the deadbolt to deal with.

      I rose up on my knees and fit the tools into the upper lock. I worked through the first three pins pretty quickly, but even so, the florescent lights flickered when I was on the fourth pin. I turned the lock with the tension wrench and allowed myself a deep breath. One more pin to go.

      I stiffened when I heard the snick of someone unlocking one of the doors farther up the hallway. “Shit!” I redoubled my efforts on the deadbolt.

      The lights flickered again, working up the courage to shine on. As soon as they were back online, it would be only a matter of seconds until the cameras followed.

      The final pin clicked into place, and I turned the wrench, exhaling in relief when the deadbolt slid free. I twisted the door handle and pushed the door open, slipping into the loft just as the door up the hallway opened. I snagged the case for my lock-picking kit, pulled my arm in through the crack, and shut the door. I sat on the ashy hardwood floor in the entryway to Carmichael’s loft, breathing hard and sweating like I’d just sprinted all the way up here using the stairs.

      “That was way too close,” I said to Dom.

      “You made it . . .”

      I snorted in reply. While I waited for my breathing and heartbeat to slow, I fished Garth’s phone out of my right pocket and checked the time. It was a quarter till five. I had no clue when Carmichael would be home—assuming he truly wasn’t here already. But I figured I was safe; if he’d been home, the sound of the door opening should’ve drawn him out, if my knock hadn’t. Best to make sure, though.

      I hoisted myself up off the ground and moved as quietly as possible into the loft. Considering my rubber soles and that I was naturally light-footed, my footsteps were almost silent despite my combat boots.

      The loft was very open concept, the kitchen, dining area, and living space all blending together, much like in Garth’s condo, only on a grander scale. Carmichael had at least four times as much space as Garth, and plenty of furniture and decor to fill it. How he’d managed to find so much stuff that was both modern and tacky was beyond me, but—shiny, cherry-red plastic S-shaped dining room chairs? And a refrigerator door that doubled as a chalkboard? Really?

      My lip curled, and I moved on to the master suite, a space that was sectioned off not by walls, but by three stairs leading up to a raised platform. I checked the master bathroom and the closet, then headed down a short hallway that led to a powder room, a guest room with another full bath, a study, and a utility room with laundry machines that looked like they’d never been used. Like, literally, they still had the stickers sealing the doors shut.

      Nobody was home, that much was clear, so I headed back into the main living area to prepare for Carmichael’s arrival. I lost the polyester room service garb, then took off my coat, sword harness, and sweatshirt, laying it all out on the kitchen table. I wasn’t too worried about Carmichael seeing my stuff and bolting. By the time he was in the door, it would already be too late for him. I set Garth’s phone on the table beside my jacket, then tucked the lock-picking tools back into their little case and returned it to my sweatshirt pocket.

      I gave the loft a slow scan and exhaled heavily. “Nothing to do now but wait,” I said, both to myself and to Dom. I was already bored. “Gah . . . this is the worst part.”

      “I always enjoyed the waiting,” Dom said. “It gave me a chance to collect my thoughts, to center myself. To come to peace within myself with the fact that I was about to take a life, so the guilt wouldn’t crush me once the deed was done.”

      Have I mentioned that Dom spent centuries as Heru’s go-to assassin? Where those darker arts were concerned, he was the best of the best. But he’d had his fill of killing long ago, and he’d given it up in exchange for assisting Heru in other ways, namely by interrogating and torturing his enemies. Dom’s well-known distaste for killing was one of the things that made him such an effective interrogator. His subjects could always be certain that death wouldn’t end the pain, not while Dom was still in the room.

      I was lucky enough to be one of the few he’d taken under his wing. He’d invested a shit-ton of time and energy in me, teaching me everything he knew. I wasn’t quite as good as him—or as good as he’d been when he was still technically alive—but I was close.

      “At least Carmichael’s got a killer view,” I said, crossing the living room between a couch that I thought might actually be made of a solid piece of wood and a zebra-striped bearskin rug. The general shape gave away the fact that it wasn’t an actual zebra. So did the bear head. “This place is practically waterfront.”

      I stopped at the window, appreciating a beautiful thing when I saw it. Even with the overcast sky and the shortened line of sight due to the rain, the Sound was still as stunning as ever. The loft’s view was a hell of a lot better than its interior, that was for damn sure. I stood there, admiring the Puget Sound in all of its gray, slightly gloomy glory, for what felt like eons.

      Until I heard the sound of a key being stuck into one of the locks I’d just picked.

      Snapping into action, I turned away from the window and rushed into the kitchen. The fridge was the nearest thing to the entryway, so I stood with my back to the slate door and listened as Carmichael unlocked the deadbolt. He was taking forever. Probably because he was also talking on the phone—something about a vote tomorrow. A coup, he called it.

      He opened the door, then shut and relocked it, and just like that, I had him trapped. The amount of time it would take him to unlock and open the door inward was about twice as long as it would take me to slam him face-first against it.

      I smiled to myself. I loved it when they made it so damn easy.

      Of course, I didn’t show myself right then and there. I didn’t slam him into the door, much as I might have enjoyed it. I couldn’t risk whoever was on the other end of the call getting suspicious, let alone Carmichael uttering a full-fledged plea for help. I’d have to threaten him into hanging up, if he didn’t do it on his own first. My sword wouldn’t work as a means to up the threat, since he couldn’t see it. Wouldn’t have mattered anyway; Mercy was still on the table, sheathed in her scabbard. My eyes landed on the knife block on the massive island opposite me. Promising, but still too far away.

      Luckily, it never came to threats, because Carmichael is an oblivious boob. He brushed right past me and headed into the bedroom area, all the while talking on his phone about how excited he was for the meeting in the morning and how shocked he imagined she would look—whoever she was.

      “Listen, Scott, I gotta go. I’ve got squash at seven, and my instructor throws a fit if I’m late.” He toed off his shiny dress shoes and loosened his tie. “Yeah. Yeah, you too, buddy. See you tomorrow.” He tossed the phone onto the bed and headed into the bathroom. The way this was playing out, I couldn’t have choreographed the whole thing better myself.

      I listened as he continued to undress and turned on the shower, but I waited until I heard the shower’s glass door open and shut to follow him into the bathroom. I drew Mercy as I passed the table and picked up Carmichael’s phone and pocketed it before I stepped through the doorway into the slightly steamy room. Apparently the guy liked really hot showers.

      I sat on the bathroom counter between the double sinks and watched him, my head tilted to the side. He had his back to me.

      Mitch Carmichael wasn’t an unattractive man. I’d have placed him in his early sixties, and he was in pretty good shape—must’ve been all the squash he played. His tush was only a little saggy, and I figured he must tan—or fake tan or take a slew of fancy-pants vacations to the tropics—because a white dude like him doesn’t get a tan like that during a Seattle winter without some sort of assistance. He’s got a full head of salt-and-pepper hair and probably fits into the “silver fox” category.

      I watched him shampoo his hair and soap up his body, but I drew the line when he planted one hand on the shower wall and started to stroke himself.

      I cleared my throat, loudly.

      Carmichael froze.

      “Yep,” I said, “that wasn’t in your mind.”

      He spun around, nearly falling on the slick tile floor. His half-flaccid penis was more impressive than I’d expected, and I raised a single brow in acknowledgment of that fact. He stood frozen in place, the hot water hitting his back and his hand cupping his man bits. “Who are you and what the fuck are you doing in here?”

      My eyebrows rose, and I hopped off the counter. “You don’t recognize me?” I approached the shower, stopping at the glass wall to stare at him up close and personal. “From what I understand, my picture’s all over the place right now.”

      Recognition dawned, and his eyes rounded. “You—you’re her—Katarina Dubois.”

      “Also known as . . .”

      He mouthed, “Ink Witch.”

      “Ding-ding-ding,” I sang, grinning. “I knew you’d get it eventually.” I gave him elevator eyes, the quick, disinterested version. “Why don’t you go ahead and rinse off, Mitch, and then we can get started.”

      His face was flushed from the heat in the shower, but even so, the color seemed to drain from his face. “Get started with what?”

      I blinked several times. “Why, finding the truth, of course.”

      “The truth about what?”

      “Aren’t you just the nosy Nellie.” I tapped the glass wall with the tip of my sword, watching his eyes search for the source of the noise and appreciating his confused expression when he found nothing. “Or would ‘eager beaver’ be more appropriate?”

      Carmichael backed away from the glass wall. “You’re insane.” He continued backing up until he hit the tile wall.

      “Maybe,” I said with a nod, not discouraging his conclusion one bit. It’s more fun when they think I’m unhinged. “But I’m also the one with an invisible sword, so . . . I’d do what I say, if I were you.”

      “I have money,” Carmichael blurted.

      I shrugged one shoulder. “Don’t want it.”

      “Cars . . . stock . . . property . . .”

      “I don’t want any of that,” I said, enunciating each word clearly.

      “Well what do you want from me, then?” Carmichael was panicking. I could see it in his wild eyes, hear it in the timbre of his voice. His entire body trembled. Fight-or-flight was kicking in, and he wanted to run. Good; survival mode was good. Right where I wanted him.

      I plastered on a plastic smile. “What I want, Mitch, is for you to rinse off and come out here so we can have a little chat.” I winked at him. “Don’t worry, buddy, I’ll take things slow. Who knows . . . you might even enjoy yourself.”

      Some people got off on the bite of pain. Hell, I wasn’t opposed to it, myself. It was entirely possible that Carmichael was one such person. It would be amusing for me, but it would be unfortunate for him. I’d have to use more extreme interrogation tactics. Pleasure from pain only stretched so far. Eventually, there was only pain.
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      As it turned out, Carmichael was not a fan of pain. He was about as far from a masochist as a person could be. I duct-taped him to one of those hideous red chairs and set him up near the windows with his back to the glorious view so the backdrop of the Seattle waterfront and the Puget Sound beyond would give me comfort and lend me strength. So it would remind me of why I was here—to protect my beloved city from people like Carmichael.

      I left him naked, not because I was overly fond of the sight of him, but because nudity creates insecurity. It’s one more barrier cast away, one more protective wall torn down. Being naked in front of others has the tendency to make a person feel exposed, no matter how comfortable they are in their own skin. Especially when those “others” have not-so-nice intentions. It had been Dom’s suggestion, and a damn good one at that.

      Carmichael cried out when I nicked his left pectoral with Mercy’s invisible tip. To be fair, I cut a smidgen deeper than I’d planned, but I was still getting used to the very strange lack of visibility of her sword blade. I knew the feel of her well, but it was becoming all too clear that my sword and I would have to become even more familiar with one another.

      “That was just so you’d know the blade is real,” I explained to Carmichael, standing a couple feet away from him. “Every time you lie to me, I’ll cut you again. And yes, I’ll be able to tell when you’re lying.” It was true enough; my heightened hearing allowed me to hone in on his heartbeat, and my eyesight was good enough that I could see the level of perspiration on his skin and gauge any change in his pupil size. “We’ll keep playing this game until you bleed out or I get all the information I need. Understand?”

      Carmichael gulped, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down.

      “Alright . . .” I flipped Mercy up and rested the flat of her blade against my right shoulder. “Did you know about the children your SoDo lab was abducting and experimenting on?” I watched him carefully, taking in every part of his response, verbal and otherwise.

      “No,” he rasped.

      “Lie.” I slashed a shallow nick across his cheekbone, and he yelped. I planted my hands on my hips and leaned over him. “I gave you fair warning—you lie, you get cut.” I gave him the look. “You did that to yourself. Now, did you know about the kids?”

      Again, Carmichael swallowed roughly, then licked his lips. “Yes, I—I knew about them.”

      “And did you know about all the research and experiments going on in that lab?”

      “Yes,” Carmichael admitted. “We all did—all of the board members.”

      I tutted, tapping the flat of the sword against the side of his face. He flinched at each touch of the smooth, invisible At blade. “Don’t try to deflect the blame onto them. They’re not here. You are. I’ll get to them later.” I returned the sword to my shoulder. “Tell me, Mitch, do you remember a boy named Sammy?”

      Carmichael’s heart rate leapt, and sweat beaded on his forehead.

      I crouched before him, intrigued by his severe reaction. “Answer the question.”

      “Yes,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. For whatever reason, Sammy meant something to Carmichael. Something big.

      “Do you know what was done to Sammy?”

      His heart rate spiked again, but it leveled out when he finally answered. “We—they infected him with a—” He shook his head, his brow furrowed. “Not a disease, but something worse.”

      “Worse, how?”

      Again, he shook his head. “I don’t know. I wasn’t involved much in that project, I swear.” Carmichael hesitated for a moment, then his heart rate elevated and he blurted, “Constance.” His heart rate remained at that higher level as he continued, “Just her. It was her idea . . . all of it.”

      With a sigh, I lifted Mercy from my shoulder and rested her tip against Carmichael’s ribcage, angling it so the blade pressed in between his fifth and sixth ribs, right below his nipple. Just a little more pressure and I’d break the skin. I gave it that small amount of pressure.

      Carmichael yelped.

      “Here’s the deal, Mitch. I’m going to keep pushing on Mercy here—that’s my sword’s name—until you tell me the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.” I gave it a moment for the words to sink in. “Who was involved in the project?” He didn’t answer right away, and I started to push the blade in deeper. “How long until I puncture your lung, I wonder?”

      “All of us,” he said. “We all knew about it. Everyone was involved to some degree, but Constance really was project lead on this.” He wasn’t lying.

      “How do I get the cure?” I exerted a little more pressure. “Who has it?”

      “I—” Carmichael shook his head vehemently. “I swear I don’t know anything about a cure.” The truth in his words turned my heart to lead.

      I withdrew the blade. A deal was a deal, after all. “That wasn’t so hard, was it?”

      “Ask him more about the children,” Dom said. “There’s something there. When you brought up Sammy—his reaction was too strong.”

      I frowned, tilting my head from side to side and tapping Mercy’s blade against the outside of my boot as I considered Dom’s suggestion. I wanted to get my hands on Constance and the others before anyone caught wind that I was hunting Ouroboros board members, but a few extra questions couldn’t hurt. Besides, if Dom thought this was important . . .

      I fixed my stare on Carmichael and stopped the rhythmic tapping. “Let’s talk more about Sammy.”

      Again, the bastard’s heart rate spiked. Dom was onto something.

      “Cute kid, though when I saw him, he was a little under the weather.” Understatement of the year. When I’d seen Sammy, the eight-year-old had been unconscious, his breathing labored and his temperature dangerously high. Now, well . . . at least he wasn’t suffering anymore. “Did you spend much time with him?” I asked.

      “I—” Carmichael turned his face away from me. “I only met him once.”

      “And when was that?”

      “I don’t know. Monday of last week? Tuesday, maybe? It was before they infected him.”

      “Why?” I narrowed my eyes. “Why is that important?”

      “Because I—when we . . . I didn’t want to get infected too,” Carmichael said through a moan. His shoulders were hunched, and his body shook with the force of his sobs.

      “When you what?” My hand shot out, and I gripped Carmichael’s throat with clawlike fingers, bringing my face centimeters from his. “What did you do to Sammy?” I recalled the headlines about the human trafficking allegations, about the women and children purportedly sold into slavery, and my grip tightened. “Tell me!”

      “If—if I do, you—you’ll kill me.”

      Oh, dear gods, no . . .

      I clenched my jaw, fingernails digging into his throat. I could feel the tendons and muscles in his neck tensing, the hard tube that was his windpipe straining against my hold. It would be all too easy to crush. Blood oozed from the cuts caused by my nails, and I only squeezed harder. “You deserve to die,” I said, tearing up with the force of my rage. “I wish there was a hell, so you could burn in it for the rest of eternity.” I sucked in a shaky breath. “But there’s not.”

      I released him and straightened, raising my boot to the seat of the chair between his thighs. I moved his flaccid penis out of the way with the toe of my boot and slammed the sword blade home.

      Carmichael howled in pain. He didn’t stop howling until I was finished and his family jewels lay in a bloody mess on the hardwood floor. He’d never touch another kid again.

      “Enjoy your hell, you ball-less sack of shit,” I said, then spat on him. I turned away and stalked into the kitchen, where I started to pace. “Dom, can you let the Bainbridge folks know to expect a prisoner? I’m going to send him to the dungeon.” It was under the massive garage in the Heru compound, a separate building from the main house where Lex, Heru, and some of the others lived, and it was about as stereotypical as a dungeon could get with all the stone and iron and generally dank atmosphere. I didn’t want to risk the possibility that this sick fucker might cross paths with Reni, Lex and Heru’s three-year-old girl. “And let them know everything we learned about him, will you? I’m sure they can get more useful info out of him.”

      “Of course,” Dom said. “But are certain you’ll be able to create a gateway?”

      I heaved a breath, then another. I could practically feel the magical energy gathering strength within my sheut. “Oh, yeah.” I shook out my hands and cracked my neck. “I got this.”

      “Very well. When should they expect him?”

      I was quiet for a moment, estimating how long it would take me to draw the dungeon. “About an hour,” I said finally. I grabbed a canister of chalk from the counter beside the fridge—seriously, who the fuck has a chalkboard for a fridge door, anyway—and stalked back into the living room area. I shoved the coffee table and ridiculous zebra-striped bearskin rug out of the way and knelt on the hardwood floor to get to work.

      Once I was finished drawing the dismal dungeon and felt the telltale spike of otherworldly energy, I stood and moved behind Carmichael’s chair. I raised my foot and planted my boot on the back of his chair, kicking hard and savoring his scream as he fell through the gateway. All that was left of him was a puddle of blood and his now-useless balls.

      I considered cleaning up the mess for all of two seconds, opting instead to use the hideous rug to smear blood onto the drawing, rendering it inert. I didn’t give two shits whether or not someone found the mess. Carmichael got what he deserved. Better than he deserved, because he was still alive.

      “I should’ve killed him,” I whispered. I shook my head and stared up at the exposed ceiling beams to keep myself from crying under the force of my regret. I was suddenly more disappointed in myself than I’d ever been in my entire life. It didn’t matter that Carmichael likely had a wealth of useful information about the Ouroboros Corporation’s other nefarious projects, not after what he’d done.

      I balled my hands into fists and squeezed my eyes shut. “I should have killed him!” It wasn’t a scream or a yell or a shout. It was a roar.
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      It was maybe six by the time I left Carmichael’s building. I didn’t even attempt to draw another gateway; creating the gateway to Bainbridge had left me completely drained. The sun had set, dusk had come and gone, and the moon was blocked by a thick layer of clouds, leaving behind a darkness better suited to the middle of the night. Which was well enough, because I looked like I’d just murdered someone. Which was extra frustrating, considering the knot in my stomach was there because I hadn’t killed Carmichael. It was there because I’d let him live.

      The trip back to Garth’s was a rain-soaked blur. I walked a few blocks, then hot-wired a little crotch rocket and rode the bike up slick streets to Capitol Hill. I ditched the bike in an alleyway a few blocks from Garth’s condo and skulked the rest of the way there through the puddles, sticking to the shadows between streetlights.

      I pulled up short when I reached the glass double doors marking the entrance to the building. “Shit,” I hissed, backstepping a few yards. I’d totally forgotten about the doorman sitting behind the little reception desk. This was the only exterior door I had a key for, and I couldn’t exactly tromp through the lobby with blood smeared all over my clothes.

      I couldn’t break in the same way I’d left, either—that door was exit only; no keyhole at all, so picking the lock wasn’t even an option, and Garth wouldn’t be home for another hour or two, so I couldn’t call him to come down and open that door from the inside. There was a garage underneath the building. It had a roll-down steel and glass door at street level that opened only when the condo residents came and went. I’d never been down there, but I didn’t see that I had any other choice.

      Hands stuffed into my pockets, hood up, and head down, I made my way around the corner to the east side of the block and ducked into the deepest shadows near the garage door. And waited . . .

      The waiting was awkward, because it was still early enough that the street was busy, even if it was dark out, and because the rain was falling steady as ever. I felt like a creeper. Probably because I looked like a creeper, no matter how nonchalant and unobtrusive I tried to be. But at least I wasn’t alone. There was a genuine homeless dude chilling in a trash bag poncho on the ground beyond the far side of the garage door. We were like a match set, he and I.

      After a good long while, there was a beeping sound from within the garage, a mechanism clicked over, and the door slowly lifted. A dark sedan slowed on the road and waited for the door to open all the way. It wasn’t ideal—I’d have preferred someone leaving rather than someone coming home—but at least this got me in through the gate and off the street.

      I waited until the car had pulled through all the way, gave the driver a few seconds to get deeper into the garage, then slunk in and crouched down between the nearest two cars. I waited there, hidden and silent, until I heard the car door, followed by the beep of a car alarm and the footsteps of the new arrival leaving their car. I waited a little longer, listening to the sound of a key fitting into a lock and the gentle whoosh of a door opening on well-oiled hinges. And then I waited a little longer, giving whoever it was some time to move on. Patience is a virtue, after all, even if it’s not usually one of mine.

      After a ten count, I stood and walked along behind the bumpers of parked cars, not too slow and not too fast, like I owned the place. Like I belonged. I doubted any cameras could pick up on the bloodstains, and I didn’t want to draw attention to myself by sneaking around and looking generally sketchy.

      As I neared the door into the building, I pulled my lock-picking kit out of my pocket and readied the two little tools I would need. I had the door unlocked in less than thirty seconds and slipped into the building. I tossed a glance over my shoulder when the garage door triggered again and picked up the pace, heading for the metal door to the stairwell.

      The second I shut the door to Garth’s unit, I was already toeing off my boots, even as I locked the deadbolt. I shrugged out of my leather coat and hung it on the back of a barstool, then unbuckled my sword harness and slung it over the coat. I unzipped my sweatshirt and pulled off my tank top, dropping both straight into the trash can beside the fridge, followed by my jeans, socks, underwear, and bra. I could never wear them again; they would always remind me of that sick fuck Carmichael, of my failure to end his pathetic existence. Even if I managed to get the clothes clean, the memory would remain a dark stain. Besides, the last thing I wanted was to leave traces of that bastard’s DNA in Garth’s washer. Someday soon, someone would get into Carmichael’s loft, and they’d find the bloody scene I’d left there. I wouldn’t risk implicating Garth in any of this.

      Barefoot and naked, I hurried through the bedroom and into the bathroom to turn on the shower. While I waited for the water to heat up, I looked at my reflection in the mirror. My straight, dark hair hung around my face and past my shoulders in strings wet with a combination of blood and rain. Be warned that when cutting an asshole’s balls off, the blood can and will get everywhere.

      The bathroom was steamy and the mirror started to fog over before I shook out of my daze and realized the shower had been running for plenty long enough to warm up. I opened the glass door, and only when the hot water hit my skin did I notice how chilled I was. That I was shivering.

      “Little sister—”

      “Not now, Dom,” I snapped.

      I gritted my teeth to fend off the sudden swell of frustrated, disgusted tears and snatched the bar of soap off the little built-in recess in the shower’s slate-tiled wall. I lathered it between my hands, then started scrubbing my body. I scrubbed and lathered, lathered and scrubbed. I attacked my hair with a vengeance. I washed myself until my skin felt raw and stung when the water touched it. Until the soap was little more than a sliver. Only then did I set what was left of the bar down. Only then did I feel even remotely clean.

      I placed my hand on the wall beside the recess and bowed my head, letting my hair act as a dark curtain shielding me from the world. Letting the water cascade all around me.

      I should’ve killed him. The thought buzzed around in my skull like a drunken bee. “Damn it!” I yelled, slapping my hand against the wall hard enough that it made my palm throb. I may have broken something. I didn’t care. I should’ve killed him.

      My shoulders shook, and my whole being caved in from the soul out. Horrors danced through my mind, taunting me. I couldn’t help but imagine whatever ghastly, perverted things Carmichael had done to poor little Sammy. The possibilities haunted me. Nauseated me. It didn’t matter that he could still be useful, that he still had information we could use, even if none of it had anything to do with the disease.

      I should’ve killed him.

      I leaned in, resting my forehead against the shower wall, then turned, wedging my shoulder in the corner. I slid down along the wall until I was sitting on the floor, one knee pulled up to my chest, the other leg outstretched. Forgotten. I leaned the side of my head against the wall and stared at the glass door, watching the rivulets of water stream down in stops and starts.

      I should’ve killed him.
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      “Kat?” It was Garth, calling out for me from the other room.

      I was shivering again. I was still on the tile floor and the showerhead still rained down on me, though the water was no longer even remotely warm. I could hear Garth’s footsteps drawing nearer. He was in the bedroom now. He was almost to the bathroom.

      “Should I join you in th—” He stopped in the doorway, his arm partially outstretched to pet the cat perched on the counter, his words halting right along with the rest of him. The shirt of his uniform was unbuttoned and hanging open, displaying the bulletproof vest he always wore underneath it. He stood there, frozen by shock for barely a second.

      “Jesus, Kat.” He lunged into the bathroom and yanked the shower door open, reaching in to turn off the water. He stepped into the shower, shoes and all, and crouched down before me. “What happened?” His hands hovered around me, like he was afraid I was physically injured. Like it would matter if I was. “What’s wrong? Are you hurt?”

      I watched him, took in his concern and confusion, wrapped them around me like the fact that he gave a shit about me might soothe the invisible wound caused by my razor-sharp shame. “No—” The word was barely a whisper, and I cleared my throat. “I’m fine. I—” I squeezed my eyelids shut, but it only made Carmichael’s face clearer in my mind’s eye. It only sharpened the sting of regret.

      Garth’s fingertips touched my cheek, a gentle caress following the contours of my cheekbone and jaw. “Kat . . .” He was quiet for a moment. “What can I do to help you?”

      Much as I wished there were magic words he could utter, some secret touch that could cure what ailed me, I knew better. There was nothing he could do but let me wallow until the mood passed. I opened my mouth, intending to tell him as much, but the words caught in my throat. I sat up ramrod straight and snapped my head to the left to stare at the slate-tiled wall like I could see through it to the kitchen and the front door.

      People. I could hear them, out in the hallway. They were moving slowly, quietly, but I could still make out the sounds of them arranging themselves around the door to Garth’s condo. There were only two reasons for a group of people to arrange themselves around a door like that—either they were setting up to sing Christmas carols, or they were planning to bust the door down. I narrowed my eyes. There had to be at least eight of them fanning out in the hallway, maybe more.

      “Wha—” Garth started, but I slapped my hand over his mouth.

      “Someone’s here,” I hissed. I heard the sound of clicking metal. A terrible, ill-boding sound. An unmistakable sound. Guns. Automatic. Big.

      The door crashed open, and I had Garth’s gun drawn before he even had a chance to reach for it. “Get down,” I mouthed, anticipating impending gunfire.

      Eva jumped off the counter and low-crawled deeper into the bathroom to hide behind the toilet.

      Garth caught my wrist as I squeezed past him through the open shower door. “You can’t go out there!” he whispered, his words no less vehement for their quietness.

      “I have to.” Whoever just broke in—whether they were sent by the Senate or Initiative Industries, the Ouroboros Corporation’s parent conglomerate—they weren’t going to let us just hide out back here, and they certainly weren’t going to let us slip away. They would find us, and they would kill us.

      I’d known it was a bad idea to stay with Garth. I’d known I would be endangering him, and I’d done it anyway. It was my fault that they were here, whoever they were. This was on me, one hundred percent. I owed it to him to make it right.

      One of the intruders entered the bedroom, an armed mercenary—human—from the looks of him. I could see his reflection in the mirror. He was armed to the teeth and dressed in all black, from his flak jacket down to his cargo pants and combat boots. I swept the gun around and aimed, threatening to put a bullet in his head before he could train his gun on me. It probably helped that I was naked. That might be what allowed me to get the jump on him.

      The merc froze, a quick blink his only movement.

      “Why are you here?” I asked, feeling like a moron for wanting to give him the benefit of the doubt. If his orders weren’t to kill me, I’d let him live. I wanted to leave him alive—he was only human, after all, and this life was it for him and his mortal soul—but not at the expense of my life, let alone Garth’s. He was human, too, and one that I cared about. If humans were going to be dying in this condo today, he wouldn’t be one of them. Not on my watch.

      The merc didn’t answer. He just stood there, staring at me.

      Not a moment later, one of his buddies tossed a small metal can into the room. It started spewing a foggy gas.

      I reacted without thinking. I shifted my aim lower and pulled the trigger, shooting the guy I had in my sights in the thigh, then swinging around to get his buddy in the shoulder. I backstepped and slammed the bathroom door shut. “I think it’s tear gas,” I told Garth, crouching off to the side in case the other mercs got gun happy. I grabbed a bath towel off the towel rack and stuffed it into the crack under the door. “There’s eight, maybe ten mercs out there.” They wouldn’t have long after that gunshot. Someone would call the cops, which meant the intruders would get desperate, quick. Not great for us.

      Garth nodded, impressing me with his sharp focus. He wasn’t dazed in the slightest, and the glint in his eyes told me he wouldn’t go down without a fight.

      “Here,” I said, reaching into the shower and handing him back his gun. As I turned away from him, I slammed the side of my fist down on the iron-esque pole of the now-empty towel rack, knocking it free. Thankfully, Garth had splurged for high-end fixtures; the thing didn’t just look like iron, it was iron.

      Now that we were both armed, Garth with his sidearm and me with a two-foot, hollow iron pole, we’d at least be able to put up a fight. Of course, we’d be sitting ducks stuck in here, little more than target practice for the mercs outside.

      “Look up, little sister,” Dom said. “People rarely expect an attack from above.”

      I glanced up at the ceiling. This was a top-floor unit; there should be just enough room for me to crawl around up there. I climbed up onto the vanity counter and shoved the iron pole through the drywall ceiling. “Thanks, Dom,” I said under my breath.

      Garth ducked, his hands going over his head. “What are you doing?”

      “Keep them distracted, OK?” The corner of my mouth lifted, and I quirked my head to the side. “And try not to get shot. I’m going out a different way . . .”

      I stared up at the ragged opening overhead. It was just under two feet wide; plenty of room for me to fit through. I reached up, balancing the iron bar across the two-by-fours framing the ceiling, then grasped the supports. I glanced down at Garth. “Give me a boost?”

      Dubious, Garth crawled out of the shower and stood, crouching. He kept shooting furtive glances at the door. Not surprising, because I could hear the mercenaries gathering in the bedroom. We had a handful of seconds before that door came down, and unless I managed to get up into the ceiling and surprise them from above and behind, we’d both be dead in not much longer. I just needed Garth to hold them off for a fraction of a second, and holding them off might include taking fire. It was risky, but we didn’t really have any other choice.

      Garth wrapped a hand around either of my ankles and lifted. “Be careful,” he said, his voice polished gravel.

      I renewed my grip on the two-by-fours, flexed my arms, and pulled myself up into a maze of ducts, wiring, and insulation. I sort of bear-crawled in the general direction of the bedroom. With any luck, the mercs wouldn’t have a chance to do anything to Garth until it was too late and I was already on them. With any luck . . .

      I’d just reached the ceiling vent in the bedroom when there was a crash, and the first crack of gunfire exploded below me. Heart pounding, I held my breath and smashed through the drywall ceiling, dropping almost directly on top of one of the intruders. The gas burned my eyes, but so long as I continued to hold my breath, my lungs were safe. It was a short “so long as . . .”

      I yanked off the merc’s gas mask as we both crumpled to the floor. Tears streamed down my cheeks, and my eyelids slammed shut reflexively. I forced them open, squinting around me, but the thick yellowish-white gas was almost impossible to see through in the evening darkness.

      The guy I’d landed on was gasping and sputtering. He’d hardly been prepared to fend off an attack from above. Taking advantage of his momentary confusion, I captured his neck between my thighs, and as I waited for him to pass out, kicking and clawing at my legs, I secured his gas mask over my face.

      The one good thing about the sickly opaque gas was that it rendered my opponents just as blind as it did me. They couldn’t see, but they also couldn’t hear nearly as well as I could. Advantage: me.

      As I sucked in a much-needed clean breath of air, I heard competing rat-tat-tats of automatic gunfire and hoped it meant Garth had managed to snag one of their bigger guns.

      Even as I was waiting for my first victim to lose consciousness, another of the mercs coalesced out of the poisonous fog, automatic rifle searching for a target. I swung the iron pole like a baseball bat. His knee snapped, and his leg collapsed. I elbowed him in the side of the head almost as soon as he was on the floor, and he went limp immediately. I smacked him one more time, for good measure. The guy I held in a choke hold between my legs followed his buddy into unconsciousness a moment later. I relaxed my legs and kicked him away.

      Crawling closer to the guy with the screwed-up leg, I yanked off his gas mask and tossed it in the general direction of the bathroom, then stood, iron rod in hand. Silently, I moved around the room, taking out mercenaries before they even realized I was on them. Like taking candy from a baby. It was almost too easy. The hard part was dispatching them without actually killing them. I had no idea who these guys were or why they were here, but I doubted it was anything more complicated than simply following orders. A simple exchange of money.

      I found the final intruder grappling with Garth on the bathroom floor. Neither had gas masks on, and both men’s eyes were swollen shut. Even as they fought each other, they struggled to breathe. Exhausted, a little beat up, and eyeballs and skin raw from exposure to the gas, I whacked the mercenary on the back of the head with my trusty iron pole. He went limp instantly.

      Garth lay there beneath the merc for a second, coughing and choking, then rolled to the side, depositing the guy on the floor beside him.

      Half blindly, I searched the floor and countertop for the gas mask I’d tossed in there just moments earlier. I found it in the sink and handed it to Garth. The gas didn’t seem to be lethal, just really damn painful, so I figured I’d been right about my tear gas assessment and that he would survive. Not that that meant he had to keep wallowing in the toxic stuff.

      “Thanks,” Garth rasped before he secured the mask over his face. He looked like hell, all swollen and oozy. I probably didn’t look much better, if the way I felt was any indication. He practiced breathing, slowly pulling in more and more air until he could take long, full, deep breaths. “What now?” he asked, bleary-eyed and weary.

      I grabbed his hand and pulled him out of the bathroom. “Now, we get the hell out of here.”
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      The tear gas was quite a bit thinner in the living room, and it cleared out pretty quickly once we shut the bedroom door, opened up the windows, and turned on the kitchen vent. The door to the hallway was open, but there were no gawkers. Any initial snoopers probably ran as soon as they caught sight of the armed mercenaries, and any other potential lookie-loos certainly fled at the sound of gunfire.

      “We need to rinse you off,” Garth said, gripping my arm and pulling me toward the kitchen. We’d both discarded our masks as soon as we were out of the bedroom. “You’re covered in chemical burns.”

      “I’ll heal,” I said, twisting my arm so it slipped free. Considering the singed state of my skin, a few layers might have slipped free as well. But, damn it, it was my turn to grip his arm and drag him somewhere. “What we need to do is get the hell out of here. There’s bound to be more of them.” Plus, the mercs that had only been knocked unconscious wouldn’t stay that way forever. I pulled him to the wall, where my drawing of the kids’ sick room in the Tent District was still intact, if not exactly as I’d left it.

      There appeared to be some sort of an evacuation going on, with pairs of people carrying kids out of the room on their cots. I gripped my throat and muttered, “Oh, shit,” under my breath. The tear gas must’ve passed through the gateway. Those poor kids . . .

      Garth stared at the living drawing on his wall, his eyes saucers and his expression rapt. “What is this?”

      I figured it was best to work with a minimalistic approach, explanation-wise. “Think of it like a doorway,” I said, right before I pushed him through the wall. He stumbled onto the other side, then turned around and marched right back toward me. And then he disappeared.

      I smirked, though my heart wasn’t in it. One-way gateways, and all that . . .

      “Find Dorman,” I called through the gateway, hoping he could hear me. “I’ll join you soon.” A moment later, I retrieved the can of touch-up paint from the shelf above the washer and drier in the laundry closet and splashed the entire can on the wall above the ink-drawn gateway. The moment the off-white paint dripped across the drawing, the whole thing crackled like a live wire touching water, and in a blink, it reverted to being just a picture. Just lines drawn in black permanent ink. Nothing more.

      I rushed back to the couch and opened up my backpack, pulling out a wad of freshly washed clothing. I dressed as quickly as possible, ignoring the singed state of my skin, shoved my feet into my boots without bothering to tie the laces, strapped on the sword harness without buckling it, then grabbed my backpack and leather jacket and the bag filled with my soiled clothes from the Carmichael incident. Hands full, I ran to the broken-in door.

      “Garth has a personal vehicle, does he not?” Dom said. That Dom, always the voice of sound thinking and clear reason.

      I paused, then backpedaled to grab the set of car keys sitting in a carved wooden bowl on the kitchen island. Driving out of here would be a whole lot less conspicuous than leaving by foot.

      A muffled feline yowl brought me up short just as I was passing through the doorway. Eva. I’d forgotten about her in all the chaos. From the sound of her desperate cry, she was somewhere back in the bedroom.

      I hesitated. I could just go. I should go. Eva would probably be fine, and I sure as hell didn’t have time to wrangle a terrified cat. But even as I took a step into the hallway, I thought of Garth and how devastated he would be if I let something happen to her.

      “Oh, come on,” I grumbled, dropping my burdens and rushing back into the condo. I grabbed the cat carrier from the laundry closet and ran into the bedroom. The gas was still pretty thick in there, and my eyes stung anew. “Eva?” I called out, coughing as I scanned the ripped-up, body-strewn space. “Here, kitty kitty . . .”

      Another yowl. I was pretty sure it came from the cabinets under the bathroom counter.

      I dashed into the bathroom and crouched down, opening one of the cabinet doors. Sure enough, there was the little calico cat, huddled in the back corner, relatively unharmed. Thank the gods . . .

      I didn’t have time for caution. If she bit me, so be it. I would heal. I reached into the cabinet and yanked her out by the scruff. Thankfully, Eva was little more than a tense, trembling dead weight. I shoved her into the carrier and tucked the whole thing under my arm like an oversized football, then fled from the condo, snagging my leather coat, sword, and the trash bag on my way out.

      I took the stairwell down to the basement and was already clicking the disarm button on the car alarm’s key fob before I’d even opened the door to the underground garage. I didn’t know what Garth drove when off duty, but not knowing didn’t make me miss a beat. I pressed the button over and over as I jogged farther into the garage, following the beep-beep beep-beep.

      “Hot damn,” I said with a breathy laugh when I finally honed in on his car.

      I’m not sure what I was expecting—maybe an SUV or a truck. Not the case. Garth owned a classic beauty, a black and chrome Mustang. The muscle car had clearly been restored and retrofitted with modern amenities like an alarm, because it couldn’t have been a day older than 1967.

      Pushing stringy, tangled wet hair out of my face, I unlocked the driver’s side door and flung my bag, jacket, and the condemning trash across the center console to the passenger seat. I strapped in Eva’s carrier in the backseat before sliding into the car myself. After I stuck the key into the ignition, I shot a quick glance around, then twisted my wrist. The engine roared to life in the cavernous space.

      After a second or two, the Mustang settled on a low, thrumming rumble . . . until I put her into gear and maneuvered her out of her parking spot. I was surrounded by thunder and vibrating power, which only increased as I pulled out of the garage and onto the street. When I shifted into second and pressed on the gas pedal once more, a thrill rushed through me. The old girl had kick, and I kind of loved her.

      I was tempted to really let her open up on the freeway, but it was too risky. I needed to fly under the radar, and getting pulled over was pretty much the opposite of that. My face was all over the news, after all. There was no doubt that any traffic cop would recognize me, and then I’d have to fight my way out of yet another sticky situation, and I really didn’t want to beat up anyone else for just doing their job. Everybody needs money, after all. It’s the world we live in.

      Traffic was shitty pretty much everywhere, not that it was really any surprise—weekdays from two thirty to seven in the evening are pretty much the worst times to drive in Seattle. Aside from the mornings. And any time there was an accident. Or just someone getting pulled over for speeding.

      Most times are the worst times for driving in Seattle, and this time was no different.

      I lasted on the freeway for a single stretch between exits before getting off and navigating my way through the maze of stoplights and one-way streets downtown. It took a ridiculous amount of time for me to make it a few miles, but finally I was parking the Mustang in an abandoned gravel lot beside the freeway, maybe a quarter mile southeast of the Tent District’s eastern gate. I was so close to meeting back up with Garth. So close to sending him away, for good.

      I must’ve been sleepwalking the past twelve hours. It was the only explanation for why I’d let anything happen between us. For why I’d thought any kind of an anything between us was a possibility. He was good and pure, and his life had been free and easy before I’d come along. His life had been safe. I was toxic to him, as bad as the tear gas, and the longer he hung around me, the more likely it was that he’d get dead. I’d let my heart take over, and that had been a mistake. It was time to start thinking with my brain . . . and only with my brain.

      I buckled my sword harness, shrugged into my leather coat, still splattered with sticky blood, zipped it almost up to my neck, and settled my backpack on my shoulders. Hands in my pockets and head down, I hurried toward the Tent District’s eastern gate.

      “Would you mind unzipping a bit so I can see where we’re going?” I sucked in a breath, startled by Dom’s voice. He’d returned to the Bainbridge mirror for the drive to get Lex and the others up to speed and to get an update on Carmichael, and I always felt antsier when he wasn’t the voice of reason in my head.

      “Please tell me keeping that sick fuck alive was worth it,” I said as I unzipped my coat a good six inches.

      “Neffe did a rough patch job on his”—Dom cleared his throat—“wound. She loaded him with morphine, and he’s been very chatty ever since. He might not have been directly involved with the infection, but his dirty little fingers were dipped into enough other projects to make him a wealth of information, not only on what Ouroboros is up to, but Initiative Industries as well.”

      I pressed my lips into a thin, grim smile. “That’s something, at least.” The reality that Carmichael might be able to do more good alive than dead—for now—eased some of the regret and disgust knotted up in my belly. Some, but nowhere near all of it. I still wanted him to suffer, and a morphine-induced haze was a far cry from that.

      “You must be more cautious, little sister,” Dom said. “It would seem the board of directors took your threat more seriously than we’d expected. They must have extra eyes on the board members.” It was his argument for how the mercenaries had found me in the first place—they’d seen me leaving Mitch Carmichael’s building.

      I stopped across the street from the eastern opening in the razor wire–topped chain-link fence surrounding the Tent District and placed my hands on my hips, shaking my head. “But then wouldn’t they have stopped me when I was actually working on Carmichael?” I started pacing, a dozen steps down the sidewalk, then a dozen back up. “Maybe it was an anonymous tip? Someone easily could’ve spotted me leaving his place. I looked like hell . . .”

      “Perhaps,” Dom said. “But that would suggest that the Senate and/or Ouroboros or Initiative Industries have people inside the police force, which is just as disturbing.”

      I paused, considering his words, then continued pacing. “We have to assume they do. Which means Garth can’t go back to work. They know he’s involved now.” I wasn’t sure if “they” was the Senate, the pharmaceutical giant, Ouroboros, or its conglomerate parent company, Initiative Industries. I’d pissed off all three with my revenge stunt a week ago—totally worth it—so it could be any of them. Or all of them. Regardless, Garth now had a big fat target on his back, too, thanks to me. “They’ll kill him,” I told Dom.

      “I’m in agreement. This just goes to show how recognizable you are now.” He was quiet for a moment. “Perhaps it is time to move out of the Seattle area. There are many other neutral Nejerets to visit outside of Seattle. You know Heru will provide any resources you might require.”

      But I was shaking my head before he’d even finished what he was saying. Not that he could see me. “I can’t go anywhere until we stop this disease. Otherwise, all of Dorman’s people are as good as out. We have to show them that Heru’s side is the right side . . . that human lives mean something to us.”

      Dom was quiet for a long moment.

      I picked up the mirrored pendant and held it away from my chest so I could see his face. “You know I’m right. I can’t stop until the board tells me what I need to know. Dorman may have the infection contained for now, but who’s to say that’ll last? And if it gets out . . .”

      “Perhaps you are right,” Dom acceded, his shadowed, silvery stare hard. “But taking on the Ouroboros board on your own is suicide. They’ll be watching for you now. They’ll be waiting.”

      I smirked. “Who said anything about taking them on alone?”

      “I don’t count.”

      I sent him an air kiss. “Come on, Dom, you’re worth a thousand allies.” I shrugged one shoulder. “But I wasn’t talking about you.”

      Dom shook his head slowly. “Then to whom, may I ask, were you referring?”

      I blinked my lashes several times, eyes opened wide with mock innocence. “Why, the most powerful Nejeret on earth, of course.”

      “You can’t trust Nik,” Dom said, voice flat and cold. “He’s unstable. His mind snapped when he fought with Re.”

      “Pffft,” I said, waving a hand dismissively. “‘Unstable’ is my middle name.”

      “I’m serious, Kat.”

      I stared at him for a moment, considering his warning. He only used my name when shit was about to get real. Or had already gotten real. Or was in the middle of the whole “real” situation. Regardless, his use of my name was really fucking notable. Plus, he kind of had a point about Nik and the whole “instability” thing.

      Nik had shared his body with the old god Re for thousands of years. Their coexistence had been peaceful, collaborative, even, until two decades ago, when the two beings had their first—and last—disagreement. Over whether I should die. Re snapped—like, literally lost his marbles and went full-on psycho—and Nik entered into some sort of an internal battle with him, leaving their souls deadlocked and his physical body comatose. When the new gods finally pulled Re’s soul from Nik’s body a few years back, Nik regained consciousness . . . and promptly vanished. He’d been in the wind ever since. Until two weeks ago, when he showed up in my shop with news of Dom’s disappearance. Part of me was still holding my breath, waiting for him to disappear once more.

      Nik might be the most powerful living being on earth, but it was entirely possible that Dom was right and that his mind was broken. Which would also make him the most dangerous being on earth.

      “I need him,” I told Dom. “There’s no one else.”

      “There’s you,” he said. “In this case, going it alone might be the better option.”

      I shook my head slowly, sadly. “Not this time.” My partnership with Mari had soured near the end, leaving a bad taste in my mouth. I preferred to work alone. Thrived on it. But this time, I knew I wouldn’t be enough, and my days of suicide missions were over. I gave a shit about what happened to me.

      I was ready for a partner. I was ready for Nik.
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      I didn’t bother with zipping up my coat to hide Dom this time. I wanted him with me, ears and eyes; I needed every weapon I had for what was to come. The board of directors would give me the cure, end of discussion. I was done pussyfooting around.

      Decision about working with Nik made—assuming he’d agree to it—I marched across the street and through the eastern gate into the Tent District, making a beeline for the former air control tower, where I hoped to find Dorman and Garth.

      They were in Dorman’s office, just the two of them, as I’d hoped. They stood side by side with identical stances—feet shoulder-width apart and arms crossed over their chests, Garth nearly a foot taller than the compact Nejeret. Their backs were to me as they stared at the wall, or rather, at the gateway I’d drawn on the wall earlier that day. The one that was still active, giving a clear-as-day window into Garth’s condo.

      I paused in the doorway, hand on the doorknob and eyes narrowed at Dorman’s back. “Funny . . . I could’ve sworn I told you to destroy that thing.”

      Dorman turned his head enough that he could just see me out of the corner of his eye. Garth, on the other hand, spun around, hands extended, and stared at me for a few seconds. His eyes were rounded, his lips parted. As soon as the momentary shock wore off, he rushed me. He wrapped his arms around me and lifted me off the ground, burying his face in my hair, his nose firmly lodged in the crook of my neck. I could feel his breaths, quick and hot against my shoulder.

      His reaction took me by surprise, and for a moment, I was a stunned rag doll, arms and legs dangling. I knew he cared, but this was some serious giving-a-shit. Way more than I’d been prepared for. It only took a moment for my heart to warm, the sheer, overwhelming mass of his concern for me thawing my stupor and seeping into my soul. I wrapped my arms around his broad torso and squeezed my eyes shut, fighting the sudden sting of welling tears caused by the avalanche of emotions.

      Garth was gripping my jacket so hard that his knuckles were digging into my back. It was far from comfortable, but I hardly minded. “Don’t ever do that to me again,” he said, his gravelly voice hoarse. After several more heartbeats, he set my feet back on the floor.

      I glanced up at him, meeting his rich brown eyes for only a moment. His skin was red and irritated from the tear gas, worse than it had been before, and the whites of his eyes were bloodshot. I wouldn’t apologize for shoving him through the gateway to safety and leaving myself at risk. It had been my choice, and I would make the same one again, a million times over.

      As I stared at the scuffed floor, I felt the corner of my mouth lift. I finally understood my mom’s decision all those years ago. For the first time ever, I could relate to her sacrifice. Garth’s life mattered to me, just as much as my own. Maybe more.

      The realization was shocking, and I raised my eyes to meet his once more. What was happening to me? What were these thoughts I was having? These things I was feeling? I searched his eyes, looking for some explanation. All I found was a troubling sense of contentment, of hope and joy and peace. And it gave rise to a fear that threatened to consume me completely.

      I couldn’t fall in love with a human. It was the ultimate form of self-destruction for a Nejeret. It was setting myself up for guaranteed, unavoidable failure. For heartbreak. For soul-destroying devastation.

      And yet there didn’t seem to be any way to stop it. I was a train, hurtling toward a half-completed trellis, and I had no brakes.

      Garth licked his lips. “Kat, I—”

      It’s just the adrenaline from the fight, I told myself. Stressful situations cause heightened emotions. That’s all. I lowered my gaze and cleared my throat. “I borrowed your car,” I said, interrupting him and redirecting us away from any impromptu declarations. Not ready, not now . . . not ever. “And your cat’s in there,” I added. The corner of my mouth lifted once more, and I glanced up at him through my lashes. “Gotta say, sweet ride, copper.”

      Garth’s eyes widened, whatever he’d been about to say catching in his throat, and the faintest smile touched his lips. “Dorman told me you took Eva with you. Thank you, Kat, really.” He shook his head ever so slowly. “So what do you think of Lola?”

      My eyebrows rose. “Lola? You named your car Lola?”

      He shrugged.

      I met his shrug with a single raised shoulder. “She’s alright,” I said, mock nonchalance thick in my voice.

      Dorman coughed purposefully and took a step toward us. “So . . .” He gestured to the one-way gateway. “This is a clusterfuck.”

      I glanced at him, then shifted my focus beyond him to the gateway and the scene taking place in Garth’s condo. Cops and paramedics swarmed the place, wheeling a couple of the injured mercenaries out on stretchers and escorting a few more out in cuffs. A few more would follow in body bags, once the scene was processed. The scene that was Garth’s condo. His home.

      “I’m so sorry,” I told Garth, watching him out of the corner of my eye.

      He turned his attention from me to the gateway, blowing out a breath. “I knew there’d be risks when I offered to help you.” His words were exactly the right thing to settle my guilt and doubt, but his tone was tight, and his expression was weary. I didn’t think he’d fully processed the implications of all that had happened.

      “You can’t go back there, Garth,” I said, needing him to grasp the severity of the situation. Of his situation, courtesy of me and my drama. “You can’t go home, and you can’t go to the station.” I turned to face him, reaching for his hand. His darker skin was raw and red, where the pale skin on the back of my hand was already mostly healed. His fate was now tied to mine, and his life was so much more fragile. “You have to disappear until I get this all sorted out.”

      His thick fingers slipped between mine. “I can help you.” His offer was sweet, but there was a wild look in his eyes. It was starting to sink in, and he was grasping for something to hold onto while the rest of his world fell apart.

      I flashed him a weak smile and shook my head. He’d taken an oath the day he earned his badge—serve and protect. Helping me from this point on would mean breaking that oath in every way possible. “You should go to Bainbridge. You’ll be safe with Heru and Lex.”

      Garth stepped in front of me, blocking my view of the gateway. “I want to help you.”

      I looked past him, meeting Dorman’s curious stare. For some reason, what happened between Garth and me next mattered to him. My choice mattered to him. Would I use Garth, or would I protect him? Maybe it would show Dorman what kind of a person I really was. Maybe it would be the thing that determined where his allegiance truly lay, regardless of what happened with the cure.

      I held Dorman’s stare for a moment longer, decision made. I wouldn’t use Garth; I would keep him safe. Always. Even if it meant hurting him another way.

      I looked at Garth, my stare unflinching. “You can’t help me. You’ll only get in my way.”

      His expression hardened, and he pressed his full lips together.

      “I’ll draw a gateway to Bainbridge,” I said, voice flat.

      Garth shook his head. “I’ll drive. There’s something I have to do along the way, anyway.”

      “But you will go there, right?”

      He nodded once.

      I clenched my jaw. “Fine.”

      “Fine,” he said.

      “Alright, so . . .” Dorman forced out a rough, nervous laugh. “Now that that’s decided . . .”
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      I walked Garth the quarter mile to his car, as much to make sure he got there safely as to show him where I’d parked it. It was half past eight, and the street running alongside I-5 was quiet. And Garth was quiet. And I was quiet. We were just a couple bundles of quiet, the two of us, surrounded by more, tense quiet.

      “Listen, Garth,” I started as we jaywalked across the empty street. “I know you’re capable of—”

      “I get it, Kat.” Garth looked up the street, away from me, then glanced my way. “I mean, look at you—you were covered in burns from the gas, head to toe, and now you’re good as new, while I . . .” He trailed off, clearing his throat with a cough. Tear gas is a real bitch on the ol’ esophagus and lungs. “I can’t even begin to understand what it must be like to be one of you . . . to heal the way you do . . . to know you’ll live for centuries while the rest of the world, well . . .” He laughed bitterly, gravel on concrete. “I’m like glass compared to your steel. You’re worried about me. I’m flattered, actually.”

      I eyed him as we walked and he talked, hands in my pockets, tongue tangled in knots.

      He didn’t say anything those final few steps to the car, but when we reached it, he took hold of my upper arms and backed me against the driver’s side. “I might be fragile compared to you, and I might come with a definite expiration date,” he said, leaning into me, our bodies touching from knees to chest. “But I’m not weak, Kat, and I’m not backing down from whatever this is that’s developing between us.”

      I raised my chin, my eyes locked with his. “Which would be what, exactly?”

      His dimples appeared as he smiled, just a little. “I don’t know yet, but I sure as hell plan to find out.” He angled his head downward and leaned in, claiming my lips for a few blissful seconds.

      I probably shouldn’t have let him kiss me, considering that, unlike Garth, I had no intention of indulging in our reckless relationship any further. I could already feel my heart hardening, closing him out. Which is maybe why I savored that last kiss so much.

      Palm to his sternum, I pushed him back a few inches and slipped out from between him and his car. I dug his phone out of my coat pocket and handed it to him. “Use the West Seattle Ferry Terminal,” I said, licking my lips. I could still taste him there, vanilla and coffee. I started across the street. “My people will be expecting you, so if you don’t show up at their gates on Bainbridge in a couple hours, I’ll come after you myself.”

      “Promises, promises . . .”

      I glanced at him over my shoulder. Didn’t say anything. Just looked at him.

      Garth nodded, and a second later, he opened the car door and slid into the driver’s seat. The engine rumbled to life before I’d reached the sidewalk, and I felt a little of the tension tightening my shoulders ease as he roared away. He was out of this, for now.

      I rubbed my hands together and broke into a jog. It was time for the real work to begin.

      “Do you have a plan yet?” Dom asked me as I neared the eastern gate.

      “Parts of one,” I told him, slowing to a walk. “And yes, it still involves Nik.”

      I passed through the gate, the hairs on the back of my neck standing on end. Planting my hands on my hips, I stopped and looked around. The first hundred feet or so within the eastern gate was a smaller version of the northern gate’s bazaar, only focused solely on ready-to-eat food. It had been bustling with people when Garth and I were on our way out, barely ten minutes ago. Now it was all but abandoned. “Where is everyone?”

      “Was Dorman planning any kind of an assembly or a gathering?”

      I shook my head. “Don’t know,” I said as I targeted the nearest person, an elderly Chinese guy manning a fried noodle bar. He was one of the few people still hanging around. “Hey,” I said to him as I approached. “Where’d everyone go?” I pointed to the rest of the thoroughfare with my chin.

      The man squinted, deepening the creases fanning out in the skin around his eyes. “There was shouting in the square,” he said, and I assumed he was referring to the central portion of the Tent District, where Dorman’s office and the hospital were. “Very loud shouting and other sounds, and everyone ran to it.” Noodle Guy was quiet for a moment, then nodded to himself. “But they will come back. Everyone has to eat.”

      I was already running toward the square by the time he finished talking. The crowd was on its way back, hushed murmurs exchanged between people clinging together at the elbows or comforting each other with arms around shoulders and waists. Red-rimmed eyes and the pale skin of shock marked most of them.

      “I have a very bad feeling about this,” Dom said.

      “Gee,” I muttered, “you think?” The closer I drew to the square, the thicker the milling and meandering crowd became, and with me moving against the tide, I had to do my fair share of shoving and offer up a string of excuse-mes and move-its just to make headway.

      There were too many people to see what was going on in the square, and I wasn’t tall enough to see over them, so I did what any logical person would do—I climbed one of the old, rusted shipping containers someone was using as a house. They stacked them up here in threes and fours and fives, the Tent District’s version of apartments. Once I could see over the crowd, it was easy enough to find the eye of the storm.

      Maybe forty feet from the entrance to the hospital-hangar, Dorman knelt on the ground, a small, frail body cradled on his lap and a solid ten feet between him and the crowd encircling him. His head was bowed over the child, his ever-present baseball cap removed. Even from so far away, I could see the blood spattering his clothing and tell that his shoulders were shaking.

      There were other people on the ground near him, some moving, some not. There was so much blood sprayed around on the people and asphalt within that open space that it looked like someone had poured out buckets full of dark red paint.

      “What the hell happened?” I said, more talking to myself than to Dom.

      He answered anyway. “It must’ve been one of the kids. If another child entered the final phase of the disease and turned rabid unexpectedly . . .”

      Slowly, I shook my head. “But they’re sedated. How could any of their bodies override the drugs?”

      “I shall confer with Neffe. I’ll return shortly.”

      I nodded and jumped down from the side of the shipping container. My hands smelled like rust and iron and paint, and I wrinkled my nose even as I returned to shoving my way through the crowd. I needed to get to Dorman to find out exactly what happened. If the sedative wasn’t enough, we’d have to come up with another plan. There were dozens of kids on the verge of entering the final phase, even more adults not long after that. If just one small child could do this much damage—infect who knew how many more people—what would happen if two went wild simultaneously? Or more?

      It took me maybe five minutes to fight my way through the crowd, and I stepped on more than a few toes in the process. The Nejerets at least knew to get out of my way, and the humans proved themselves quick learners. By the time I reached the clearing, Dorman was on his feet, the child limp on the ground at his toes. The little boy’s eyes were open. Glazed over. Unseeing.

      I swallowed roughly as I stepped into the clearing. “What the hell happened?”

      Dorman turned to me, the color drained from his face and his lips parted. He had a dazed look in his eyes that spoke undoubtedly of shock. “I didn’t have a choice.” He was looking at me, but it was clear that he wasn’t seeing me. “Jonny—he was out of control. He attacked every person who came near him . . . anyone he could get his hands on. It took everyone to catch him. I—I—I had to—to—”

      “Hey,” I said, approaching Dorman with my hands upraised, palms out, like I was dealing with a wounded animal. With an unpredictable creature. “Hey there, Dorman, you’re alright. It’s all going to be alright.” I placed a hand on his shoulder and leaned in closer, weaving my head slowly this way and that until I managed to catch his faraway gaze.

      His eyes focused, and he shook his head. “I killed him.”

      I nodded, squeezing his shoulder through his raincoat. “I know. You did what had to be done.” I shot a quick glance around at all of the terrified and worried faces.

      Those closest to the clearing were Nejerets, immune to the infection. They’d linked arms, forming a living barrier. From the looks of it, all of the people within the circle were human and had blood on them—Jonny’s blood or their own, I wasn’t sure. But I suspected they were being held here by force. By that living barrier. Because they were believed to be infected now, too.

      “Let’s take care of the living,” I told Dorman. “We can deal with the dead later.”

      It took a few seconds, but Dorman finally blinked, then nodded. He’d just opened his mouth to address his people when someone screamed. It sounded like it came from the hospital.

      Both of our heads snapped toward the sound, and a second later, I lunged into a dead sprint. If another of the sick kids entered the rabid stage and somehow broke free of the sedative’s hold while literally every able-bodied person was out in the square, then there’d be nobody in the hospital to protect those who were too sick or injured to protect themselves. It would be a bloodbath. A full-on massacre.

      The ring of Nejerets parted as I hurtled toward them, as did the first few people standing behind them, but once I was well into the throng, I had to resort to less civil methods for ensuring my forward momentum continued. “Move!” I shouted, elbowing a man in the chest. I stiff-armed the woman behind him in the shoulder, and the people beyond them started to get the point. Pretty soon, the masses parted like I was Moses.

      Another scream, pained this time. Bloodcurdling.

      I leaned forward and ran like hell. Once I was through the hospital’s doors, I didn’t have to go much further. The sight that greeted me was so startling, so wrong, that I stopped dead in my tracks and stared for a fraction of a second. Long enough for my jaw to drop. For my stomach to turn.

      A little girl, maybe six or seven, straddled the patient in the cot in the middle row, three beds in. It was a teenage boy with a cast on his right leg. A cast that seemed to have made it impossible for him to escape from the wraithlike child tearing into his neck and chest with her bloodstained fingernails. She was making an unearthly noise, a snarl mixed with a whine and a growl that no human vocal chords should ever have been capable of producing. A few patients huddled in the corners, and those who were more mobile stumbled toward the exit, panic blazing in their eyes. Several littered the floor and beds around the little girl’s current victim, spattered and smeared with blood. Apparently they’d tried to help. They’d failed.

      I heard footsteps pounding the pavement behind me, knocking me out of my momentary horrified stupor. I leapt over the first cot, then hurtled the next, body slamming into the little girl. She flew back several feet, landing askew on the next cot over. Luckily, it was empty. The one beyond it, not so much, and that patient, though untouched by the rabid child, didn’t look like she’d be up and moving on her own any time soon. It was too late for the boy, he was bleeding out as I stood there, but if I could stop the little girl from hurting anyone else—from infecting anyone else, as sure of a death as tearing out their throats with those clawlike fingers—it wouldn’t be a complete fail in my book.

      The girl scrabbled around until she was crouched on the cot on feet and hands. Blood was smeared all over her nightgown and clumped in her dirty blonde hair. Her eyes were so bloodshot it looked as though all the blood vessels in her eyeballs had burst. Maybe they had. I didn’t know the nitty-gritty of the disease’s symptoms.

      The girl pulled back her lips, revealing a mishmash of adult and kid teeth, along with a couple gaps where her baby teeth were missing. She made that sound again, that bone-chilling, whiny snarl.

      A shiver crawled up my spine.

      And then she lunged at me.

      I was so shocked by how quickly she could move that my deflection of her attack was slower than it should’ve been. But she was a sick little girl and she couldn’t possibly be this strong and how could I bring myself to hurt—

      Her jagged fingernails caught on my cheek, gouging the side of my face in stops and starts. She grabbed a chunk of my hair in her impossibly strong grip and yanked my head to the side, exposing my neck. For the kill.

      Even a Nejeret will die from a ripped-out throat. And there was no way I was about to let some kid kill me.

      I wedged my boot between us, pressing the sole into her belly, and rolled onto my back at the same time as I kicked out. She might’ve had the adrenaline-fueled strength of a pro boxer, but she was still as light as a young child, and I launched her far. All forty-five pounds of her flew even farther than I’d intended, and her frail body slammed against the corrugated metal wall. The boom of her impact echoed throughout the room, a gong of pain and death.

      She sat limp for a moment, but impossibly, she lifted her head and managed to gather her feet under herself. She was preparing to spring at me again.

      “Stay down,” I said through gritted teeth as I stalked toward her, hoping some part of her brain was still lucid. “Please, just stay down.”

      She placed her hands in front of her on the floor and leaned forward.

      “Damn it,” I howled, reaching over my shoulder to draw my sword. It was easy enough to stop her once Mercy had joined the fight. As the At blade slid through her little body, it was one of the few times Mercy proved the rightness of her name. The girl had already been at death’s door. She been fated to die the second she contracted that fucking disease. At least, now, her suffering was at an end.

      The footsteps behind me stopped, and I pulled Mercy’s blade free as I turned my head to glance over my shoulder. “The sedative isn’t working,” I said to Dorman. “When they get close to the final phase, end it.”

      He nodded, his throat working but no sound coming out.

      I wiped my sword’s blade on my jeans until the At was invisible once more, then stood and re-sheathed it. I stared down at the little girl lying on the floor. Somehow her face was absent of bloodstains, though the rest of her seemed bathed in the stuff. She almost looked like she was asleep.

      “What was her name?” I asked softly.

      “Ab—” Dorman cleared his throat. “Abigail. Her name was Abigail.”

      “Any family?”

      “A mother, but she’s sick, too.”

      I raised my eyes to the ceiling so high above and blinked several times, then took a deep breath. “That’s a blessing, then.”

      “Yes,” Dorman said. “It is.”
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      Before I left the Tent District, seven kids had to be euthanized. Neffe sent word to me through Dom about her theory that the spike of epinephrine that floods the infected person’s system as they enter the final, rabid stage of the disease must be so intense that, in some cases, it’s able to override any sedatives. She said that increasing the already tripled dosage further might help keep them down—might—but such a high dosage was also just as likely to kill them.

      Apparently she and Aset and a team of other brilliant, scientifically minded Nejerets had been tirelessly working in their lab on Bainbridge since they first received the blood samples from Nik. They had some idea of how the disease worked—some sort of an attack on both the body and the soul—but not enough to slow it down, let alone stop it. It was unlike anything they’d ever seen, and considering they had millennia of experience in the field, that fact scared the shit out of me.

      Dom had known Neffe for centuries, and he’d worked closely with her for almost as long. He knew how to read her, and according to him, she wasn’t just flummoxed by this disease; she was afraid. Such a thing almost never happened, and that scared the shit out of me even more.

      It also motivated the shit out of me. I still had Abigail’s blood all over me. Four raw, pink lines still streaked down the side of my face from where she’d gouged me with her fingernails. I was just lucky she’d missed my eye; an injury there would’ve taken a full regeneration cycle or two to heal, and I was already functioning on fumes. Thanks to the chemical burns I’d healed from earlier today, whenever the time came that I could afford to crash, I would crash hard. No doubt about it.

      Ten kids had died from the disease so far, but they’d managed to take another dozen or so people to the grave with them and infect over a hundred more during the final throes of the disease. A disease that Ouroboros had manufactured. That the Senate and Initiative Industries had to have known about.

      It didn’t slip past me that the rabid stage had probably been a purposeful construct of the infection. That they wanted the victims to lash out during their final few hours. And the only reason I could come up with for why anyone would include such programming in such an infectious, apparently incurable disease was for one single reason: to increase the infection rate. They wanted to spread this thing to as many people as possible.

      I would find a way to stop it. To stop Ouroboros. I would find a fucking way, damn it.

      “You’re certain of this?” Dom asked for the umpteenth time. “You trust him?”

      I rolled my eyes, knowing full well he couldn’t see it. “It’s happening, Dom. I’m going to work with Nik, and it’s going to be awesome. So please just accept it.” I was in Dorman’s office, finishing up the final few details on a drawing of my bedroom, getting the wrinkles in the bunched-up comforter just right and adding a pile of clothes in the corner. A pile I hadn’t left there, but that showed up in the drawing anyway. Were the clothes Nik’s? Had he moved from the couch to my bedroom in my absence? My eyes narrowed, even as I added shadows to the discarded clothing. I was creating the gateway on the wall beside the still-active one to Garth’s condo, though this one was taking much longer, considering the lower hum of otherworldly energy flowing through my sheut. I was running on fumes in more ways than one.

      I was adding texture to a wadded-up pair of jeans when, unexpectedly, I felt a surge of power rush through me, entering me from some other plane, passing through my sheut, and flowing into the drawing. The imagery crackled, electrified by the energy, then flooded with color. With immaculate detail. The drawing became real. It became a gateway.

      I recapped the Sharpie and stuffed it into my back pocket with several others, all in various states of running out of ink. I was finding that sometimes the partially dried-out markers were the best for shading and texture. I should know, I’d been drawing on walls with them a lot lately.

      I yanked open the door to Dorman’s office and poked my head out. The space beyond had been converted into a reception and waiting area, with the half-dozen rooms scattered around the perimeter functioning as offices for Dorman and the other Tent District “officials.” The district was a big place, housing thousands of people, however unconventionally, and this repurposed air control tower operated as the central nervous system. And, so far as I could tell, it operated pretty damn well.

      “Hey, Caleb,” I said, calling out the reception guy’s name.

      A baby-faced young man sitting at a desk just a few yards from the door to Dorman’s office spun his chair around to look at me, eyebrows raised. He was human, for now, but his dad was Nejeret and his mother was a known Nejeret carrier. His older sister had already manifested Nejeret traits, and only time would tell whether the same would happen for Caleb.

      “Let your boss know I’m leaving, will you?” As an afterthought, I added, “And don’t let anyone but him come in here, alright?” I was worried about others finding the pair of gateways.

      Caleb nodded twice.

      “Awesome. Thanks.” I pulled the door shut once more, then grabbed my things. Less than a minute later, I was passing through the gateway to my apartment.

      I entered my bedroom as though I was walking through the doorway, except a quick glance over my shoulder showed me that the door was still closed. When I left the bedroom, I was relieved to find that the blinds were all drawn and that the apartment was dark, only the glow from streetlights, storefronts, and cars passing by on Broadway leaking into the apartment in strips of light.

      Washing up was a main priority, but I didn’t want to strip off my clothes and hop into the shower until Nik knew I was here. The thought of him finding me in there, well . . . that wasn’t an option. So, I decided to settle in at the kitchen table with a bottle of bourbon and my trusty deck of tarot cards. Luckily, there was a full bottle of Widow Jane—ten-year—in the cupboard. I didn’t even bother pouring the booze into a glass; I just drank it straight out of the bottle.

      I started shuffling the deck, but I made it through only two rounds before the cards slipped free from my hands, spraying across the edge of the table. I’d washed my hands back in the Tent District, but blood still smudged the backs of my hands in a few places, and I couldn’t take my eyes off the faint stains for long enough to focus on what my fingers were supposed to be doing with the cards.

      Hands shaking, I scooted the chair backward with the screech of wood on wood and stood, rushing to the kitchen sink. I must’ve scrubbed my hands in nearly scalding water for minutes, because my skin was raw and stung with minor burns by the time I finally turned the faucet off.

      I gripped the edge of the counter and bowed my head over the sink. I’d tied my hair back with a rubber band back in the Tent District, when we’d been taking care of the rest of the critical cases. I’d been so busy helping Dorman then, so focused on creating the gateway that would bring me here, that my mind had been occupied.

      It wasn’t anymore. I was just standing there, waiting. And thinking. And remembering.

      She’d been so light. Just a wisp of a girl. And her perfect little pixie face had gone from vicious to peaceful in the blink of an eye. In the time it took her to breathe her last breath. For her heart to give up wrapped around Mercy’s blade. For a flash of lucidity to appear in her blue eyes just before the light faded completely. I’d done that. I’d snuffed out that light.

      But so had Ouroboros . . .

      The thought was logical, and I knew it made sense, but it didn’t stop the shaking. It didn’t stop my stomach muscles from convulsing or the bourbon from rising up my throat and splattering into the sink. It didn’t stop me from melting to the floor, a puddle of misery.

      “Little sister—”

      I gripped the mirror pendant and yanked, hard. The chain snapped, and I threw it. Somewhere. Away. I wasn’t in the mood to be comforted. I deserved the pain.

      On unsteady hands and knees, I crawled back to the table and reached up to grab the bottle of bourbon. I curled up against the end of the cabinets with that bottle and waited for Nik to come home.

      I waited. And thought. And remembered.
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      The bourbon was gone by the time I heard a key turning in one of the locks on the apartment door. The bottle now lay on its side a few feet from me; I’d knocked it over with my boot, and it had rolled until it hit the table leg. My head lolled to the side when the door opened, and I watched Nik enter the apartment.

      He shut the door, twisted the locks, and froze with his hand still on the bottom deadbolt. Likely because he picked up on my heartbeat or the lazy whoosh of air in and out of my lungs. Or maybe it was the scent of bourbon and blood that tipped him off. Regardless, his eyes locked with mine, black pools of darkness in the dim apartment.

      “You shouldn’t be h—” His words cut off when he flipped on the light switch beside the door, and he froze once more. His pupils constricted at the influx of light, revealing his hauntingly pale blue irises. “Shit, Kat. Are you alright?”

      I rolled my head to the side, turning my face away from him, and stared at the lone tarot card that had fallen from the table. Death. The image on the card came in and out of focus, Abigail riding on a pale horse, face gaunt and eyes the sightless color of moonstones. On the card, I knelt before her in supplication, or possibly begging for forgiveness. She stared down at me, holding her horse’s reins in one hand, a banner displaying that damn tail-eating snake in the other.

      Traditionally, the Death card represents endings, but also the transformation and change that comes after an ending. When one door closes, blah blah blah. I had no doubt that it was significant that of all seventy-eight cards in the deck, this was the one that fell off the table. It was significant. It mattered. Only my alcohol-sodden brain couldn’t figure out why. All I could do was look at Abigail’s face. See the accusation in her stare. Hate myself.

      Nik’s footsteps were quiet as he crossed the living room. I heard him toss his leather coat onto the table when he reached it. He didn’t seem to spot the bottle until he was almost on top of me. He stopped, standing over me, and nudged the empty bottle with his toe. “How long have you been here?”

      I tried to lift my head from the side of the cupboard, but my neck didn’t seem capable of supporting it, so I let it bang back against the hollow wood. “Hour . . . dunno . . .” The words were slurred, my vision skittish. Even with my body’s ability to process alcohol quicker than a human ever could, I’d consumed a dangerous amount. A full bottle of liquor in that short amount of time might just be enough to kill me. “Wanted to forget,” I mumbled.

      Nik inhaled and exhaled heavily, then crouched down beside me. He had a hand-shaped bruise on his neck and scratches that looked like they’d come from fingernails on his forearm. “Alright, Kitty Kat . . .” His arms slipped under my knees and around my back. “Let’s get you cleaned up.” He lifted me like I weighed nothing—like I was as light as Abigail had been—and carried me into the bathroom, where he set me down in the bathtub.

      Time skipped around in stops and starts. Getting black-out drunk will do that.

      One minute, I was fully clothed; the next, I was naked from the waist up, and my jeans were covered in soured bourbon. My body’s natural defense against poison had kicked in.

      Another skip forward, and I was naked, warm water spraying down on me. From outside the tub, Nik was holding me up in a sitting position, his hand jammed into my mouth, his fingers making me gag.

      Another skip, and I was lying on my side in the tub, my abdominal muscles aching and my throat burning. The water raining down from the showerhead was cool, and I was shivering.

      One more skip forward, and I came to curled up on my side on the couch, covered by a faded fleece blanket matted from being washed so many times. My pulse jackhammered inside my skull, and my whole body ached.

      A glass of water appeared in front of my face.

      I licked my lips, insanely thirsty. “Thanks,” I whispered, accepting the glass as I gingerly pushed myself up onto my elbows.

      Nik helped me sit up the rest of the way with a hand on my upper arm.

      The blanket slipped down, and I realized I was wearing an old, ratty T-shirt, one of the few I’d left behind when I’d temporarily relocated back to my room in the house on Bainbridge. A quick glance under the blanket revealed plain black underwear, nothing else.

      “All you have here are jeans,” Nik offered up in explanation. He was standing a few feet away. He’d changed into a pair of black sweats and a gray T-shirt, and his feet were bare.

      I lifted the glass of water to my lips and tilted it back, shrugging as I chugged. My sluggish mind caught up a moment later, and flickers from the past hour or two flashed through my mind. Nik had dressed me. He’d had to dress me because he’d stripped off my bloodstained clothes. And he’d cleaned me up in the bathtub. And helped me purge the rest of the bourbon. Team vomiting—we could start a whole new Olympic sport.

      I choked on the water. The blood drained from my face, leaving my cheeks icy.

      “Shit . . . are you going to throw up again?”

      I shook my head, mortified by the memories. Without looking at him, I downed the rest of the water and handed the glass back to him. “Can I have another?” I asked, my voice raspy.

      As I watched him walk away, my nose picked up on the scent of toasting bread. And was that eggs?

      “There’s milk and OJ, too,” Nik said from the kitchen. “And there’s coffee, but I still have to brew it.”

      Now that he’d brought up the possibility of drinking something other than water, I was dying for a Cherry Coke. But after what I’d just put my stomach through, I thought it best to give it a break from the usual crap I forced into it for a little while longer. “Milk, please.” A moment later, I added, “And maybe coffee in a bit?”

      “Sure.” Nik came back into the living room and handed me a glass of milk, then returned to the kitchen. “Hungry?”

      I nodded and pulled my legs up onto the couch, tucking my icy feet into the crooks of my knees as I gulped down half the glass of milk. I’d never really been a fan of drinking the stuff straight up, but it sounded good. Refreshing. Tasted it, too.

      “Nik,” I said softly, resting the half-empty glass on my knee. “I—”

      He was standing at the stove, just out of view, but poked his head around the wall to look at me. His hair was askew, the longer strands swept mostly to one side, and his stare was open and intent.

      “It was a little girl.” I stared at the glass of milk but watched Nik out of the corner of my eye. “Couldn’t have been more than seven years old.”

      Nik didn’t say anything for a moment, just watched me right back. “One of the kids infected by the Ouroboros disease?” He reached out to do something on the stove, then came around the corner and into the living room. He sat on the coffee table in front of me, his legs splayed wide and his elbows on his knees. I could feel his eyes on me, I but still couldn’t bring myself to look at him. To see him. I wasn’t used to him being so attentive or serious. I didn’t really know how to interact with this Nik.

      I nodded. “The girl—she entered the final phase right after another kid.” My face felt numb, my voice devoid of emotion or intonation. “The sedatives don’t always work.” I swallowed. “Nobody was ready when she went rabid, and I was the first to get to her.” I blinked slowly, seeing not the glass of milk in my hands but the hospital in the Tent District. The chaos and fear. The little girl tearing into that poor teenager’s body.

      “She’d already killed a couple people,” I continued, “and she wasn’t showing any signs of weakening yet. I—” Another blink, and I cleared my throat. “I stopped her.” Finally, I met Nik’s eyes. “I killed her.”

      Nik didn’t reach out to touch me or offer up any comforting platitudes. He simply stared at me for long seconds, his breathing even, his heartbeat steady. I could feel my own slowing to match his, pulled in by the steady rhythm, like he was the moon to my ocean, regulating the tide of emotions within me. “Do you know her name?” he finally asked.

      Again, I nodded. “Abigail.”

      His answering nod was slow, thoughtful. He shifted his hands to his knees and pushed himself up. “Hang on,” he said, already walking to the apartment door. “I’ll be back in a second.”

      After he shut the door, out of the corner of my eye I noticed something shiny on the coffee table, about a foot from where he’d been sitting. It was the little mirror pendant that afforded Dom’s soul a window out to the physical realm. The broken chain was gone, and a thin black leather cord had taken its place. I wasn’t quite ready to face Dom after my meltdown, but it was a comfort to know he was nearby.

      Nik returned a couple minutes later with a tattoo machine in one hand and a small bottle of At ink in the other. “Ready to add her name to the list?” he said, sitting on the couch beside me. He wrapped his fingers around my wrist and pulled my left arm out so it lay across his lap, then ran the tips of his fingers over the list of forty names. Of the dead. My dead.

      I shivered at the gentle touch.

      Nik’s gaze flicked up to meet mine, a faint glimmer of that familiar, snarky spark shimmering in those pale blue depths. It was the first I’d seen of it since waking. “Any others I should know about?” He shrugged one shoulder. “You’re so efficient, I just figured you were bound to have racked up a few more names by now.”

      The ghost of a laugh shook my chest. I thought of the mercenaries who’d invaded Garth’s apartment—some of them hadn’t survived—but finding out their names would require a fair bit of detective work on my part. And even then, it would be impossible to say which had been killed by my hand and which by Garth’s. And then I thought of Mitch Carmichael and wished, yet again, that I’d killed him. But I hadn’t.

      Eyes locked with Nik’s, I shook my head. A second later, my stomach grumbled. Nik snorted, and I smiled sheepishly.

      He gave me back my arm and stood, heading for the kitchen. “Food, first, then ink.”

      I glanced down at my arm. I could still feel his fingertips gliding over my At tattoo, like his touch was seared into my skin. It was as though the At ink was having some sort of a reaction to him, its creator.

      “Here you go,” Nik said, dragging my gaze up from my arm.

      “How—” I shook my head, staring up at him. Numbly, I accepted the plate and set it on my lap.

      Nik returned to the kitchen.

      “You know how you said you can sense the At ink?” Briefly, I thought back to that morning on the roof of the Columbia Center, to the way his attention had been drawn to the freshly inked piece on my arm even though it was covered by the leather sleeve of my coat. “I think, maybe, it can sense you, too.”

      Nik came back with a plate of his own and sat a couple feet from me on the couch. “What do you mean?” he asked, shoveling a forkful of scrambled eggs into his mouth.

      “I—” I laughed under my breath, then looked at my plate. It was filled with scrambled eggs, buttered toast, and sausage links. I couldn’t remember the last time so much real food had been cooked on that stove. “I’m not sure,” I told him, picking up a triangle of toast. “I’ll let you know when I’ve figured it out.”

      “You do that, Kitty Kat.” Nik speared a sausage link with his fork, then winked at me. “You do that.”
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      “So why’d you come here, really, Kitty Kat, because I know it wasn’t for this.” The tattoo machine hummed in Nik’s hand, the needle scratching incessantly into my skin, depositing opalescent At ink and permanently marking me with Abigail’s name. My arm was stretched across Nik’s lap again, and I was resting my head on the back of the couch.

      I sighed, heavily, and closed my eyes. There wasn’t much to stare at on the ceiling anyway. “I need your help.”

      “With what?” Nik asked, not missing a beat with the ink job.

      I opened my eyes and turned my head so I could see his face. Or, at least, part of his face. With the way he was leaned over my arm, I could see maybe a third of his perfect, masculine features. It didn’t matter what angle I viewed him from, his beauty was unreal regardless. Not that I would ever tell him that.

      Nik lifted the needle from my arm and looked at me sidelong. “Next time, warn me before you move. This shit’s permanent.”

      My pulse jumped, and I glanced down at my arm, worried I’d made him screw up.

      “I was kidding,” he said, nudging my shoulder with his. “It’s At, Kitty Kat; it does whatever I tell it to do. If I mess up my lines, I can fix it.” He laughed under his breath. “I’m done, anyway.”

      I could see that, considering I was still looking at my arm.

      “You didn’t answer my question,” he reminded me.

      I raised my gaze to meet his, licked my lips, and inhaled deeply. “I, uh . . .” I looked away, focusing instead on the opposite wall. Nik’s pale stare was too keen, too knowing. “Earlier today—”

      “Yesterday,” Nik corrected. “It’s already tomorrow.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “What time?”

      “Four in the morning. You went through a single regeneration cycle, but I think you’ll need one more.”

      I nodded absently. It made sense, considering the state I’d put myself in, not to mention everything I’d put my body through today. Or yesterday. I hadn’t intended to lose so much time—or any time. But it wasn’t like I’d have been able to execute my plan at midnight, anyway. Oh, no; this plan required regular business hours, very specific ones. This plan allowed time for one more regeneration cycle, thankfully. Nik was right: my body needed it.

      “Yesterday,” I said, “I had a little chat with one of the board members at his flat—Mitch Carmichael. It didn’t matter how persuasive I was; he didn’t have the information I needed to stop this disease.” I glanced at Nik—his attention was rapt, all on me—then returned to staring at the blank wall. “When I was done with good ol’ Mitch, I sent him to Bainbridge.” Disgust was thick in my voice. “I figured they could get other useful information out of him, even if he’d proved useless with this.”

      “You don’t sound too happy about that,” Nik commented.

      My lip curled. “The things he did . . .” I shook my head, heartbeat picking up. “I wanted to kill him so badly.” My eyes burned with unshed tears. Poor Sammy. “I wanted his soul to die.” I looked at Nik, defiant. He tended to frown on me killing humans. So did I, but that wasn’t the point. “It’s what he deserved, but . . .” My shoulders slumped.

      “No doubt he deserved it,” Nik said quietly. Seconds passed, me attempting to regain my simmering composure and Nik studying every inch of my face, watching me struggle with my frustration and anger. “But it wasn’t weakness—not killing him.”

      I snorted derisively and crossed my arms over my chest, redirecting my stare back to the wall.

      Apparently Nik was over my avoidance strategies, because he gripped my chin and turned my face back toward him, forcing me to look at him. To face him. “You exercised restraint. Even when faced with what was clearly a lot of rage.” The faintest smile touched his lips. “I’m a little impressed, actually. It’s not your usual style.”

      I tried to yank my jaw free, but he tightened his grip. I clenched my teeth together so hard that they creaked.

      “Besides,” Nik said, “you can always finish the job later.”

      I stared off to the side. Only if I survived the coming day, and that was questionable, especially if Nik wasn’t down to help me. “Nik, I—”

      Pierced eyebrow quirking upward, he released my jaw.

      I took a deep breath, then dove in. “I’m going after the rest of the board. Today. According to Carmichael, there’s a board meeting scheduled for this afternoon. They’re going to be voting to un-chair Constance Ward—she’s the chairman of the board—so they’ll at least need a quorum, but from the way Carmichael was talking, the other twelve board members will all be there. It’s the best chance we’ll have of getting the information we need to stop this thing.”

      “We,” Nik said. An observation, not a question.

      I shifted on the couch, pulling up my left knee and turning to face him. “Getting into the boardroom will be the hardest part, but once we’re inside, you can seal us in with the board—and everyone else out.” I leaned in a few inches, eyes searching his. “Once we get what we need from them, I can create a gateway to the Tent District or Bainbridge or wherever we need to be. But if you’re not with me . . .” I’d have to rely on door locks. I’d only have seconds to get the information. And I’d probably die in the attempt.

      “Why?” Nik’s voice was flat, his stare distant. “Why do you care so much?”

      “If I can get the cure to Dorman, he and his people will support Heru,” I explained. “He’s already agreed to—”

      “Bullshit.”

      For several seconds, I sat there with my mouth half open. Brow furrowed, I brought my lips together.

      Nik fixed his intense, pale stare on me. “This isn’t about Heru’s revolution. It’s more than that to you. What is it, Kitty Kat? Why does finding a way to stop this disease matter to you so much? It doesn’t affect our people.” He laughed under his breath, humorless and bitter. “In fact, if it really does come down to a war between humans and Nejerets, a pandemic wiping out most of the mortals would go a long way toward evening out the playing field. This disease could wipe out millions—billions—if it gets beyond the Tent District. The infection rate is already exponential, and it’s only been contained because people so rarely come and go from that place.” He inhaled and exhaled, his eyes searching mine. “So drop the holier-than-thou, I’m-doing-this-for-the-good-of-our-people act and tell me the real reason you want to stop this thing, because the good of our people would mean letting it run its course.”

      My chest heaved with each successive breath, and my nostrils flared. The words coming out of his mouth were so unexpected I could barely understand them, let alone believe them.

      “Why?” Nik asked once more. Demanded.

      “Because it’s not their fault,” I snapped, standing. I stalked across the room, not caring in the least that I was wearing only a T-shirt and underwear. “Because they’re not our enemies, no matter what the Senate or Ouroboros or Initiative Industries want us to think.” I spun around when I reached the front door and headed back toward the kitchen. Pacing always helped me think, helped the words flow, and I was ready to unleash on Nik. “Because innocent people shouldn’t have to pay for a war they know nothing about. That’s the real bullshit, Nik, and I’m not about to walk away from these people just because they’re a different species. Just because walking away would be easier. They deserve better than that. I don’t run when things get hard.” I glared at him. “I’m not a coward.”

      A slow, wolfish grin spread across his face. “But I am?”

      I glanced at him, but kept on pacing. “I never said that.”

      “Not in so many words.” He stood and rounded the coffee table, coming to stand directly in my path.

      I tried to turn away from him, but he took hold of my arm, and I knew better than to test my strength against his. He would win that battle, every time. I settled on a question instead. “Why did you leave?”

      Nik was quiet for so long I doubted he would answer. But finally, he did. “I needed some time. It was too quiet in my head after Re was gone. I didn’t know how to be just me.” He was talking about the time he disappeared a little over three years ago, after waking up from a decades-long coma and finding his body housing one soul instead of two. But that wasn’t the time I was talking about.

      I jutted my jaw forward to keep my chin and lips from trembling. “Not then,” I said, my voice hushed. “Before, when I—when we . . .” I cleared my throat. I was referring to the one and only time we kissed, two decades ago, just downstairs. It was back when the shop had sold magic and mysticism rather than ink and fortunes. The kiss had been both wondrous and disastrous. It had been the beginning of the end.

      Again, Nik let that long silence settle over us. “Re and I had an agreement,” he finally said, speaking of the other, godly being who’d shared his body for millennia. “One of many. Where certain things were concerned, my body was mine alone. He agreed to forgo pleasures of the flesh, so long as I only pursued them when he was dormant.”

      My gaze wandered up to Nik’s face.

      A bitter smile twisted his lips. “Over the centuries, Re became more and more resistant to voluntarily going dormant.” Nik’s grin grew sly. “But I’d learned early on that he detested physical pain, so if I found myself, well, wanting, all I had to do was drive him away with pain, first.”

      I thought back to the flashes of memory I had from earlier, when he’d first arrived. He’d been covered in scrapes and bruises. And then I recalled all of those mornings so many years ago, when we’d been working together to track down the rogue Nejerets responsible for my mother’s murder—Nik had suffered from minor injuries more mornings than not. Was this, right here, the explanation for why?

      “I fell into a pattern,” Nik explained. “For millennia, I only ever touched a woman after I’d run Re off with enough pain to keep him dormant for hours. I never touched anyone in any non-platonic way while he was conscious.” Nik tilted his head to the side, his pale blue eyes locked with mine. “Until you.” He released my arm, but I didn’t move away. “It was too much for Re.” Another gentle, bitter laugh. “Maybe too much for me, too.”

      I faced him fully, ever so slowly shaking my head. “Why?” I searched his eyes for answers I doubted he would give me. “Why me, Nik? Why then?”

      It was his turn to look away. “I’ll do it—this thing with the Ouroboros board. I’ll help you, if you still want me to.”

      I blinked, opened my mouth, blinked again, and just stared at him. Disappointment warred with exhilaration within me. His non-answer spoke volumes; I just didn’t know what it was saying. But his offer to help me with my current mission chased the disappointment away, and a grin overtook my face before I could even consider stopping it. “Really? You mean it? Even if it’s not what’s best for our people?”

      He shot me a sly glance. “Humans, Nejerets . . . we all share the same ancestors.” It was true; thousands and thousands of years ago, Nuin, the first human Re possessed, had been born to two fully human parents. He’d started our species the moment he reproduced, but we all truly originated in the same place. Without humans, we wouldn’t ever have existed at all.

      “Well, alright,” I said, still grinning.

      “Besides,” Nik added, his tone light, “we’ve got to make sure your boyfriend’s safe.”

      My smile soured. “Garth’s not my boyfriend.”

      “Oh yeah?” Nik moved around me to pick up our plates from the coffee table. “Have you told him that?”

      I frowned, then stuck out my tongue at Nik.

      He laughed.

      Feeling lighter, I waited until he disappeared around the wall dividing the living room and the kitchen, then made my way to the coffee table and picked up the mirror pendant. “Dom?” I said, holding it against my palm so I’d be able to hear his response. “Are you around?” I couldn’t see him, but it didn’t mean he wasn’t nearby.

      His sharp-featured face appeared not a second later. “Little sister . . . you are well?”

      I had no doubt that he’d overheard much of what transpired with me over the past few hours. It had probably been driving him crazy, knowing I was entering a tailspin and not being able to do anything about it. “I’m fine. Now,” I added. “But I had a lot of help.”

      “I know. And I’m grateful to Nik.” He paused for a moment. “Perhaps I have been too critical of him.”

      “Oh,” I said with a laugh. “I never thought I’d hear you say that.”

      Nik poked his head out of the kitchen, but as soon as he saw me talking to my palm, he retreated again.

      Dom fell back into silence, and I studied his somber features. It was clear that something was bothering him, even in his miniature state. “What is it, Dom?”

      He sighed, heavily, something he still seemed to be an expert at despite having no physical lungs or breath or mouth to actually sigh with. “It’s Garth,” he said. “He never made it to Bainbridge.”

      My heart became so heavy that I had no choice but to stumble the few steps to the couch. “Nik,” I said hollowly, “I need to borrow your phone.”
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      “You were worried about me,” Garth said, sounding pleased.

      I scowled. Worried? That was putting it lightly. My whole damn body was shaking. I thought he’d been abducted, or that he’d been offed on the ferry and dumped into the Sound. “You should be with Lex on Bainbridge right now,” I said, fingers gripping Nik’s phone so hard that it creaked in my grasp, “so fuck you very much, Garth.”

      He chuckled, covering the laugh with a lame cough. “You’re adorable.”

      I growled into the phone, the fingers of my left hand gripping the edge of the couch cushion. “I’ll show you adorable.”

      “You guys are so cute,” Nik said as he meandered out of the kitchen, his tone sickly sweet. He headed for the bathroom in the hallway, smirking the whole way.

      I flipped him the bird as he passed the couch. “If you’re not at the Heru compound,” I said to Garth, “then where the hell are you?”

      He was quiet for a second. “Home,” he finally said, voice hesitant. “It’s just a quick hop from my people’s place to yours.” He took a deep breath. “Kat, I had to stop here first. I wanted to drop Eva off at my folks’ house and, well . . . my family deserves to know what’s going on.”

      I scoffed, eyes bugging out. “You told them?”

      “Are you kidding me? Of course I did,” was Garth’s response.

      I was speechless for about a heartbeat. “Garth!”

      “They already know about your kind,” he said. “We’ve been guarding knowledge of you for generations. It was my duty to fill them in on what’s been going on. They’re already in this, whether you like it or not, and they deserve the chance to prepare for whatever’s going to happen next.”

      My chest rose and fell as my breaths came too quickly, and I shook my head, unable to believe his audacity. “How many people did you tell?” I asked, forcing my jaw to unclench. I narrowed my eyes. “Who did you tell?”

      “Oh no you don’t,” Garth said. “You won’t get those details until you come up here to meet them.”

      My mouth was suddenly cotton, my throat a desert. Meet Garth’s family? I licked my lips, searching for the words. Wading through the emotions. “Yeah, well, that might be a while,” I said, figuring now wasn’t the time to tell him meeting the parents wasn’t written in our stars. That we weren’t written in any stars. I couldn’t afford to fall in love with a mortal right now. Maybe ever. “There’s some stuff I have to do here to fix this mess,” I told him, avoiding the subject.

      Nik emerged from the bathroom and stood on the other side of the end table, arms crossed over his chest. He stared down at me. Judged me, no doubt.

      “Stuff,” Garth said. “Like what?”

      I rolled my eyes, shooing Nik back into the kitchen with a wave of my hand. Not like him being in there would mean he couldn’t hear both sides of my convo with Garth—Nejeret hearing and whatnot—but at least his absence would give me the illusion of privacy.

      “I don’t know,” I said to Garth, stalling. I couldn’t tell him everything I was intending to do. I was starting to think it would be best to tell him nothing at all. “I’ve got a plan,” I amended. “It could help the infected, but it’s risky.”

      “How risky?”

      I held my breath, then blew it out. “It doesn’t matter, so long as I get the cure. That’s the most important thing in the world right now, even you have to admit that. I mean, you were at the Tent District—you saw what’s going on. Hell, Garth, you might even have been exposed.” A seed of dread lodged in my throat. I hadn’t thought twice before sending Garth through that gateway to Dorman at the Tent District, but what if that had been a mistake? Considering how rampant the disease was running there now, him being infected was far from an impossibility. I cleared my throat, ignoring the lump forming there. “What if you contracted it and now you’re passing it on to your family?” I said, voice raising in pitch.

      “Come on, Kat. I would never do that to—”

      “Then get your ass to Bainbridge and tell them you need to be tested.”

      Garth was quiet for a moment. “I was planning to head there tomorrow.”

      “Go today, Garth. Go now,” I said. “Please.” I held my breath.

      “Yeah, alright.”

      “You promise?”

      “Yeah, I promise.”

      I exhaled, relieved.

      “So long as you promise to be careful doing whatever it is that you’re planning to do.”

      Careful. I stared up at the ceiling, battling frustration. I was rarely careful; recklessness was sort of a hallmark of mine. Part of my style. And it wasn’t like I couldn’t lie to him, but I was surprised to discover that I didn’t want to lie to him. Damn it. “Yeah, sure,” I said.

      “Say it, Kat. Promise me.”

      I rolled my eyes again. What can I say? I’m still technically a teenager, and rolling my eyes is second nature to me. It’s like breathing. “I promise to be careful,” I said, drawing out the word ‘promise’ in annoyance.

      “Glad to hear it,” Garth said with a dry laugh. “Alright, I should go. My family’s going to be disappointed, but . . .” He sighed. “I made this girl a promise . . .”

      Eye roll number three. In the kitchen, I could hear Nik choking on a laugh. I’d forgotten he was in there. Flustered, I quickly ended the call, stood, and marched into the kitchen, where Nik was in the process of washing the dishes. “You’re such an ass-turd,” I said, then chucked the phone at him.

      He caught it with wet, soapy hands, easy peasy, his expression all concealed amusement. “As opposed to all those other kinds of turds?”

      “Har har.” I leaned my hip against the counter, crossing my arms over my chest and tossing out eye roll number four. Apparently I was going for a record.

      “You should get some rest.” Nik tucked a plate into a free slot in the dishwasher. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d even had enough dirty dishes to warrant using the dishwasher. “Take the bedroom. I’ll grab some shut-eye out here.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Did you really just offer me my bed?” Shaking my head, I pushed off the counter and headed for the bathroom to brush my teeth before crashing. “Barely here a week, and you’re already acting like you own the place . . .”

      He laughed quietly as I walked away, and the sound was unexpectedly reassuring. Having him at my side meant the world to me. It meant that maybe, just maybe, my plan would work. I couldn’t help but smile. Just a little.
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        * * *

      

      “Almost done,” I mumbled around the cap to my second-most-faded black Sharpie. Chewing on the plastic helped me focus, allowing me to think less and let the electric hum the universe was channeling through me take over. My knees ached from kneeling on hardwood for so long, but I pushed through the pain.

      I was almost done with the gateway, just in the process of shading the glare on the polished composite floor in the lobby of the offices on the sixtieth floor of the Columbia Center, the Ouroboros Corporation’s Seattle base of operations. The lobby was the closest place to the boardroom that I’d ever been, and I’d never tried to create a gateway to somewhere entirely new to me. I wasn’t sure the magic would work if I didn’t already have some frame of reference. And now certainly wasn’t the time to test the extent of my gateway-creating power.

      “That was fast,” Nik said from the kitchen. He was fixing grilled cheese and tomato soup for our pre-ambush lunch. “Just under forty minutes,” he added, sounding impressed.

      The corner of my mouth lifted in the tiniest of smiles. I squashed my peacocking pride and refocused on the drawing on the hallway wall. In less than a minute, that extra-powerful zing of otherworldly energy pulsed through me, and the drawing bled to life. Janelle, the icy receptionist I’d grappled wills with last week, sat behind the long, curved reception desk, fingers clacking away on a computer keyboard as she spoke into her headset. Something about making sure everything was in place for the meeting. Apparently there would be bagels and fruit. Oh . . . and donuts!

      I sat back on my heels, admiring my work. It was so tempting to go through the gateway now, but doing so would defeat the purpose. We wanted—needed—all of the board members to be in the boardroom when we crashed the party. It was the only way to ensure all the required knowledge would be at our fingertips. Waiting would be a bitch, but at least there’d be crispy grilled cheese to help pass the time.

      Which, as it turned out, was fantastic. Who knew Nik could cook? I suppose it shouldn’t have shocked me, what with the thousands and thousands of years under his belt, but still, I was impressed. Perfectly melted sharp cheddar on toasted bread that was equal parts crispy and buttery dipped into creamy tomato soup that I was fairly certain was homemade forced me to redefine my personal idea of heaven. I happily stuffed my face and wasn’t the least bit ashamed when I licked the last bit of buttery goodness off my fingertips.

      “Guess you liked it,” Nik commented.

      I froze, the tip of my thumb in my mouth, and met his eyes across the small kitchen table. Remembering where I was and who I was with, I opted to finish cleaning my hands using the paper napkin in my lap. “It was alright,” I said with a halfhearted shrug.

      Nik snorted softly, then glanced into the kitchen. “Five till one,” he said, his eyes on the stove clock. “Let’s get suited up. We can take care of the dishes later.”

      My heart rate was already picking up, and I could feel my chest rising and falling with more enthusiasm than usual. It was game time. I nodded, scooting back my chair and standing. “Would you mind doing me a favor?” I said to Nik as I reached for the leather sword harness hanging from the back of the chair adjacent to mine.

      “Depends on the favor.”

      I paused, leveling a flat stare his way. So far, I’d never asked a single thing of him that he’d refused, never asked him to cross a line he wasn’t willing to cross, and I couldn’t help but wonder where, exactly, his line might be.

      “Can you make Mercy visible again?” I asked, holding the invisible At sword out to him. “I figure she might instill a little more fear if her potential victims can actually see her.”

      A slow, wicked grin spread across Nik’s face. “I have to say, Kitty Kat—I like the way you think.”
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      Nik and I stood side by side in the hallway, staring into the active gateway to the Ouroboros lobby. The board meeting was scheduled to begin at one, ten minutes ago.

      “They should all be in there by now,” I said, my elbow brushing Nik’s as I glanced at the watch on my left wrist. Nik had lent it to me so I’d stop asking him to check his phone for the time. The only other clock in the apartment was on the stove, and what can I say—I’m lazy.

      “Yep.” Nik’s arms were crossed over his chest, and he was wearing that long, black leather jacket that I remembered so well from the ill-fated weeks we spent hunting rogue Nejerets together—or attempting to hunt them—a couple decades ago. He was completely unarmed, mostly because with magic like his, he was the weapon.

      Like him, I wore a black leather coat, but unlike him, I was armed with more than just my wits and the innate magic afforded me by my sheut. Mercy was strapped to my back, returned to her full, visible glory. Needle daggers were tucked into the sheaths sewn into the interior of my sleeves, the corded leather bracelet on my left wrist doubled as a garrote, and a two-inch push knife was hidden in my belt buckle. I also had two not-so-hidden combat knives on the outsides of my ankles in boot sheaths and a fragile-looking At vial holding a couple tablespoons of infected blood hanging from a chain around my neck—our secret weapon—and my left coat pocket was stuffed full of black Sharpies, our backup exit strategy. Nik carried plan A, rolled up and stuffed into his back pocket.

      I glanced at Nik sidelong. His dark brown hair was slicked back, the sides freshly buzzed, and his pale stare was locked on the gateway, cold and focused.

      “We’ve only got one shot at this,” I told him.

      “Yep,” he said, not looking at me. He was in the zone.

      I rolled my head from one shoulder to the other, cracking my neck and psyching myself up. My whole body vibrated under the force of the adrenaline coursing through my veins. We could do this. I cracked my knuckles. We could do this.

      Licking my lips, I watched Janelle stand and walk to the edge of the curved reception desk to chat with a young businessman. From the looks of their body language, a whole lot of flirting was going on. For the moment, the two appeared to be the only people in the lobby. Janelle was distracted, some distance between her and the insta-security button. We wouldn’t get a better chance than this.

      “On the count of three,” I said.

      In my peripheral vision, I saw Nik nod.

      “One . . . two . . .” We exchanged a glance. “Three.”

      Nik and I stepped through the gateway. Janelle and her amorous colleague didn’t notice us until we were practically on top of them. We had them both tied up and gagged with At restraints and stowed under the reception desk—out of sight and mind—in less than thirty seconds.

      “This way,” Nik said, jogging toward the hallway shooting off from the right side of the lobby. We’d studied the building plans that morning, before I’d started drawing the gateway, and we had a pretty good idea of the layout of the entire floor. Our diligence paid off; we rushed past several offices and were closing in on the nearest of the two doors to the boardroom before any of the occupants of the offices could even get their doors open.

      “Hey!” someone yelled behind us. “You can’t go in there!”

      But their warning was too late. My hand was already on the door handle. Plus, it wasn’t like one little human could do anything to stop us.

      I shoved the door open and stepped into the boardroom, basking in the outraged gasps, shocked expressions, and half-standing poses of the twelve people seated around the long, mahogany table. A thirteenth person, a youthful businessman, sat in the far corner of the room, a tablet on his lap, his fingers frozen over the attached keyboard. Bad luck, him being here. He picked a terrible day to play note-taker to this group of corporate slimeballs. I almost felt bad for the guy. Except for the part where he chose to work here.

      Nik followed me in, and I heard him shut and lock the door.

      “This is a closed meeting,” a woman said from the head of the table. I recognized her immediately—Constance Ward, CEO and Chairman of the Board. The ends of her blonde bob brushed the shoulders of her cream silk blouse as she pushed back her chair and stood. Her stare was hard, her expression stony. Apparently corporate Constance was nothing like the warm, caring mother I’d peeped on a couple days ago. “You need to leave.”

      I took one more step into the room and pushed out my bottom lip. “But I heard there’d be donuts.” Out of the corner of my eye, I watched the spread of solidified At coat the walls, ceiling, and floor of the boardroom, looking so much like a rapidly spreading sheet of ice. In a few more seconds, it would coat the floor-to-ceiling windows on the far side of the room, blocking out the insanely gorgeous view, and we’d all be effectively sealed in.

      Constance’s eyes strayed from me as the imprisoning shell of At caught her attention. “You’re Nejeret,” she said, her head moving as she watched the progression of the otherworldly material. Her gaze returned to me. “I know you.” A hint of fear gleamed in her eyes. “You’re her—the Ink Witch.”

      “Gold star for you, Connie.” I flashed her a cheeky grin. “Cute kids, by the way,” I added with a wink.

      Her eyes rounded, and she blanched. Ever so slowly, she sank back down into her seat, her hand migrating up to her chest. She opened her mouth, then licked her lips. “You—how—” She swallowed roughly, her eyes tearing up. “Please . . . don’t hurt them.”

      I honestly hadn’t intended it as a threat. In a twilight zone kind of way, I sort of respected Constance, and I actually felt a little remorse for making her think I intended her family any harm. I mean, come on—I protect kids, I don’t kill them. My gut twisted as Abigail’s ghostly visage floated through my mind. Usually.

      “We’re sealed in,” Nik said from behind me.

      I took a deep breath. It was showtime. “Everyone sit down,” I said, reaching over my shoulder and drawing my sword. Mercy’s blade came free with a melodic ring.

      The few board members who’d risen from their seats when we barged in eased back down. Their movements were painfully slow, like they feared drawing my attention their way would put a target on their backs. Too late.

      I did a pointless but fancy-looking spin-twist with my sword, then flipped it up and rested the flat of the blade against my shoulder. Best if these corporate asshats realized Mercy wasn’t just for show, but that I knew how to use her; it might make the proceedings move a little faster.

      “Raise your hand if you remember a little boy named Sammy,” I said.

      Nik rounded the head of the table to take up a position on the other side, leaning back against the At-coated windows, his hands in the pockets of his long leather coat. He was the only person who moved in the long seconds that followed my request.

      After scanning the owlish faces surrounding the long table, I exhaled heavily, exasperated already. I whipped Mercy’s blade out, slapping it on the table’s surface. Every single human jumped in their seats.

      “Who remembers Sammy?” I started to move around the table, dragging the tip of my sword as I went.

      The razor-sharp At blade glided up the sleeve of a board member—a balding older fellow I recognized as one Gregory Spelt, Vice Chair of the Board. The blade traveled across the shoulders of his suit jacket, then crossed to the shoulders of the woman sitting beside him. Melinda Jones flinched when the blade first landed on her bony frame, then tensed up like she was being electrocuted.

      I continued on like that, eyeing those across the table from me, not letting them look away. “You know,” I said, “the cute little homeless boy you guys yanked off the street? The one you infected with an engineered disease?”

      I paused, putting the slightest pressure on the sword as it inched down a male board member’s arm. Mercy’s blade cut through the fabric of his sleeve. I couldn’t remember this guy’s name, but I was fascinated by the beads of sweat forming on his forehead and temples. I leaned in, focusing on his quaking eyelashes. “You know,” I said, voice hushed, “the boy you let good ol’ Mitch have some quality alone time with before you released him. The one you hoped would infect as many people as possible.”

      My current friend yelped, and the coppery scent of blood reached my nostrils.

      I straightened and glanced down at his arm, where a dark spot of blood blossomed on his sleeve. “Whoopsie,” I said, tone flat. “My bad.” I winked at the guy before raising Mercy and once again resting her blade on my shoulder. “Guess I got a little too eager.”

      “You’re insane,” a guy said from Constance’s end of the table. He was the youngest looking of the board members, and I pulled the name Scott Easton from memory.

      I also pulled a needle dagger from my sleeve with my free hand and flung it his way. It struck him in the forehead, sticking in his skull and reverberating with a dull thwang. He shouted out in pain, then brought his shaking hands up to his forehead. I’d used just enough force to get the knife to stick in the bone, but not enough to actually pierce his skull and enter his brain.

      “I’m not insane,” I said, stalking around the table. I yanked the dagger free from Scott’s dense head, wiped the tip on his shoulder to clean off the blood, and shoved it back into its sheath up my sleeve. “I’m mad. There’s a difference.”

      “I—” Constance cleared her throat. “I remember him—the boy, Sammy, I mean.”

      I took a step back from the table, eyeing her. For some reason, I’d hoped she’d been in the dark about the finer details of this particular project.

      She licked her lips. “I don’t know how he got out, and I swear I didn’t know about Mitch, but . . .” Her body was trembling, but her voice was steady. Ballsy chick. “I can only imagine.”

      “It was her idea,” someone said from the other side of the table. It was bony Melinda Jones. “We never wanted any of this. We called for a vote to un-chair her today . . . because she’s gone too far.” Melinda’s eyes burned with a feverish intensity, and her breathing picked up as she went on. “She’s led this board astray. The things we’ve approved because of her . . .” Melinda shook her head. “We’re going to set that all to rights today.” Her chest heaved with each successive breath.

      I stared at her, sword on my shoulder and expression bored. As I blinked, I let a grateful smile light up my face. “Finally, someone’s talking. Thank you, Melinda, truly,” I said, nodding in gratitude.

      Her shoulders relaxed a bit.

      I sheathed Mercy and started around the table, heading her way.

      The tension returned.

      “You’re going to make this so much easier,” I said, running my fingertips over the knot of the leather bracelet on my left wrist as I drew near to her. Melinda started to spin her chair around so she was facing me, but I tugged on the slipknot holding the bracelet on my wrist. A fraction of a second later, the leather cord was wrapped around Melinda’s neck, cutting into her throat.

      Gasps filled the room, and people leaned back in their chairs. Some even brought their hands up to their own necks. And what do you know, not a single person stood or lunged at me to help poor Melinda. They just watched, horrified, as I began to strangle the life out of her.

      “This is what happens when you lie to me. Honesty is the best policy, after all,” I said, ignoring the bite of Melinda’s nails as they gouged deep trails across my forearms and the backs of my hands. I looked at Constance, then scanned the others’ faces even as I kept the garrote tight around Melinda’s neck. “I already know you were all involved to some extent. I need to know who oversaw that project. Who’s responsible for the disease?”

      “Scott,” Constance said, pointing to the young man sitting two chairs down from her. “And Gregory.” She glanced at the man sitting to her left, then looked off to the side, deflating. “And me.”

      Disappointment flooded me. I let up on the pressure of the cord around Melinda’s neck, taking a step back from the table as I rewrapped the garrote around my wrist. Melinda collapsed forward on the table, a sobbing, gasping mess.

      “Let the others go,” Constance said. “It’s me you want.” Damn, but just when I was ready to write her off as a genuinely bad egg, she had to go and do something noble. She was making this really hard on my conscience.

      My eyes met Nik’s, and when he nodded, the corner of my mouth lifted. “Sure,” I said, looking back to Constance. “We’ll let them go.” I made my way around the table as I secured the slipknot on my bracelet, holding out my hand when I neared Nik. He reached into his jacket and pulled out the rolled-up sheet that had been tucked into his back pocket. “Thanks,” I said when he handed it to me.

      I shook the doorway-sized fragment of gray bedsheet open, pleased to see that the gateway I’d created back in the apartment was still active. I hadn’t been certain it would survive a trip through another gateway, but it had. Good to know.

      Under the tense, watchful stares of the terrified board members, I grabbed a stapler off a side table and used it on the wall to hang the sheet. The scene on the other side of the gateway was gray and dismal, as any good dungeon should be. I couldn’t see any of the Bainbridge Nejerets at the moment, but I knew Heru was there in that dank underground space, waiting with a handful of others for the arrival of his newest guests.

      Once the gateway was up and running, I tucked my chin to my chest and whispered, “Alright, Dom, let Lex know they’re on their way—ten to start with, but three more should be following soon.”

      “Very well,” Dom said. “I shall return shortly.”

      I turned around, facing the rapt room. “As your oh-so-courageous leader requested, I’m letting the rest of you go.”

      I looked at Melinda. Her neck was red, raw, and oozing blood where the leather cord had bit into her skin, and she sat a little slumped in her chair, bloodshot eyes puffy and cheeks tear-streaked. I thought it was best to start with her. She already knew, firsthand, the consequences of pissing me off; I doubted she’d risk it again, even if the task I gave her seemed utterly impossible . . . like walking through a bedsheet hanging on a wall.

      “On your feet,” I said, drawing Mercy and pointing the blade at the traumatized woman. “You’re first.”

      Melinda stood, movements wooden, and looked at me without really seeming to see me.

      “Walk,” I said, flicking the tip of the At blade at the gateway.

      She moved like she was sleepwalking, only pausing when she was a few inches from the sheet. I gave her back a firm smack with the flat of my sword, and she stumbled forward through the gateway. And once again, Melinda was the cause of the gasps filling the room. Lucky girl.

      “On your feet,” I said, pointing Mercy at the man with the bleeding arm. “You’re next.”
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      “Well, well, well . . .” I rubbed my hands together, eyeing Constance, Scott, and Gregory, who were all huddled at the far end of the table. The last of the nonessential board members had just passed through the gateway to Heru’s dungeon, and I was now free to focus all of my attention exactly where it was needed—on the three little piggies, making all that mischief under their roof. “I wonder which one of you has the straw house,” I pondered aloud.

      They exchanged wary glances.

      I fingered the vial of infected blood hanging around my neck as I wandered back to their side of the boardroom. All three tensed up visibly as I neared them. Ever so slowly, I made my way behind their chairs, watching them watch me out of the corners of their eyes. Letting the tension build. Letting the fear take over.

      “Which of you will give in first?” I asked. “Who will collapse under the slightest pressure?”

      I stopped behind Gregory’s chair and settled my hands on his shoulders. The top of his balding head was shiny, like he’d plucked any final straggling hairs. I could almost see my reflection in his bald spot, and I thought he might even oil that oh-so-shiny skin. His shoulders bunched up when I gave them a squeeze, and he held his breath when I leaned in, resting my chin on his right shoulder.

      “Which of you has the most to lose?” I asked, looking across the table at baby-faced Scott. I blinked and shifted my attention to Constance. “Or the most to leave behind?”

      The color drained from her tastefully made-up face.

      I grinned, slow and sly. I didn’t have to actually kill her, but threatening to do it—to leave her precious children motherless—would be enough to loosen the tongue of any mother who gave two shits about her kids. And from what I’d seen of Constance, she gave way more shits than that.

      “Did you and your kiddos enjoy the movie the other night?” I asked her, straightening and cocking my head to the side. “That’s a pretty fancy-schmancy home theater you’ve got there.”

      I hadn’t thought it possible, but she blanched even further. After a rough swallow, she licked her lips, her focus darting around the room from me to Nik to the sealed-off windows behind him and the two impassable doors in the opposite wall.

      “No way out, Constance,” I said, tapping my fingernail against the At vial—clink clink clink. I glanced at the gateway. “At least, not to anywhere that’s even remotely as pleasant as here.”

      “W—what do you want?” she asked, tears spilling over the brim of her eyelids.

      “The cure.”

      Her eyes locked on me, her pupils so dilated by fear that the black drowned out the natural gray-blue of her irises. She shook her head slowly, her eyes rounding. A thin sheen of sweat coated her pale skin, giving her a sickly, pearlescent glow. “I—I can’t—”

      I stopped tapping the At vial. “Can’t? Or won’t?”

      “I can’t!” she said, voice shrill and eyes wild. “I wish I could, I swear, but—”

      I kicked Gregory’s chair, and he rolled a couple yards down the table, making room for me to squeeze in beside Constance. I placed my hands on the polished tabletop and leaned in toward her. “But what?” I asked, voice hushed. A few strands of her blonde hair swayed in the wake of my words.

      Again, she licked her lips. “The—there is no cure.”

      My nostrils flared, and I searched her eyes, her face, looking for the telltale signs that she was lying.

      “Honestly, I wish—”

      “Shut up!” I shrieked, straightening and settling in to pace alongside the table. Either Constance was a damn good liar, or she was telling the truth. I had to believe the former; the possibility that there was no cure was too horrifying to accept. I might actually have to kill someone to get the truth. A human—either Scott or Gregory. Maybe then dearest Constance, here, would take this seriously.

      “Little sister—”

      “Not now, Dom,” I snapped. For fuck’s sake, couldn’t he see that I was in the middle of something? It was a terrible time for a chat.

      “It’s Garth,” he said, ignoring my dismissal.

      “What?” I paused, placing my hands on my hips. “He totally disregarded what I said about getting to the compound, didn’t he?”

      “No, little sister. He arrived a couple hours ago.”

      “Then what is it?” I asked, staring hard at Scott, who was watching me like I had a stick of live dynamite stuck up my ass.

      “Neffe just got the results from his blood test,” Dom said. “It came back positive, little sister. He’s infected.”

      My heart stumbled a few beats, and my grip on Mercy’s hilt faltered. The sword slipped out of my hand, landing on the hardwood floor with a sharp clatter.

      Nik took a step away from the sealed-off windows. “What is it? What happened?” He was suddenly in front of me, only I couldn’t remember watching him close the distance between us. He gripped my upper arms. Squeezed, hard. “Kat! What’s going on?”

      I shook him off, reaching up to twist open the vial of infected blood even as I stepped over Mercy and marched back across the room to where Constance still sat. I drew the needle dagger from my left sleeve once more and dipped the point into the vial.

      “Kat, wait!” But Nik reached me too late.

      I scratched the dagger across Constance’s smooth cheek in one sharp motion. She flinched back, her hand flying up to cover the shallow wound. Shallow, but deep enough. Garth was sick; now she was, too.

      “That was infected blood, bitch,” I hissed, leaning in until I was so far into her personal bubble I was practically giving her a lap dance. “Tell me the cure, or I’ll leave you in here until this fucking disease kills you, too.” I leaned in further, my nose less than an inch from hers. “Or maybe I’ll wait until you’re nearing the end, you know, the part when you lose your shit and attack everyone around you?” I laughed bitterly. “Maybe I’ll wait until you’re rabid, and then I’ll send you home. How long do you think it’ll take the kids to realize you aren’t their mommy anymore—for them to see you as the monster you really are? For them to run from you?” I narrowed my eyes, studying her expression, soaking in her fear. “Too long, I bet.”

      Constance’s eyelashes fluttered, and tears streaked down her pasty cheeks. “Please . . . no . . .”

      “Tell me the cure,” I yelled.

      “There isn’t one,” she yelled right back. “Please, kill me. You have to kill me. I—I can’t go home like this. I can’t spread this to my babies.”

      I backed up, leaning against the edge of the table and staring at her, utterly dumbfounded.

      “Kill me.” She pushed her chair back and dropped to her knees before me. Her fingers gripped my legs, her manicured nails turning her fingers into talons. “Please, kill me,” she begged. “Please. There’s no cure. I swear there’s no cure. Just kill me.”

      My heart went cold. Because I believed her.
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      Garth is sick . . .

      I stared down at Constance, kneeling on the floor at my feet. Clinging to my legs. Begging me to kill her. She was sick, too. She was infected, and there was no cure.

      Garth is going to die . . .

      All the moisture that should’ve been in my mouth was gone, leaving it a desert. I gripped the edge of the polished boardroom table behind me, my palms slick with sweat.

      This is my fault . . .

      I should’ve known better than to send Garth to the one place infested with this manufactured disease. I should’ve known better than to crawl into his bed. I should’ve known better than to fall for a fucking mortal. I had known better. I’d known better, and I’d done it anyway. But I’d thought I would have a little more time with him, that he would have a little more time before his mortal body wasted away and his soul faded into oblivion.

      My eyes burned with the need to cry, but I blinked the tears away. I didn’t deserve the relief of tears. Garth would’ve had more time if I hadn’t invaded his life. From now on, I would only get involved with Nejerets. I was off humans, for good.

      If only Garth was a Nejeret . . .

      I blinked again, straightening from my slouched position, my eyes searching the blank wall just a couple yards away as an idea formed. An impossible idea. What if we’d been looking at this whole situation all wrong? What if it wasn’t the disease we needed to cure? What if it was mortality? What if it was humanity?

      Slowly, my focus shifted to Nik, standing off to the right near the wall. “Mari,” I said, recalling what she’d told us about her work with Ouroboros that stormy day on the roof, just a few floors above where we stood now. “We need to find Mari.”

      She’d wanted Nik to work with her because his sheut power would enable her to transfer slivers of a Nejeret ba into a human being and graft it to their mortal soul. She’d claimed that, if the procedure was done properly, it would transform a human into a Nejeret.

      I shoved Constance to the side, ignoring her cry of surprise, and took a step toward Nik. “Don’t you see? There’s no cure. This game—we can’t win it. It’s rigged against us. But if we change the rules . . .”

      Nik stared at me for several, pounding heartbeats. I could see his mind working, could tell he was right there with me. “You want to turn the infected into Nejerets,” he said, his stare intense, his pale blue eyes burning with an unearthly fire. He shook his head ever so slowly. “Kitty Kat . . . Mari’s theory was just that—a theory. She never had success with the process.”

      I took another step his way. “Because she didn’t have you, Nik. Remember? She said storing the ba sliver in anti-At poisoned it. But if you do the transfer . . .”

      Nik crossed his arms. “That’s assuming we can even find her.”

      It was a far from easy task; we both knew it. Over the past week, I’d been asking every Nejeret I crossed paths with if they’d been in contact with Mari or her mother, Mei, but none had seen or heard from either of them since Mari rescued her mom from the Ouroboros lab and the two went into hiding. Even Heru, whose sheut gave him the power to teleport to any place on earth by simply thinking of someplace, something, or someone, had failed to locate the pair. I wondered if it had anything to do with the fact that Mei could do the exact same thing, only better.

      I took one final step toward Nik and reached out, gripping his forearms. The leather of his coat sleeves was smooth and warm to the touch. “We have to try,” I said, pleading with my eyes. “It’s Garth.” My chin trembled, and my throat threatened to close up. “Dom just told me—he’s sick.”

      Nik clenched his jaw, his eyes locked with mine, and time seemed to slow. To stretch.

      He blinked, breaking the spell, and his focus slipped past me, his gaze growing distant. It was a look I recognized from the days when he’d shared his body with the god, Re, from the times when he would withdraw from the outside world to look within, to converse with one of the creators of this universe. Except that god was gone, now. Dom had warned me that Nik was broken inside, and I couldn’t help but wonder if I was seeing evidence of that truth right now.

      A chill crept up my spine, and dread pooled in my belly. “Nik,” I said, squeezing his arms through the leather. “Please. Help me, please.” I gave him a shake. “Nik . . . I need you.”

      His gaze refocused, slowly, and it was almost like my words had jumpstarted his mind.

      “Help me find—”

      “I know where she is,” Constance whispered.

      My eyelids opened wide, and both Nik and I turned to stare down at her.

      Constance knelt with her head drooped, her blonde bob hanging in disarray around her face. Her shoulders rose and fell with each halting breath. “I’ve been in contact with her,” she said, voice hoarse. “She’s here, in the city . . . underground.”

      I looked from Constance to Nik and back, seeing the shock and uncertainty I felt mirrored on his face. I narrowed my eyes. “Why are you telling us this?”

      “The disease was never supposed to get out,” Constance said, raising her head to peer up at us. A hint of defiance shone in her eyes. “It was created as collateral. When Initiative Industries first brokered the negotiations between Ouroboros and your Senate, your people would only agree to support our longevity research with funding and”—she glanced away, clearing her throat—“resources if we helped them develop the disease.” By resources, I had no doubt that she meant living test subjects. People, human and Nejeret alike. “It was their way of ensuring we didn’t go back on our word and tell the whole world about them.” She looked at me. “About you.”

      I scoffed. “What does this have to do with Mari?”

      “She and I oversaw the development of the project, but Scott and Gregory handled the day-to-day while Mari and I worked on something that wasn’t strictly on the books.”

      “The ba transfer,” I guessed.

      She nodded. “The technology to remove a Nejeret’s ba already existed—all we had to do was figure out a way to transport fragments of ba into a human subject. Mari theorized that even the smallest, microscopic amount would spark the transformation . . .” Constance shook her head. “But every single time we tried the procedure, the second the balance between human soul and Nejeret ba shifted in favor of the immortal side, the anti-At we’d used to transport the ba fragment would eat away at the newly forming ba like acid through flesh, and the subject would die.”

      Constance looked at Nik. “You’re the one she told me about, aren’t you—the one who can make the transfer work?” There was a flicker of hope in her eyes, even after everything.

      Nik didn’t respond, didn’t even nod. Instead, he looked at me. “Even with Mari’s help, there’s no guarantee that this’ll work. It’s still just theoretical. And assuming the procedure is successful, there’s no way of knowing how much of Garth will be left once his soul is transformed by the ba. He might not even be Garth anymore.”

      “But it’s all we’ve got. Even if there’s only a one percent chance that this’ll work, the odds are still better than if we let the disease run its course,” I said, sounding a little lost, even to myself. I was grasping, and I didn’t care. “He’ll die, Nik. We have to try.” Gods, I sounded like a broken record.

      It took Nik a long time to answer, but finally, he nodded.

      I exhaled heavily, relieved to still have him not just on my side, but at my side. I looked at Constance. “You know exactly where Mari is? You can take us to her?”

      With a hand on the corner of the table, Constance climbed up onto shaky legs. “Yes. Yes, I can, but . . .” She licked her lips, wringing her hands. “I want something in return.”

      I felt the corner of my mouth twitch, and a quick glance at Nik showed the hint of a smirk curving his lips, as well. “What do you want?” I asked her.

      She looked from me to Nik and back. “Use me as a guinea pig. If the procedure doesn’t work, I’ll die, but if it does work . . .”

      “You’ll live,” I said with a rough laugh. “And a hell of a lot longer than you would’ve otherwise.”

      “I don’t care about that,” she said, and to my amazement, she meant it. “If it works, you have to promise to use the procedure on my son. It’s the only way he’ll ever have a chance at a normal life.”

      I stared at her, weighing her request. Was it possible that everything she’d done had been for her kid? I would never say I approved of her methods, but I couldn’t deny that she was a solid mother. Maybe a little extreme with the whole putting the well-being of her kids first—ahead of the whole damn world—but she wasn’t all bad.

      Finally, I shook my head, a wry smile twisting my lips. “Why the hell not,” I said, offering Constance my hand. Besides, I needed her just as much as she needed me. Some of the best partnerships started that way.

      Constance shook my hand, and the agreement was made. “Thank you,” she said softly.

      I pulled my hand back and turned to the two men huddling at the other side of the room, as far away from us as possible. “Don’t think I’ve forgotten about you, boys.” I dipped the tip of the needle dagger in the vial of infected blood to re-coat it and stalked their way. “So . . . you two were in charge of the day-to-day operations on this project. Isn’t that just fascinating?”

      They exchanged a look. It reeked of piss on this side of the room, and it only took a glance down at Scott’s trousers to see why.

      “I wonder who might’ve let Sammy out?” I stopped a few feet from them and waggled the tainted dagger in front of their noses. “Who wanted the disease to get out—to spread?”

      They recoiled.

      I crouched down, elbows on my knees. “First person to spill the beans doesn’t get infected . . .”

      “It was me,” Scott blurted. “I did it.”

      I blinked, taken aback by the quick response. I hadn’t expected it to be so easy to get a confession. I also hadn’t expected that confession to be a lie. “Now why would you ever lie about a thing like that?”

      Gregory sighed, and the older man’s entire demeanor changed. Not just his demeanor, his whole damn appearance. He stood, his head filling out with thick, dark brown hair and his face shedding several dozen years even as his shoulders broadened and he gained a few inches. The muddy brown of his irises gave way to an ethereal bronze that shimmered with an alien light and swirled with a whole galaxy’s worth of stars.

      “Because I compelled him to,” he said.

      “Holy shit,” I breathed, standing and stumbling back a few steps. Gregory—or whoever the hell he was—wasn’t human. And he wasn’t even Nejeret; no Nejeret had eyes like that. The man standing before me was a fully-fledged Netjer, an actual, full-powered god, like the two who were currently still on sabbatical from our universe.

      Vines of At shot past me as Nik reacted, but those indestructible ropes evaporated into a rainbow mist before they even came close to touching the Netjer.

      I took another step backward, eyes wide and mouth hanging open. My heart hammered in my chest as I struggled, fruitlessly, to come up with a plan. But a Netjer is basically all-powerful. There was nothing I could do to this guy that he couldn’t fend off, let alone throw back at me tenfold. There was no way for me to beat him and a gazillion ways for me to die trying.

      I took one more step backward and ran into Nik’s warm, solid body. The sudden contact made nearly jump out of my skin.

      “Just me,” Nik said, his voice barely more than a whisper. He rested his hands on my shoulders, and I took comfort from his touch. Drew strength from it. Maybe I couldn’t beat this guy in a fight, but I sure as hell wasn’t about to run away with my tail tucked between my legs.

      I straightened my spine and locked stares with the unwelcome Netjer. He wasn’t from our universe; there were only four Netjers native to this place—the original creators of this universe, Re and Apep, and the new gods, my niece and nephew, Susie and Syris—and this Netjer was most certainly none of them. He didn’t belong here.

      “Who are you?” I asked, voice hard and surprisingly steady. Go me.

      The Netjer clasped his hands behind his back. “A visitor.”

      “Well, you’re not welcome here,” I snapped. “Go—”

      Nik gave my shoulders a squeeze, and I shut my mouth, however reluctantly. “Why are you here?” he asked, sounding a whole lot more in control than I had.

      “I’ve heard much about you, Nekure,” the Netjer said, using Nik’s true, ancient name. “Re speaks of you often.”

      I felt Nik stiffen behind me.

      “What do you want?” I asked.

      The Netjer leveled a cold stare my way, and his scrutiny paralyzed my lungs. “It would be impossible for your mind to understand my desires while in your current form.”

      “Why are you here?” Nik asked, repeating his earlier question.

      The Netjer’s stare shifted to Nik, and only then could I suck in a lungful of breath. “To observe,” he said and turned away to stroll toward the sealed-off wall of windows. “To learn.” He glanced at us over his shoulder. “To decide,” he said a second before he evaporated into a glowing, writhing mass and floated through the wall of windows.

      “Wait!” I shouted after him.

      But he—it—was already gone.
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      “To decide,” Lex said, her brow scrunched as she studied my face. “That’s what he said—to observe, to learn, and to decide?”

      We were sitting at the table tucked away in the breakfast nook, surrounded by windows giving us a view of the storm pouring rain outside and bending the trees this way and that. The manicured gardens behind the house were already covered in a bevy of pine branches and bunches of leaves, and the angry clouds in the sky only seemed to be darkening.

      “No and,” I said, “but yeah, those were his words.” I took a gulp of my Cherry Coke. Their house had one of those fancy pop machines that could make essentially any flavor of carbonated beverage. It was pretty awesome, and the sugar and caffeine were doing wonders to fend off the shock of the Netjer run-in. “What the hell—” I glanced at Reni, sitting in the high chair beside Lex at the table, snacking on string cheese. Her onyx ringlets appeared almost blue in the stormy afternoon light. “Sorry. I meant, what the heck is a fu—freaking Netjer doing here? Did Susie or Syris mention anything about a visitor?”

      Lex shook her head, her fingers automatically going to the At falcon pendant hanging on a silver chain around her neck. It had been a gift from her godly children given to her just a few minutes before they left for the Netjer home universe three years ago, and it’s the sole link between this universe and wherever they are, at least so far as us lowly Nejerets are concerned. I crossed my arms over my chest and sniffed. Apparently some Netjers could come and go as they pleased.

      “He had coppery eyes,” Nik told Lex, “if that helps the twins identify who he is. I think that part of his physical appearance was genuine, at least, though I don’t know about anything else.”

      “He dissolved into one of those shining light blobs like the twins did,” I added, though I doubted that helped at all. I lifted my glass to take another sugary sip.

      “I’ll talk to the twins,” Lex said. “See what they know.”

      I bit my lip. “I don’t suppose there’s any way that they can come back here and, oh, say, deal with this whole mess, can they?”

      Sighing, Lex shook her head. “I wish . . .” She picked a stray chunk of string cheese off her shoulder, seemed to think about what to do with it, then handed it back to her daughter, who grinned and popped it into her mouth. I wondered if Lex had been considering eating it herself. “They’re stuck where they are until the other Netjers decide they’re capable of tending to this universe.” Her shoulders bunched up. “All I keep thinking is that maybe the other Netjers sent this guy here to watch over things in the twins’ absence, but . . .” Her shoulders dropped. “I don’t know.”

      I snorted a bitter laugh. “Well, if that’s the deal, he sure is doing a bang-up job.” Shaking my head, I tapped Nik’s arm with the back of my hand and said, “We should go.” We’d spent too much time discussing the “visitor” already, and Garth’s life was sand in an hourglass.

      “Oooooh . . .” Reni pointed in Nik’s and my general direction. “Pretty colors!” She clapped her hands together, causing a few cheese bits to go flying.

      I exchanged a quick, confused glance with Nik, then looked at Lex, eyebrows drawn together.

      Lex raised one hand and shook her head. “I have no idea. She’s been seeing things that are invisible to the rest of us lately—must be her sheut maturing.”

      Like Nik, Reni was one of the few Nejerets to have been born of two Nejeret parents, thanks to a little loophole in that whole Nejeret reproductive snag. Lex and Heru were what Nejerets called a “bonded pair,” a rare set of true soul mates, their bas resonating perfectly with one another. As a result, they were one of the few Nejeret couples able to reproduce together. They were also addicted to each other—physically—and would die if separated for too long. A tough bargain, but one they seemed content with. And unlike Lex, Heru, Aset, and me, who’d all gained sheuts later in life by Susie and Syris, Reni had been born with hers, courtesy of her unique parentage. She was growing up with a sheut, giving her access to unknown powers at a very early age. She fit into the small fraction of the Nejeret population born with sheuts—Nik, Mei, and Mari, among them—and it would be a while before the full extent of Reni’s innate powers was clear.

      I exchanged another look with Nik, frowning this time. What did Reni see when she looked at me? Or at us? “Right, well . . .” I pushed my chair back and stood, and Nik did the same. Lex followed a moment later. “We’re taking Constance with us, but we promise to bring her back.”

      “Fair enough,” Lex said. She followed us to the front door, standing in the opening as we made our way down the porch stairs. “You don’t want to see Garth before you go?”

      The muscles in my shoulders bunched up. The thought of facing him without having a way to save him made my stomach turn. Guilt. Dread. Flat-out fear. I was sick with all of it. But not as sick as Garth would be soon, especially if this didn’t work.

      I shook my head, unable to turn around to look my sister in the eye.

      Lex sighed. “Alright, well, will you tell Heru to come join me when he’s finished?” He was in the dungeon, where Nik and I were headed to pick up Constance, the third member of our impromptu ambush-Mari team. He’d been leading the charge on interrogating the board members ever since we started sending them through the bedsheet gateway, and I had no doubt he was extracting some pretty juicy information.

      I nodded, turning partially to wave at her. “And you’ll have Dom pass on whatever you learn from the twins, yeah?”

      “Of course,” Lex said with a nod. At the sound of a high-pitched shriek from within the house—either a laugh or a cry, I couldn’t tell—she cringed, then shut the door. I loved Reni, but man, the kid was just so very toddler.
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      I passed through the gateway I’d drawn on the wall of the garage, right on top of Heru’s dungeon, and stepped into a crowded pub. Constance followed me, Nik right behind her. I’d been nervous about creating the gateway to the Pike Brewing Company, an always-bustling brewery and eatery located in the warren beneath Pike Place Market—I wasn’t eager about exposing so many people to the now-infectious Constance, but so long as she kept her hands and her fluids to herself, all of the innocent humans would be safe.

      I’d have chosen a less-crowded destination, but this was the place in the market I knew best—and hence could draw best—and the gateway had been a breeze to create. My only other option was the oh-so-famous fish market upstairs, and that was way too exposed for an out-of-thin-air appearance. At least down here there were doorways to pretend to pass through, not to mention alcohol to dull any onlookers’ senses.

      “Lead the way,” I told Constance, holding my arm out for her to pass me by. I figured I didn’t have to worry about her bolting—helping us was her only chance at surviving the disease. The only way she’d ever get to see her kids again. The only way her son would get better.

      Pike Place Market is a multistoried maze, with ramps and hallways and in-between floors aplenty, and our route through the tangle was far from a straight shot. We headed up to the main outdoor level, passing by the famed fish market, narrowly dodging the huge Coho salmon being lobbed around to entertain the tourists, and wound through the throng to an offshooting stairway that led to the lower floors—or, at least, to parts of the lower floors. We passed by a free-trade jewelry and trinkets shop, a seller of miniature cars, animals, and pretty much everything else, and a kitschy magic shop on our way to a locked door marked “Restricted” tucked between the odorific men’s restroom and a used bookstore.

      When we reached the door, Constance produced an inky black key made of anti-At, and Nik and I both recoiled instinctively, however minutely. Touching the stuff wouldn’t hurt Constance, since she didn’t have an eternal ba—yet—but it would unmake any Nejeret from the soul out. Except for me, thanks to the protective Eye of Horus symbol tattooed into my palm. The At-inked symbol had already saved my life and my ba from the effects of anti-At, and it had the obsidian striations marbling through the opalescent ink to prove it.

      Constance unlocked the door, and the three of us entered a narrow, steep stairwell lit only by a few ancient-looking bulbs in caged light fixtures high up on the walls.

      “Cozy,” I commented, eyeing the flickering lights. About one in three bulbs actually worked.

      “This leads to an old utilities room,” Constance explained without looking back. She was concentrating on the slightly uneven stairs. “The market made some updates a few years ago, and this area’s not in use anymore.”

      “That explains the excellent upkeep,” I said, glancing back at Nik.

      He breathed a laugh, but no hint of a smile touched his lips. He had his game face on. Not surprising—Mari wasn’t his favorite person, and she was one of the few people whose sheut power was a match for his. She was one of the few people who could pose an actual threat to him.

      Constance led us deeper into the market’s underbelly, and we entered a defunct boiler room with a hodgepodge of breaker boxes lining the brick walls to what appeared to be a bricked-over doorway. At least, until Constance wound her way through the ancient machinery filling the room and depressed a single brick to the right of the old doorway, then pushed on the area of newer bricks. It gave in with the grind of stone on stone until there was an opening plenty wide enough for a person to fit through. The space beyond was pitch-black, even to my sensitive eyes.

      Nik whistled, and I grinned. Who doesn’t love a secret passageway?

      Constance reached through the opening, fumbling blindly for something. “There’s a lantern here, somewhere . . .”

      “Here,” Nik said, holding up his hand, palm up. A writhing, glowing mass of living At flared to life, looking so much like some alien form of fire. It cast the area around us in an eerie incandescent light, making the world appear almost silver.

      Constance’s eyes widened, and she licked her lips. “Thanks,” she said, eyeing the otherworldly mass for a moment before turning away from us.

      We followed her through the opening to what appeared to be an old sidewalk—there was even an antique lamppost a few yards up the passageway and an arched opening for a window, though the view through the cracked glass only showed a mass of dirt, rocks, and rubble. The air down here smelled musty and earthy, sort of like a cave, but not quite. I’d been in spaces like this under the city before, areas leftover from the citywide regrade after the devastating fire of 1889. The old Seattleites had decided building a new city on top of the old one would be more practical and efficient than rebuilding the old. And lucky us, that meant that much of the original city remained . . . one only need know where to look.

      “You won’t find this on the underground tour,” I said, voice hushed, as Constance led us further into the remnants of a Seattle long forgotten.

      “I remember this place,” Nik said, his voice barely a whisper. He walked ahead of me now, sharing his light with Constance as much as possible. I watched his profile as he slowed and looked around, nostalgia transforming his features. He reached his free hand out, brushing the half-burned wood frame of another window opening. “This was a hotel—the Occidental. Mother and I stayed here once.” A wistful smile touched his lips. “This was the first place I ever had my photograph taken.” He laughed under his breath. “Re disapproved, but Mother was so eager . . .”

      I smiled to myself, enjoying this rare glimpse into Nik’s past.

      “Just a little farther,” Constance said, pausing and tossing a glance back at us. Only then did I realize how far behind we’d fallen.

      Five minutes later, we reached an old armored door, the kind used on a bank vault a century or two back. PUGET SOUND NATIONAL BANK was engraved in the metal near the center of the door. Constance made quick work of the heavy-duty built-in lock, spun the wheel, then turned a handle, and the door slowly swung outward on surprisingly well-oiled hinges. “Stay here, out of sight,” she whispered, then passed through the vault doorway and headed for a second door just a few yards in from the first. It was smaller and rusted, with a several-inch square hatch at face height for a peekaboo window.

      Nik nodded, and the two of us backed up a few steps, retreating into the passageway. I inhaled deeply, then held my breath.

      Constance’s knock was gentle, but she didn’t need more than that to alert Mari’s Nejeret ears of her presence. “It’s me,” she called quietly. “I have news.”

      There was a rusty creak, followed by, “What happened at the meeting?”

      Adrenaline flooded my bloodstream at the sound of Mari’s voice, and my whole body hummed with anticipation. She was really here. We’d found her. I might just be able to save Garth.

      “You look like hell,” Mari told Constance. “Did the board vote you out?”

      “Not exactly,” Constance said. “Let me in, and I’ll explain.”

      Nik and I stared at each other as we waited for the sound of a door opening. It seemed to take forever. There was clang after clang as Mari dealt with the door’s locks, and I was starting to get a little lightheaded from holding my breath for so long. But I could hardly let it out now, in a massive exhale. Mari would hear that, for sure.

      Finally, the door opened with the faintest of creeks. We waited a few more seconds for Constance to actually get in the doorway, where she could bar the way so Mari wouldn’t be able slam the door as soon as she spotted us, and then I stepped into view.

      “Hey, Mars,” I said, raising a hand to wave.

      Her familiar, almond-shaped eyes rounded in surprise.

      “Been looking for you . . .”

      In an explosion of rainbow mist, statuesque Mei appeared behind her adopted daughter and placed her hand on Mari’s shoulder, preparing to teleport them both away to safety.

      “Wait,” Nik said as he, too, stepped into view. “Daughter, please, hear us out.”

      I blinked, eyeing him for a few seconds before his words finally made sense. It always took me a moment to reconcile the fact that Nik has a daughter—Mei. He’s just so unfatherly in pretty much every way possible. Not that that changed the fact that he had fathered Mei millennia ago. She’d inherited her fair share of the stunning beauty that was so pervasive in her father’s bloodline, though her ancient human mother’s genes had lent her a far more Middle Eastern look. She’d also inherited her sheut from Nik, though her powers were quite different from his.

      “We need your help,” Nik said, extending his hand, almost like he was pleading with her. Maybe he was.

      For uncounted seconds, the five of us stood there, an ice sculpture of tensions and uncertainty.

      Until, finally, Mei nodded. “Very well, Father.” She looked at me, bowed her head in greeting, and murmured, “Katarina.” Then she straightened. “Both of you, please, come in.”
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      “So,” I said, “will you do it?” I was sitting across from Mari at a farm-style dining table in their surprisingly well-stocked underground kitchen. It turned out that their hideout really was an old bank vault, and that some guy named Billy had set it up as a fallout shelter in the forties, only to leave it abandoned some years later when he died in a car accident. We knew about Billy and how he’d died because he’d been a friend of Mei’s back in the day. It was how she and Mari had known the bunker was down here in the first place.

      Mari inhaled deeply, then looked at her mother, who was sitting to her left. I’d filled them in, telling them as quickly as possible about everything that had happened over the past couple days, save for our encounter with the mysterious Netjer. And my whatever-it-was with Garth. TMI is very much a real thing.

      I glanced at Nik, sitting on my left, but his eyes were locked on Mei, too. Probably because she was staring at him just as hard. I didn’t know much about Nik’s relationship with his daughter, but based on appearances, it was a tense one.

      Seeing that she wouldn’t get any help from her mom, Mari returned her attention to me. She blew out a breath and threw her hands up in the air. “Oh, why not.” She pointed a finger at me. “On one condition.” She redirected her pointer finger to Nik. “You agree to help me, even after we save Kat’s boyfriend.”

      “He’s not my boyfriend,” I said reflexively, and Mari snorted. I looked at Nik, begging him with my eyes to agree to her condition. It was hard to do when he hadn’t even glanced my way. Losing patience, I reached out and touched the back of his wrist with my fingertips.

      Finally, he looked at me, his expression hard.

      “Please,” I whispered. “Nik . . . please.”

      His features softened, and he closed his eyes and bowed his head in assent.

      A sly grin spread across Mari’s face. She slapped her hands together, then rubbed them back and forth vigorously. “Looks like you’re not dying today, Connie,” she said to Constance, who was lying down on the mid-century couch in the “living room.” She was running a fever already, and she’d practically collapsed on the couch as soon as Mari suggested she get some rest.

      Constance held up a hand, giving us a thumbs-up over the back of the couch.

      “Gather whatever you need. We’ve got to get back to Bainbridge right away,” I told Mari, then looked at Mei. “Can you teleport us there?”

      “You three, no problem,” she said, then looked at the couch. “But I can’t teleport her. She’s human—the trip would tear her apart.”

      I sighed, then scooted my chair away from the table. “Alright, well, a gateway it is, then.” I stood, hoping I had it in me to make one more today. “Which wall do you care about the least?”

      Mari and Mei exchanged a confused look.

      “Her power’s evolving,” Nik explained. Oh, right, because I hadn’t included that part in my flash update, either. “She can draw a sort of doorway from one place to the next.”

      Both Mari and Mei looked at me, eyes opened wide and lips parted. Boy, I sure do love surprising people. Maybe it’s why I always try to make sure their expectations are extra low. Because I totally do that on purpose. Really.

      “Wall preference?” I asked, nudging them out of their shocked states.

      “Oh,” Mari said. “Um . . .” Brow furrowed, she looked at her mom, who shrugged.

      “Artist’s choice,” I said, nodding slowly as I scanned the space. I was already digging the bundle of Sharpies out of my coat pocket. “Suh-weet.”
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      “Alright,” Neffe said, exchanging a look and a nod with Aset, “we’re ready.” The two petite Nejerets stood on either side of something that looked an awful lot like a dentist’s chair—only the kind a demented, evil dentist would use, what with all the strappy restraints holding down the brilliant duo’s first subject.

      Mitch Carmichael was being used as the inaugural lab rat for the ba-grafting procedure. Even though Constance had volunteered, Heru thought she held too much value to be used so negligently. She was willing to work with us—to share everything she knew about the inner workings of the Ouroboros Corporation and Initiative Industries, not to mention the negotiations and deals made with the Senate—and that made her an invaluable asset, especially compared to rancid Mitch Carmichael.

      If the procedure was a success, Mari promised to infect Carmichael with anti-At as soon as the positive outcome became clear, and his short-lived, partially formed ba would be erased from existence once and for all. No gentle eternity for this pathetic excuse for a human being. That was just fine with me.

      Standing at the foot of the chair, Nik held a marble-sized orb of At, a minuscule sliver of Heru’s ba writhing within its temporary prison. It was one of nearly a dozen such marbles filling a metal lockbox on the counter behind me. Heru was the oldest Nejeret on site, and though Mari hadn’t been able to explain why, she believed his age would make his ba the best candidate for a successful soul-grafting.

      The ba extraction itself had only taken a few minutes, though it had taken Mari more than twenty-four hours of constant work to get the extraction apparatus—a modified MRI machine—up and running. With Nik’s help, Mari was able to harvest a baseball-sized chunk of Heru’s ba, which she claimed should be all she’d ever need, since the fragment would ceaselessly replenish itself within its At prison, just as Heru’s ba would regrow until it was fully repaired within his physical body. Probably a good thing, because I doubted Lex would ever let her husband go through a ba extraction again. It had been excruciating even to watch.

      Mari stood beside me, arms crossed over her chest and expression rapt. Lex stood on my other side, and Dom, watching from the pendant hanging around my neck, was the only other soul present. Heru was two floors above us in his and Lex’s bedroom, recovering under the attentive “care” of his toddler, and it had been Mari’s suggestion to clear the basement laboratory of everyone else to ensure that word of this potentially world-changing procedure didn’t get out. Nobody had argued.

      Nik glanced over his shoulder to look at Mari. “You’re sure this’ll take?” He frowned. “I don’t need to do anything more invasive?”

      Mari nodded. “A human’s soul is contained within every single cell of their physical body. The moment that ba fragment touches his skin, it’ll recognize a potential host. It wants to be whole, and merging with a human soul is the path of least resistance. Go on . . .” She gestured to Carmichael with her chin. “See for yourself.”

      We wouldn’t know if it was truly successful for a few hours, or so Mari claimed. That was how long it would take for the newly forming ba to make noticeable changes to Carmichael’s human physiology.

      Nik placed the At marble on Carmichael’s shin, balancing it there with a single fingertip. A moment later, the opalescent At dissolved into a shimmering mist. I caught only a glimpse of that silvery filament of ba before it seeped into Carmichael’s skin and vanished completely.

      Mari blew out a breath and brushed a sleek strand of black hair from her forehead. “Well, I suppose we should all get comfortable. This is going to take a while.”
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        * * *

      

      Three hours, seventeen minutes, and forty-two seconds later, Mari destroyed Carmichael’s brand-spanking-new ba. I heralded Carmichael’s writhing passage into oblivion with a one-finger salute. It was a glorious moment.

      “We’ll do Constance next,” Mari said as she turned her back to Carmichael’s writhing form, “then your boyfriend, Kat.”

      I rolled my eyes, ignoring Nik’s snicker. He’d swapped places with Mari and now stood on my left. I lost patience after a few seconds and elbowed him in the side none too gently.

      “We’ll prep Constance,” Aset said, and she and Neffe headed to the quarantined half of the lab. The temporary plastic walls had been erected to keep the disease as contained as possible, and the area within functioned as a makeshift hospital for the few infected people in the compound, Garth included.

      I watched them go, my heart yearning to follow. I still hadn’t visited Garth. I didn’t know how to talk to him without telling him there was maybe a chance that he would not only survive the incurable disease but also become a Nejeret. That he’d live forever. I couldn’t not tell him that chance existed, but I hadn’t been willing to get his hopes up. I’d needed to know for sure. And now I did.

      “Go,” Lex said, nudging me with her shoulder. “He’s been asking for you nonstop.” She offered me a gentle smile. “Give the poor guy the good news.”

      I searched her kind, carmine eyes, looking for some reason not to go. I was afraid to face him. But I needed to, so I pushed off the counter and marched after Neffe and Aset. The two were already beyond the plastic walls.

      I could hear Lex and Nik whispering, but I hummed tunelessly to drown out whatever they were saying. Force of habit. Some things are better not overheard.

      Mari laughed, and I slowed, glancing over my shoulder to see her sidling up to Nik. “Better get used to it, buddy.” She linked arms with him, and I felt the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. I had to force myself to keep going. “Besides, you’ve got a new partner now, and I’m half as crazy and twice as fun.”

      Ugh. I threw up a little in my mouth.

      Nik looked my way, and when his eyes met mine, when I saw the sad smile curving his lips, my heart seized up. He nodded infinitesimally, and I had the oddest impression that he was saying goodbye.

      Shaken, I faced forward and continued onward, heading into the decontamination space everyone had to pass through on their way in and out of the quarantine zone. A quick spray of some high-intensity disinfectant cascaded over me in a fine mist, and I continued through the next plastic flap.

      Garth was sitting at a folding card table alone, his back to me, a half-played game of solitaire laid out before him. Neffe, Aset, and Constance were in the far corner of the room. Aset seemed to be explaining to Constance what sorts of changes to expect after the procedure.

      I took a deep breath, then plastered a smile on my face and headed for Garth. “Hey, stranger.”

      He spun in his seat, looking too big for the folding chair, his fingers gripping the chair back. The second his rich brown eyes locked with mine, my heart warmed and my smile softened, becoming genuine. He looked exhausted; his skin was too pale, emphasizing the dark circles under his eyes, but he still filled the space around himself with a sense of calmness. Of peace.

      “So, I’ve got good news, and I’ve got bad news,” I told him as I drew nearer.

      His eyebrows rose. “What’s the good news?”

      “This disease isn’t going to kill you.”

      He started to stand, but I stopped him with a hand on his shoulder. “You found a cure?” he asked.

      I shrugged one shoulder, pulling out the chair adjacent to his and turning it around to sit on it backwards, cool-kid style. “Something like that,” I said, resting my forearms on the back of the chair.

      He frowned. “And the bad news?”

      I smirked, tilting my head to the side. “You’re going to have to put up with my ass forever.”

      “I don’t—” His brow furrowed, and he shook his head. And then his eyes widened. “My forever, or yours?”

      I grinned. “Mine.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Sitting on a piece of driftwood, I stared out at the endless gray mass of salt water. Wind made the surface of the Puget Sound choppy, a clutter of white peaks forming only to fade away under the rolling swells seconds later. Dark clouds coated the sky from horizon to horizon, but the rain was the barest of drizzles. It looked more like five o’clock than one, but a glance at my borrowed watch assured me it was still barely after noon.

      Off to the left, across the choppy Agate Passage, I could just make out the shoreline of Port Madison through the mist. Garth’s family was there, waiting for word of his condition. His ancestors had been living on that reservation for generations, safeguarding the secret of my people’s existence. Now Garth—one of them—was also one of us. I just didn’t know how much the Nejeret he would become over the coming days would resemble the human he’d been. How much would that tiny sliver of Heru’s ba change him—not just what he is, but who he is? There was no way to know until he woke, and Mari wasn’t even sure how long it would be until that happened.

      Garth and Constance had been out cold for over two days now, locked in a state of regenerative sleep as their bodies transformed to accommodate their new, immortal souls. I’d remained at Garth’s bedside for the first nine hours, and the inaction—the waiting—had nearly driven me mad. Patience isn’t my strong suit, and stillness is like torture to me.

      “The news is reporting cases of the disease in hospitals in Portland, San Francisco, Los Angeles, Albuquerque, Salt Lake City, and Vancouver now,” Dom said, breaking through my meditative fog.

      I exhaled heavily, shoulders slumping. “Guess closing the state borders didn’t work.”

      Washington had been under quarantine since the previous evening, once it became obvious that the people flooding hospitals in the greater Seattle and Tacoma areas complaining of a severe flu were actually the first wave of a new, frightening epidemic. The Cascade Virus—CV, for short, a strange viral pathogen that was seemingly nonresponsive to any kind of treatment—was all anyone could talk about on the news these days. I’d stopped watching TV or listening to the radio that morning, sick of hearing about the search for a cure. I already knew they’d never find one.

      “Maybe they can stop it before it spreads across the country,” I said, resting my chin on my hand. Not sure who “they” were in my mind, but surely there was someone—some humanitarian group or special government organization—who could handle this. Someone who could succeed where we’d failed.

      “Perhaps,” Dom said, but he didn’t sound convinced.

      “If it gets any worse, this could be bad, Dom—like, extinction-level bad.”

      “After everything we’ve learned from the members of the board, I believe that is precisely the point of all this.” Heru had learned from Scott, the youngest member of the Ouroboros board, that the Senate paid him half a billion dollars and promised him immortality if he arranged for the release of ten infected humans and planted them in major cities across the country. He’d only made it to seven by the time we shut down his base of operations, the lab in SoDo.

      I shook my head, feeling defeated. “I just don’t get it. Why would the Senate do this? How could they? It’s just so . . . so wrong.” What good was Heru’s war now when all he was fighting for was a crumbling world?

      “I wish I had an answer for you, little sister.”

      “I don’t,” I said. “That would mean your mind is just as twisted as theirs are.” I inhaled deeply, then sighed. “The number of people who are going to die . . .” Even thinking about it twisted my stomach into knots. “I wish there was something I could do. Anything.” I’d never felt more useless in my life.

      “There is something you can do,” Nik said from some ways behind me.

      I straightened and twisted around on the driftwood, spotting him at the mouth of the trail leading to the beach through the woods. “Shouldn’t you be with Mari right now?” The two had been working together so closely for the past couple of days that I’d barely seen him, even though we’d both been in and out of the basement laboratory the whole time.

      Nik strolled the rest of the way to my driftwood bench and sat beside me. “I’m right where I should be.”

      My cheeks warmed, and I hated my stupid heart for the little flutter it gave. I averted my gaze, staring down at the tiny rocks near my boots rather than risking meeting Nik’s pale eyes.

      “The way I see it, we’ve got two options.”

      “Oh?” I thumbed the cuff of my leather sleeve.

      “Either we let all the humans die, and that’s it,” he said. “Game over.”

      I raised my eyes to meet his. “Or?”

      Nik leaned in, like he was making sure he had my attention. It was pointless; he always had my attention. “Or,” he said, “we save as many of them as we possibly can before it’s too late.”

      “By turning them into Nejerets before the Cascade Virus kills them, you mean.” Which also meant “we” didn’t include me. I slouched, just a little, my gaze wandering back down to the rocky beach. “You and Mari, team awesome, saviors of humanity.” I gave an unenthusiastic fist pump. “Go you.”

      Nik guffawed. “Not exactly, Kitty Kat.” He bumped my shoulder with his. “I was thinking of you and me, actually. Figured, with your gateways and my control over At, nothing’s stopping us from taking this show on the road.” He pulled something out of the pocket of his jeans. When he uncurled his fingers, one of the At marbles containing a sliver of Heru’s ba rested on his hand. “We’ve already got an endless supply of ba, and if we went from hospital to hospital, we could make a serious dent in the spread of CV.”

      Eyes wide, I looked at him. “But—but what about Mari? You made a deal.” That deal was the only reason Garth was going to live. “You agreed to help her in her research.” I shook my head. “She can’t actually do anything without you there to complete the transfer.”

      “Lex can do it,” Nik said, shocking the hell out of me.

      I felt my eyes bug out. “She can? Since when?”

      “You’re not the only one who’s sheut is evolving and growing stronger.”

      I stared at him for a few more seconds, mouth hanging open. “So she can control At like you now?”

      Nik nodded lazily. “Says she’s been working on it for a while. Her abilities are pretty limited at this point, but she’s good enough to meet Mari’s needs.” He shrugged. “I think she’s looking forward to it, actually. It’ll give her something worthwhile to do . . . you know, a way to contribute to the cause even though the war keeps her stuck behind the walls here.”

      I couldn’t stop staring at Nik. As he spoke, it took all of my willpower not to jump up and do a spaztastic happy dance. I pressed my palms together and sandwiched my hands between my thighs. “So you’re serious,” I said, half-asking. “You really want to do this—save the world and all that?”

      Nik chuckled. “Maybe not the whole world.” He leaned in a few inches. “Maybe we can just start with the humans in Seattle and go from there.”

      “Deal,” I said, grinning as I offered him my fist. “So when do we start?” I was so tired of doing nothing that I was ready to start yesterday.

      He smirked and curled his fingers back around the At marble, raising his fist to bump knuckles. “How about now?”

      

      
        
        The end

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Thanks for reading! You’ve reached the end of Outcast (Kat Dubois Chronicles, #2). Keep reading for more Kat adventures in Underground (Kat Dubois Chronicles, #3). 
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        For Jenna, who inspires me every day

        with her endless well of patience, love, and kindness.

        I couldn’t magic up a better friend if I had a sheut of my very own.
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      “No,” Heru said. “Absolutely not.” His leather wingback chair was silhouetted by the view of the woods, the choppy Puget Sound, and the overcast sky through the window behind him. “We don’t know nearly enough about the side effects of the transformation.” He leaned back, away from his desk, and rested his hands on the chair’s armrests, making it appear more a throne than a desk chair. He was a king, through and through. “Until we’ve had more time to study Garth and Constance, until we know exactly what the implantation of a ba has done to them beyond curing them, the procedure is on hold indefinitely.”

      This couldn’t be happening. I took a step closer to the desk, hand outstretched. “But what about—”

      Heru shed the blasé air and stood, the leather of his chair creaking and the chair’s legs screeching as they moved across the hardwood floor. “Listen very carefully, Kat,” he said, placing his palms on the desk, one on either side of his laptop, and leaning forward. His golden irises flashed with irritation. Even from a dozen paces away, he seemed to tower over me. “I forbid you from transforming even a single human into a Nejeret. Am I making myself clear?”

      I lowered my outstretched hand, balling it into a tight fist. My fingers itched for the hilt of my sword, Mercy. The pain of my nails digging into my palm provided a small but much-needed distraction, activating the lizard part of my brain enough that I didn’t attack Heru with words. Or worse.

      I shifted my focus from Heru to his wife, Lex—my half-sister—who was seated in one of the cushy armchairs set off to the side of Heru’s desk, silently bouncing their toddler, Reni, on her knees. Both mother and daughter had been watching our exchange, eyes opened wide and mouths forming tiny Os. Still were. Neither they nor I had expected this meeting to go south so quickly. Or at all.

      I implored Lex with a single look, desperation quickening the rise and fall of my chest—like, running-up-stairs quick.

      Lex inhaled as though she was about to say something but hesitated, closing her mouth a moment before giving a tiny headshake and averting her gaze. Or rather, avoiding mine.

      I pressed my lips together, holding in a frustrated growl, and glanced over my shoulder at Nik. He’d been standing beside me for minutes, quiet as a mouse. He was supposed to be my partner in this. The whole save-the-humans plan was his idea in the first place. He should’ve been backing me up.

      But instead, his expression was blank, like he was only half paying attention. Less than. He did that sometimes. It was his conversing-with-Re face. Except the ancient god had long since vacated Nik’s body, so I had no clue why Nik was still making these infrequent trips to la-la land.

      Whatever. Right now, I really didn’t care, except for the part where he’d picked a pretty damn terrible time to check out, the prick. His plan, remember? And he was just standing there, hanging me out to dry.

      “Thanks for nothing,” I hissed under my breath, my glance turning into a glare. I took a deep breath, inhaling the earthy scent of leather and musk wafting off the books lining the towering built-in shelves on either side of the study. Looked like I’d be fighting this battle on my own. I cracked my neck. No biggie. I was used to going solo, anyway.

      “Listen,” I said on my exhale, forcing myself to meet Heru’s hawkish golden stare.

      “I urge you to use caution, little sister,” Dom said from within the mirror pendant hanging on a leather cord around my neck.

      I ignored my half-dead half-brother—aside from an eye roll, which he couldn’t even see, so it hardly counted—and barreled onward. “I’m never going to have kids,” I said to Heru. “We all know that. So why don’t you just consider whoever Nik and I transform to be my darling children?”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I watched Lex and Reni turn their faces from me to Heru. When Lex’s domineering husband—my own oath-sworn leader—failed to respond, her focus returned to me. Our argument was like the slowest, tensest tennis match in the history of the world.

      “It’s only fair, isn’t it?” I said, taking another step toward the desk. Toward Heru. “Or is creating new Nejerets a privilege only meant for the good old boys’ club?” Another step. Another. My eyes narrowed to slits. I didn’t care that I was poking a bear. “How many kids have you fathered, anyway? Maybe that’ll give me a good starting quota.” Gods, but I hated my voice when it took on that snide tone. Couldn’t help it, though. Mix the hormones of an eighteen-year-old with an assload of frustration and anger, and, well . . . consider my bitch mode activated.

      Heru breathed in and out three times, his nostrils flaring, then straightened, pulling his hands off the desk’s ashen surface. His face remained expressionless, aside from a minor tensing at the corner of his mouth. “I understand your desire to save the humans, Kat, I truly do,” he said, making his way around the desk. “But we are in uncharted territory here, and caution may very well save more lives in the long run than will steering a reckless course through dangerous waters.”

      He drew closer, and I crossed my arms over my chest. When his stare became too intense, I lowered my eyes to the floor. “How many people are going to die while we sit here doing nothing?” I said, my voice small. Small, but razor-edged.

      “You may be surprised that I do, in fact, have a very good idea of just how many people will perish with each passing hour.” Heru placed a gentle hand on my shoulder. “Based on the reports so far, of course.”

      His was meant to be a comforting gesture—probably—but I couldn’t shake the knowledge that positioned like we were now, he could snap my neck before I’d even have a chance at any kind of defensive maneuver, if he chose to. I doubted the thought had even crossed his mind. The threat was likely just a product of my imagination, but that didn’t stop it from spurring a spike of adrenaline. Annoying, considering Heru would easily be able to hear the resulting rise in my heart rate. I gritted my teeth.

      “I also have projections of how many people will contract the virus each hour, as well as vectors showing the potential spread of the infection worldwide.” Heru gave my shoulder a squeeze. “At present, the Cascade Virus is mainly a threat to the North American population alone.”

      I scoffed and raised my eyes to meet his. “You can’t believe it’s not already everywhere.”

      Heru gave a sideways nod. “Indeed, I do not. But the virus has a far weaker foothold elsewhere, which means that even if we lose most of the population of this continent, we may very well still be able to find another way—a less permanent way—to save the rest of humanity. Introducing millions upon millions of new Nejerets is far from the best solution.”

      Millions . . . I hadn’t thought of it on that grand of a scale. Not that I was about to let any hint of shock show. “Oh, please,” I said. “Like there’s any other solution.” I laughed derisively. “There’s not going to be some amazing discovery, and even if there is, we’re not going to be able to manufacture a cure overnight.” Neffe, Aset, and every other science-minded Nejeret loyal to Heru had been working on finding an alternative cure for the Cascade Virus for days, but it remained just as stubbornly incurable. My lip curled. “Sounds like you’re just afraid of a little immortal competition.”

      “Afraid . . .” Heru’s hand fell away, and he turned to the side, his head bowed. “Yes, I am afraid.” For just that moment, a fraction of a second, it seemed as though all of those impending deaths weighed heavily upon his shoulders. But as quickly as the impression came, he straightened and was back to being all ruthless confidence. “But what I fear is for the well-being of our kind and of the planet that we call home.” He strode over to Lex and Reni.

      His daughter blinked up at him, her cherubic face fraught with worry as he curled one of her fine, dark ringlets around his finger.

      “Nejerets have large appetites, and we’re prone to excess,” he said. “The loss of humanity would be a shock to our way of life, but I fear the Earth could not sustain such a large swell in immortals.” He emitted a whisper of a sigh. “And that’s assuming we could even find a way to live together in peace.” He released the strand of his little girl’s hair, brushed his knuckle over his wife’s cheekbone, and returned to the chair behind the desk. “Considering how well we’re doing right now, my hopes aren’t high.”

      Though logical and heartfelt, his reasoning didn’t sway me. Human lives weren’t worth less than Nejeret lives; that was the kind of thinking that had fostered the psychopathic genocidal actions of the Senate.

      “Fine,” I said, slumping my shoulders purposely to display defeat and moving one hand behind my back. I crossed my fingers. “We’ll do it your way.”
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      I exhaled heavily, tossing Lex one final glance and unable to resist flashing Reni a weak smile, then turned my back to them and started for the door, passing Nik on my way. No more crossed fingers, of course. “C’mon, Nik,” I grumbled. Just because we were stuck here—for now—didn’t mean we had to be sitting on our thumbs. I fully intended to spend the downtime refining our plan and weighing our options—obey, or don’t. I certainly wasn’t opposed to a little rogue action.

      I had the door to the hallway open and was halfway out of the study by the time I realized Nik wasn’t following me.

      I called to him, turning partway and raising my voice. “Dude, what gives? Let’s go regroup.”

      Both Heru and Lex were watching him, brows drawn together and eyelids narrowed. They looked as perplexed as I felt, all of that coated in a fine dusting of unease.

      I marched back into the study, grabbed Nik’s arm, and gave it a tug. “Hey, space cadet, coming back to Earth anytime soon?”

      I barely registered Reni clapping her hands and cooing, “Oooooh . . . pretty!”

      Nik blinked several times, his faraway stare melting away. “What?” He looked at me. “Did I miss something?”

      I laughed bitterly. “Nothing important.” I sent a meaningful glance Heru’s way. “But we have been dismissed, so . . .” Another meaningful glance, this time at the open door.

      Nik cocked his head to the side, shaking it infinitesimally.

      I frowned, mirroring his head tilt. “Hey—you okay?”

      “I swear I could hear—” Again, he shook his head, more forcefully this time. “Never mind.”

      “Okaaay . . .” I gave his arm another little tug. “My room?” I asked, eyebrows raised. “I’ll fill you in on what you missed.” I let go of his arm and took a step toward the doorway.

      “Ah, yeah . . .” Nik followed, taking one halting step, then another. “I mean, no. I need to . . .” Again, he shook his head. “There’s something I have to do. I’ll, uh . . .” His pace increased, and he beat me to the doorway. “I’ll catch up with you later,” he said, jogging into the hallway.

      I stopped in the doorway and watched him rush down the second-floor hallway toward the grand staircase at the front of the house. Once he was out of sight, I glanced over my shoulder at the family of three watching from within the study. Both Lex and Heru wore what-the-fuck expressions. Glad I wasn’t the only one.

      Nik wasn’t normal, not even for a Nejeret. His time sharing his body with Re had changed him irrevocably, making him distant and difficult to read. Even now, with Re gone—returned to his home universe where the rest of the Netjers could restore him to health—he still seemed to have a hold over Nik, almost like echoes of the god remained with him, haunting his consciousness. He was generally difficult to know, let alone to understand, but his behavior just moments ago was downright bizarre.

      I offered Lex and Heru a weak shrug before leaving them alone to discuss whatever the hell had just happened without me. I was halfway to my room when I heard the very distinctive sound of a door being eased shut, the little metal pieces snicking into place like alarm bells ringing in my ears.

      I paused and glanced around. All seven doors but the one to the study were closed—it could’ve been any of them. Not that it really mattered. None of what had been said in the study was overly sensitive information. We hadn’t decided to do anything. In fact, we’d settled on doing nothing as the best plan of non-action.

      One deep breath later, I made it the rest of the way to my room and locked myself in, leaning my back against the door. After Nik’s sudden bailout, I needed some solid alone time. To think. To worry. To mope. To figure out what the hell to do next, because whatever I’d told Heru, doing nothing at all really wasn’t an option. In defense of my lying to him, I had crossed my fingers.

      “That was quite peculiar behavior from Nik, don’t you—”

      I let my head fall back against the door with a dull thud and groaned. “Not now, Dom,” I breathed. My idea of alone time didn’t include my incorporeal half-brother’s ever-present presence. It didn’t mean I had to be an asshole about it, though. I sighed. “Sorry.”

      “I’ll give you some space,” Dom said a little primly. Great, I’d hurt his ghostly feelings. “Let me know when you want to talk.”

      I nodded. He’d moved to the standing mirror in the corner and could see me from there, so it wasn’t like he thought I was being a double asshole and flat-out ignoring him. And I knew from experience that speaking to him further would only spur him into drawing out the one-sided conversation, and I was craving a type of guidance he couldn’t give me.

      Dragging my feet, I made my way to the bed and plopped down on the edge. I opened the top drawer of the nightstand and pulled out the velvet drawstring bag containing my hand-drawn deck of tarot cards. I pulled my legs up and tucked my feet into the crooks of my knees before starting to shuffle the cards.

      Seven times, I divided the cards and threaded them back together, all the while thinking: What the hell is going on with Nik? Yes, I’d intended to do a more general what-am-I-supposed-to-do-now reading, focused on the bigger picture—the human extinction picture—but that was unceremoniously shoved aside by my subconscious. At the moment, I was way more concerned about Nik’s little show back in the study.

      I cut the deck into three piles and hovered my hand over each pile, eyes closed and mind and soul focused on the otherworldly energy charging the cards. Each pile gave off a little tingle of power, but it was the leftmost pile that made the air filling the narrow space between my skin and the cards feel thick with static electricity. Ding ding ding, we’ve got a winner.

      I restacked the cards, placing the leftmost pile on top, then flipped the top card.

      The Sun. Definitely a good omen. The design had altered itself to show a man wearing jeans and a torn white T-shirt standing with his back to the viewer. The man was Nik, I was certain. He stared up at the gilded sun engulfing the top half of the card.

      My brow furrowed. The Sun card almost never carries any negative connotation, even when reversed. It represents improvement, recovery, growth, and success. If someone’s ill, it means they’ll recover. If someone’s business is struggling, the Sun means they’ll find a way to prosper. It’s hands down one of the most positive cards in the major arcana, so drawing it first should’ve been comforting. Then why did new knots of anxiety tighten and twist in my stomach? Usually I had a sense of a card’s meaning relating to the situation at hand; not so this time. I felt more confused than ever, and my concern for Nik amped up a few notches.

      I blew out a breath and angled my eyes up at the ceiling. “Loving the clarity here, really,” I said to whatever universal power fed me these insights. “Big help. Super fantastic.”

      But maybe the universe’s clouded answer was a response in another way, possibly a gentle nudging for me to ask some other question—like, the more important question. Fine, I thought, we’ll do it your way.

      Deliberately, I collected all the cards and restarted the whole shuffling and cutting process. This time I forced myself to focus on the billion-life question: What are we supposed to do now? How are we supposed to help humanity? How can we save them? And last but not least: Should we listen to Heru? Should we follow his orders? Should we do nothing and just let all those people die?

      As I cut the deck and tested the magical potency of each stack, whispers of the merits of asking for forgiveness rather than permission danced through my mind. Nik and I could break rank and start transforming people behind Heru’s back. Together, we were probably skilled and powerful enough to evade him long enough to at least make a dent in the droves of sick and dying.

      Settling on the middle chunk of cards this time, I restacked the deck and drew the top card.

      Three of Swords. The card depicted a lone woman—me—crumpled on the muddy ground, rain pouring down on her, a single ray of sunshine lighting the area over her heart. Three swords stuck out of her body, each resembling Mercy, except only one appeared to be made of At. The other two were metal, one gold, one steel, or maybe silver.

      Heartache. Sorrow. Betrayal. The Three of Swords represents the pain that comes when the clouds part and truth shines down, uninhibited and unavoidable.

      More than a little unsettled, I wiped my suddenly clammy hand on my jeans, then drew another card.

      Five of Pentacles. A test. Loss, emotional or financial. The fear of isolation. This card was almost as discouraging as the first. Was the test the card referred to me deciding whether or not to follow Heru’s orders? If I did cross him, was this card telling me I would lose everything? Would I be cut off from the people I loved? Even the mere thought was devastating; I’d only just mended these relationships. Was I really willing to risk them to save people I’d never met?

      Almost on impulse, I drew another card.

      Ten of Swords. Ruin. The breaking of bonds. Endings. Not the blindsiding kind of ending, but the kind that comes with warning bells and dread. The kind that results from a culmination of a whole load of messy shit. The kind that’s expected, unavoidable, but no less devastating for it. At least this card bears a single ray of hope: the Ten of Swords promises an ending that will clear the way for a new beginning. When one door closes, and all that . . .

      A rotten seed implanted itself in the pit of my stomach. This reading was just as confusing as the last, aside from one crystal-clear part—I couldn’t do nothing. None of the cards hinted at any kind of static anything. They were all about action, about change. Which meant I couldn’t follow Heru’s orders. Defying him wouldn’t be easy, and it would be really damn painful. But according to the cards, it had to be done.

      “Well, shit . . .” Looked like I’d be asking for forgiveness then, since the permission route was off the table.

      I would need to talk to Nik, to find some way to convince him that inaction wasn’t an option. If anyone would be up for disobeying Heru, his nephew was the right guy for the job. Heru would never hurt Nik, his twin sister’s only son. Her only child. Only if Lex’s or Reni’s lives were in danger. Only then.

      I collected the tarot cards and flicked the top of the deck a few times with my index finger to discharge whatever remained of that oh-so-potent universal energy—that magic, so to speak—before putting the cards away. A few invisible sparks crackled, and the deck went quiet.

      I jumped at a knock on the bedroom door, then froze, hunched over on the bed, the tarot cards halfway into their drawstring bag.

      Was it Heru? Had he somehow guessed my rebellious intentions?

      I sat on the bed, paying way too much attention to my breaths and heartbeats, my eyes searching the room for some explanation, for some excuse. Except I hadn’t done anything wrong. Yet.

      Spine straightening, I shook my head. A breathy laugh escaped from my mouth, just slightly tinged with hysteria.

      The knock came again, and once more, I jumped at the sound.

      I silently chastised myself, then cleared my throat and looked at the door. “Who is it? What do you want?” Everyone who lived here was a Nejeret, which meant they’d have been able to hear my words clearly even though I hadn’t raised my voice.

      “It’s me,” Garth called through the door far louder than was necessary.

      My eyes opened wide. I hadn’t seen him conscious since the transformation. He’d been out for days, his brand new ba working on a cellular level, turning him from human to near-immortal Nejeret.

      I abandoned the cards, leaping off the bed and rushing to the door. My feet couldn’t carry me quickly enough.

      And yet, when I reached the door, I hesitated. Frozen. Paralyzed by the unknown. Would the man on the other side of the door be the same man I’d come to care about? Would he be different? Would he still be Garth?

      There was only one way to find out.
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      My fingers fumbled with the lock, but I managed to get the door open. “You’re awake?” I said, beaming up at Garth. “I mean, duh, that’s obvious, but—”

      My smile grew limp the second my overexcited brain processed the expression on Garth’s face. His strong brow was furrowed, the corners of his mouth turned down, and he was squinting, barely a hint of his warm brown irises visible through the dark lashes. Hardly a happy expression.

      “Are you—” I swallowed roughly. “Are you alright?” Had something gone wrong with the transformation? His pulse was racing, and he wasn’t exactly flush with the exuberance and excitement of fresh immortality.

      “I—” He winced, almost like the sound of his own voice hurt his ears. His frown deepened, and he shook his head. “Honestly, Kat, I’m not really sure what I am right now,” he said, his gravelly voice barely more than a whisper. “Let alone where I am . . . or if the procedure worked. I feel—I feel strange, to say the least.”

      I offered what I hoped appeared as a reassuring smile despite the worry tumbling around in my chest. “Yes, it worked,” I told him, “and you’re in Heru’s house, a couple floors above the lab.” I took a step backward and held out my arm, inviting him into the room. “How long have you been up?” Once he was through the threshold, I eased the door shut. “How do you feel?”

      His back to me, Garth stopped near the foot of the bed and bowed his head. He was wearing rumpled blue and gray pajama pants and a navy blue T-shirt. His feet were bare, his short, black hair tousled. “Everything is so—” His broad shoulders rose and fell as he inhaled deeply then let the breath out in a sigh. “It’s all just so much more.” He was still using that almost-whisper. “So loud and bright and—and—”

      I closed the distance between us and placed my hand on the back of his shoulder. I trailed my fingertips down the length of his arm as I moved around to face him. Goose bumps rose under my touch, and I laced my fingers through his when I was finally standing in front of him. “And sensitive?” He had no idea what he’d been missing out on as a human, touch-wise, and I was more than willing to enlighten him.

      Except he hardly seemed to be enjoying my touch. His eyes were squeezed shut, and his hand shook in mine. “Yes,” he said through gritted teeth. “Very sensitive.” Nope, his reaction definitely wasn’t one of pleasure, but of something that looked a whole lot more like pain.

      Abashed, I released his hand and crossed my arms over my chest, tucking my hands under my armpits. I wasn’t sure what else to do with them. “Sorry,” I said softly. “I wasn’t thinking.”

      Nejeret traits don’t manifest until full maturity, a.k.a. adulthood. When mine manifested, I’d had months to get used to my gradually heightening senses, and the process had still been quite the adjustment. I couldn’t imagine what it would be like to go to sleep as a human and wake up a Nejeret, all senses turned up to the max. Pity panged in my chest, and all I wanted to do was comfort Garth, but I didn’t know how.

      Under pressure, all I could come up with was, “How are you holding up?”

      “Alright, I guess.” Garth laughed breathily and rubbed the back of his neck. “Maybe not so alright. I don’t know . . .”

      I started to outstretch my hand, like reaching out to him, touching him, might provide some comfort when all evidence pointed to the contrary. I tucked my hand back under my arm, practically hugging myself. “So, what are you—”

      “Kat, listen, I—”

      We started and stopped speaking at the same time. After a tense couple of seconds, we both laughed, though that cut off just as quickly when Garth winced and covered one ear with his hand.

      “Sorry,” I said again, the word barely audible. “What were you going to say?”

      After a few more heartbeats, Garth’s tense, pained expression downgraded from nails-on-a-chalkboard to annoying-high-pitched-sound, and he managed to open his eyes, though he still squinted as though he were staring straight into the sun despite the dimness of the gloomy light coming in through the windows.

      “It’s probably nothing,” he said. “It was right when I was waking up, so I may have been hallucinating or dreaming or something, but I thought I overheard . . .” He hesitated.

      “What?” I thought back to the heated conversation with Heru in the study—fine, it was an argument—and catalogued each notable point. What might Garth have overheard that could’ve troubled him enough to drag him from his recovery bed and down the hallway to my bedroom when clearly even breathing overwhelmed his hypersensitive senses? I searched the slivers of his rich brown eyes, thoughts whirling. “Really, Garth, what is it?”

      Was he bothered by the fact that so many people were dying? Who in their right mind wouldn’t be? Or was it the fact that so many more people would die while we waited to find out how Garth’s own body reacted to the transformation? Surely he feared for his family’s safety. Or was it that—

      “You can’t have kids?”

      I opened my mouth, then promptly snapped it shut again and stared at him in stunned silence. Of everything Heru and I had said to each other, that was what dragged Garth out of bed?

      Garth’s brows drew together, and he shook his head, almost like he was wading through his own tangled thoughts. Apparently, I wasn’t the only one with a swamp for a brain.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “That came out wrong. I just meant—is that a Nejeret thing, or just a you thing?” Another headshake. “That didn’t sound much better, sorry. It’s just that I don’t really know much about your kind, and now your kind is my kind, and I have no idea what else to expect.” He rubbed his temples with trembling fingertips. “With all this sensory overload . . . I’m barely holding it together. I don’t know how I’m going to manage some brand-new superpower on top of all of this, and—”

      “Whoa,” I said, raising my hands. “Hold on, bud.” I scrutinized his scrunched features. “Did someone tell you that you got a piece of Heru’s sheut as well as his ba?”

      Garth’s temple-rubbing stilled. “No. Why? What’s a sheut?”

      I blew out a breath and turned away from him, crossing to the corner of the room to sit in the cushy, mauve armchair. It was a toned-down version of my fortune-telling chair back at the shop, the one I’d inherited from my mom. I collapsed into the chair. “So, nobody’s explained to you the different parts of a Nejeret’s soul?”

      Garth lowered his hands and shook his head.

      “Alright, so . . .” I pulled the hair tie down the length of my ponytail and let the long strands of hair cascade over my shoulders. “Have a seat.” I gestured to the bed with the hair tie, then slouched against the armrest as I rubbed the ache of a too-tight ponytail from my scalp.

      Once Garth was seated on the foot of the bed, I let my hand drop to the chair’s arm. “A Nejeret soul is different from a human soul for a bunch of reasons, but the biggest one is this,” I began. “Nobody really knows what exactly happens to a human soul after death—I suppose Re knew, but he’s gone now and he never filled the rest of us in, so . . .”

      I frowned as a wayward thought tunneled into my mind. The mysterious Netjer from the Ouroboros boardroom—the “Visitor,” as we’d been calling him—probably knew, too. I tucked that question away for later, if our paths ever crossed again. He might even answer. He hadn’t exactly been hostile. He also hadn’t been not hostile.

      “Anyway,” I continued, “so far as we know, when humans die, their souls sort of evaporate, or something like that.”

      A mild look of horror slowly set into Garth’s face. His entire family was human; of course that reality would bother him. Gods, I could be such an insensitive moron sometimes. But it was the truth, and he would’ve found out eventually. Isn’t it better to just rip the bandage off all at once?

      I had no comforting words of wisdom about losing people; I was still messed up over losing my mom. I decided pushing on to the less depressing part of this impromptu lesson was the best salve for that harsh truth. “But a Nejeret’s soul remains an independent entity,” I explained, “even after the Nejeret’s physical body is dead.”

      “Like me,” Dom said, for my ears only.

      I nodded once, then pointed to the standing mirror a half-dozen feet from my chair. “Like Dom,” I said, flashing my svelte half-brother a quick smile.

      Dom stared out at us from the other side of the glass-turned-At surface, a silver-toned ghost in the mirror. He stood with his hands clasped behind his back, his dark eyes intent on Garth until his focus shifted to me. “I caught a glimpse of the spirit plane before you captured me in that cellular phone. It was chaotic and beautiful, with streams of vibrant energy flowing and swirling all around me, almost like I’d fallen into a Van Gogh painting. I think I was seeing the ebb and flow of souls—not just Nejeret souls, and not just human souls, but the stuff that makes up all souls.”

      I stared at him, lips parted and eyes unblinking. He’d never told me about any of that. In fact he’d never told me much of anything about his incorporeal experience. He still owed me a detailed description of everything there was on his side of the mirrors.

      Dom’s eyebrows quirked higher, and he nodded to Garth. “Perhaps you can share what I told you with him. It might be of minor comfort, considering you just told him that his whole family will cease to be once they pass on from the physical plane . . .”

      “Oh, right.” I cleared my throat and shifted my attention to Garth.

      He was slumped on the foot of the bed, his face an avalanche of sorrow.

      I relayed Dom’s experience, adding, “So, maybe we’re wrong about what happens to humans after they die. Dom’s really the first Nejeret to be able to communicate with us after death, and everything else we know is just what’s been passed down from Re over the millennia.”

      Again, a stray thought brought a frown to my lips. Maybe Nik had some residual knowledge about what happens to humans after they die—he had shared his body with Re for five millennia, after all. I’d have to ask him sometime . . . not that asking him ensured any kind of an answer. He was the king of avoidance. But it was worth a shot.

      Garth perked up a bit, seeming a little less broken-spirited, but his face was still ashen, and he looked a little bit like he might be sick.

      I glanced at the wastebasket tucked next to the nightstand, wondering if I should move it closer to him, just in case. “But, um, like I said before, a Nejeret soul is different,” I told him, hoping to distract him with the fact that his fate wasn’t quite so bleak. “It’s called a ba—”

      “That’s the thing they put inside me, right?”

      I nodded. “The way Mari explains it, in the hours after the initial implantation, your human soul slowly transformed into the immortal ba of a Nejeret. You just had to have a little jump start with a fragment of someone else’s ba.”

      “Heru’s,” Garth said.

      “Right, and—”

      “But doesn‘t that mean that the thing—the ba—inside me is actually Heru’s soul? Isn’t a soul what makes a person who they are?” Garth blanched to an even paler shade, though I hadn’t thought it possible. He already looked like he was on the verge of passing out. “Am I going to turn into some kind of a clone of him?” Garth stood; he was trembling visibly, and I wasn’t sure his legs would hold him for very long. “Is his soul or ba or whatever killing mine?”

      Standing, I shook my head and held out my hands, palms out. “No, Garth, that’s not the way it works.” I crossed the room to sit on the foot of the bed and pulled him down with my hand hooked into the crook of his elbow.

      He sank back onto the bed without resistance.

      “There’s a thing that all Nejerets know—a universal truth. You know, like one of those unbreakable laws of physics. A ba can never overlap in the timeline. Meaning, a ba can’t be in two different places at the same time, so there’s absolutely no way that your ba can be a copy of Heru’s. Your ba is yours, and since your transformation is complete and you’re clearly still you, I think it’s safe to say that your new ba didn’t kill or displace your old human soul. Your soul became your ba.” I searched his eyes for some sense of understanding and thought I spotted it. Maybe. “Does that make sense?”

      “I—” Garth licked his washed-out lips. There was still a slightly wild cast to his eyes, but his panic seemed to be receding, and his heartbeat was slowing. “I think so.”

      “Good,” I said, reaching out to take his left hand in both of mine. “Is this okay?” I asked, glancing from his eyes to our joined hands and back.

      He nodded.

      “Good,” I said again. “Now, fair warning—this is where shit gets weird . . . -er.” I took a deep breath. “Our bas are what give us our relative immortality and our heightened senses and—” I hesitated. “And what make female Nejerets infertile,” I added slowly.

      Garth’s eyebrows rose.

      “It’s a tricky little blip,” I said. “A side effect of our immortality. The same hyper-regenerative ability that makes us heal super-fast and keeps us forever young also makes a female Nejeret’s body reject any—” I got caught up on the word baby. “—reject a fetus. We miscarry before we even know we’re pregnant.”

      “That’s awful,” Garth said, his voice a little hoarse. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Totally don’t worry about it.” I snorted a derisive laugh. “I’ll be the first one to admit that I’m far from mother material.”

      “Oh, I—” Garth looked away. He seemed to be struggling with what to say. “That’s—”

      He was taking this little infertility tidbit way harder than I’d have expected him to, considering he was a guy and was more than able to father a thousand kids, if he felt the urge. I didn’t get what was upsetting him.

      “Hey,” I said, knocking his arm with my knuckles. “It’s a totally different story for you, though. Male Nejerets can have all the kids they want.”

      “I see,” Garth said, his voice distant and disconnected.

      I leaned to the side to get a better angle to see his eyes, but he seemed to be avoiding looking at me. A niggling suspicion told me why, but I was avoiding acknowledging it. See, Nik wasn’t the only one with finely tuned avoidance skills.

      “He’s falling in love with you,” Dom said, his voice buzzing through my mind, his words waylaying my skillful avoidance efforts. “And he is only now learning that whatever future the two of you might have, it won’t include children.”

      Well that sucked all the air out of my lungs. And the room.

      Garth couldn’t love me. He was too good for me. Too good, period. And I was, well, not. If you looked up “good” in a thesaurus, I’d be listed as an antonym.

      Besides, I didn’t do love. Hell, I didn’t even do relationships, and despite my rather intense fondness for Garth—despite the fact that I’d dragged him here to be cured via an extremely experimental procedure that would “theoretically” transform him into a Nejeret—he was not my damn boyfriend. Regardless of Mari’s endless teasing. Committing to save all of humanity was no biggie, but committing to be with someone—to let someone in, to let that person know me . . . know all the things I’d done—that kind of intimacy terrified me beyond words. Beyond thoughts.

      I was in desperate need of a new subject. I racked my brain for something. Anything. Clearing my throat, I said, “A, um, ba isn’t what gives a Nejeret like me my ‘magical’ superpowers, though.” I couldn’t quite bring myself to look at Garth’s face, so I focused on his shoulder instead. “Some of us—and when I say some, I’m talking about the extreme minority—have an additional part of our soul that’s sort of tacked onto our ba. It’s called a sheut, and it’s the thing that makes it so we can do different things like teleporting or telling the future or—”

      “Turning humans into Nejerets,” Garth said, his voice monotone. He actually sounded kind of bummed, and I wondered if he’d been looking forward to discovering his nonexistent “superpower,” whatever he’d said earlier about not being able to handle it. Or was he still hung up on the kids thing?

      “Sort of, but not really,” I said, forcing myself to stay on topic even as my thoughts wandered. Why did the fact that I couldn’t have children matter so much to him? He barely knew me, and he knew nothing about my past, about the things I’d done. Out loud, I finished my response to Garth with, “That was a combination of good ol’ technology and Nik’s sheut powers.”

      “Oh.”

      When it was clear that “Oh” was all Garth was going to say, I forced myself to make eye contact with him. Windows to the soul and all that.

      Silence had all but overtaken him, but the heartbreak filling his eyes was foghorn loud.

      “Hey,” I said, bumping his arm with my shoulder, “like I said, most Nejerets don’t have a sheut, so you’re not missing out, really. Nik and me and a few dozen others . . . we’re just weirdos.”

      “I believe it’s still the infertility revelation that is disturbing him,” Dom said, insightful as always. Or maybe I was just dense from the hope that the “infertility revelation” wasn’t as big of a deal as it seemed. If it mattered so much to Garth, then he deserved to be with someone who could give him what he wanted. I would never be that person.

      And at the moment, I wasn’t ready, willing, or able to discuss that particular subject any further. Maybe I’d never be ready for that.

      I stood and took a few steps away from the bed. Away from Garth. “I have some stuff I have to do . . . for the shop,” I said, my back to him. “Kimi’s waiting on my call.” But he had no idea who I was talking about, so I added, “She’s my assistant manager.” The moment I realized I was wringing my hands, I separated them and purposely moved them down to dangle uselessly at my sides, feeling obscenely awkward. Why was it so much harder to confront things I couldn’t take care of with a swift kick or a punch?

      “Right.”

      “And you should rest,” I added. “You’ve been through a lot.” I turned around.

      Garth’s shoulders were still slumped. Hell, his whole damn self was slumped.

      “I’m sure Mari and Neffe and Aset are all itching to get their hands on you, too. You’ll be busy all afternoon with tests and stuff.”

      I shoved my way through the emotional bramble, ignoring the thorns, desperately searching for safer territory. If Garth hung out in my room much longer, he’d bring the kid thing back up. Or even worse, he’d realize the danger his human family was in and start freaking out about that. Or figure out what I already knew—so much of the tangled mess he was in was my people’s fault. My fault. Guilt and disgust already plagued me; I wasn’t eager to face accusation, too. Especially not from him.

      “Why don’t we plan to do dinner tonight—say, six? Or seven?” I proposed, falling back on good ol’ avoidance. “I’ll bring the food up to your room.”

      “Sure,” Garth said, rough voice barely a whisper.

      I lowered my chin, giving him a look that was meant to be sultry. Meant to be. Probably wasn’t. “We could do dinner in bed . . .”

      His chest and shoulders convulsed with a single, weak laugh. “Sounds good.”

      “Kat,” Dom said. “Perhaps you should spend some more time with—”

      “Good,” I said. “Can’t wait.” But anxiety twisted my stomach into knots, calling me a liar. I couldn’t keep pretending like this thing between Garth and me could work. I’d been lying to myself when we first got together—our species difference hadn’t been the biggest roadblock in our relationship, or whatever it was—and it didn’t matter that that barrier was now gone. The problem was my past. The problem was me.

      I would not be the dog shit on the bottom of anyone’s shoe. Garth had no clue about the things I’d done, about the people I’d killed, and I refused to soil his purity—his genuine goodness.

      Resolve settled into my bones as I shut the door and once again was alone in my room. I had to cut Garth loose, once and for all.

      Tonight.
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      I sat in the armchair in the corner of my room, legs curled up and knees hugged to my chest.

      I’d lied to Garth when I told him I had work to do. The shop was doing just fine without me around, and there was no doubt in my mind that it would continue on that way. Kimi was more than capable of running the place all by herself. Hell, with her business school background, she’d probably come up with a hundred ways to make the place run more efficiently.

      Now, with Garth gone, Nik off wasting time doing who the hell knows what, and Dom having retreated to the far recesses of his mirror kingdom, all I had was solitude and bitterness to help me pass the time. And trust me, solitude and bitterness aren’t a pretty combination.

      When I couldn’t stand my own company any longer, I pulled my new phone out of the back pocket of my jeans and tapped the PNS app. The Public News System—affectionately called “penis” by the younger generation . . . and by me—was a required component of every personal computing device, as mandated by the same amendment to the US Constitution that required all citizens above the age of fifteen have access to a smart device, either a watch, a phone, or a tablet. It’s supposedly to promote equal access to information for all. But that would require a free press, which died a decade or so ago.

      The result: PNS, providers of the only local and national news stations broadcasted across the United States as of the past decade. Keeps the media from spreading corporate biases or other divisive agendas. Or so “they” claim. Nowadays, it’s the bland, colorless government agenda Americans get shoved down their throats. We get the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth . . . as determined by an offshoot of the executive branch. Nifty, right? Yeah, not so much.

      And at the moment, all the newscaster on the local PNS video feed could talk about was the Cascade Virus and how overrun the hospitals in Washington, Oregon, Northern California, and Idaho were and what people should do to treat themselves and their sick family members at home. Because nothing the hospitals tried seemed to be helping, and the only time a hospital bed opened up was when its previous occupant had been dispatched to the hereafter. Dispatched, as in euthanized.

      Just this morning, the President issued an executive order not only legalizing the hastening of critical CV patients’ passing but requiring their lives to be ended before they reached the final, rabid stage. The Center for Disease Control released a statement declaring that persons who reached that stage were already legally dead, anyway, like a chicken with its head cut off that didn’t know it was supposed to stop running around. It wasn’t true, but I could understand the government’s reasoning for the deception—this way the already strained law enforcement forces could focus on combatting the increasing number of uncontained rabid cases rather than arresting the civilians who were helping them do their job by dispatching the rabids themselves. Justified murder. Necessary murder.

      The world was going to shit. Because of us. Because some asshole Nejerets believed they were better than humans. I shook my head, disgusted with my own kind.

      The story on the local feed changed to a fluff piece: TARSI TIFF’S CRUSADE CONTINUES. I laughed, silent and humorless. Tarsi Tiff, superstar and world’s sweetheart. She was young, plucky, wholesome, whipcrack smart, and insanely talented. She was also a Nejeret. More specifically, she was another of Heru’s daughters, originally named Tarset when she’d been born back, oh, say, four or five thousand years ago.

      Since the outbreak became public knowledge, Tarsi had been fundraising online. She’d been at it for more than thirty hours straight, having gathered a mega lineup of today’s latest and greatest bands and musicians. According to the newscaster, she’d already raised a half billion in charitable donations to go towards CV research. It was a shitload of money, but I feared it wouldn’t do any good.

      The story changed again, this time to the Ouroboros Corporation’s supposed efforts to find a cure. They’d issued a press release the previous afternoon claiming that any and all people turned away from hospitals were welcome to come to them for help. I was sure their intentions were nothing but pure and selfless. For the good of mankind. Right . . .

      With a sniff and a tap of my finger, I switched to the national feed. The subject was the same—the Cascade Virus, of course—but the approach was totally different than it had been on the local feed. Here, they focused less on the people who were already sick and more on how to prevent the spread in the less affected areas. It was all about how to stay safe—to stay uninfected. People were advised to stay home, and not only had the country’s borders been closed off, but every single state was operating under a hard quarantine as well.

      A ticker ran across the bottom of the screen—the kind that usually showed sports scores or election results. This one, however, gave infection rates and death tolls by state. The infection rates included both percentages and raw numbers. How helpful.

      I felt sick to my stomach watching the numbers increase in jumps of ten or more people. Ten or more sick or dead. Because of the Nejeret Senate. Because of my people. And Heru wanted me to sit here and do nothing?

      Rage boiled within me, and I stood and chucked the brand-new smartphone across the room, howling in anger. The phone smashed against the wall, exploding into a handful of larger chunks and a smattering of tiny pieces that landed on and around my dresser.

      I had to do something. It didn’t matter how much it would piss off Heru or how he would punish me, I couldn’t just sit back while the humans out there were dropping like flies. Humans—people—who lived in my country. In my city. If Nik and I could save just a few of them. If we could save just one of them, any punishment would be well worth it. Was that what the universe had been trying to tell me?

      I stood and moved to the bed, sitting on the edge with one leg pulled up. I freed the deck of tarot cards from their drawstring bag once more and murmured, “Alright . . . it’s decision time. Do I do it?” Not should I or can I, but do I—an absolute. I was done pussyfooting around.

      Without bothering with shuffling, I flipped the top card. I was looking for a simple yes or no answer, an upright card meaning “yes” and a reversed card meaning “no.”

      The Empress. Upright. Yes.

      I flipped another card.

      The Five of Cups. Upright. Yes.

      Another card.

      The Ace of Wands. Upright. Yes.

      Again—upright. Yes.

      Again—the same. Again and again and again, against all the statistical odds, the card was always upright, always a “yes.” I went through the entire deck, wanting to make absolutely sure, turning over the cards one after another until just one remained in my hand. I’d seen all the cards as I flipped them, my subconscious taking mental note of each. I knew which card was supposed to be left—the Knight of Pentacles, a card associated with prosperity.

      But logic didn’t always apply to my deck of tarot cards. They had the power—and so far as I’d seen, the will—to rearrange themselves as needed.

      Just one card left; it was time for the big question. “What happens if I do nothing?”

      I flipped the card over.

      Death. The entire card was black, no hint of a design at all. It practically dripped with ink it was so saturated.

      I dropped the card on the bed, hands shaking. I’d asked for clarity, and I’d received it.

      Someone knocked on the door, and I shrieked, clutching my chest. As my heartbeat slowed, I realized Garth must’ve returned for round two of the discomfort championship.

      “Hang on,” I said as I unlocked the door and yanked it open. I expected to see Garth standing on the other side, rumpled PJs and all, and I blinked when I saw who was actually standing in the hallway. “Lex? What are you—”

      My older-younger—it’s complicated—sister placed her hand over my mouth and pushed her way into the room before I could say more. She held a finger up to her own lips, telling me to keep mine zipped, then nodded once, more of a question than anything else.

      I mirrored her, giving her my word to hold my tongue.

      Lex removed her hand from over my mouth and turned to shut and lock the door. A moment later—a much longer moment than it would’ve taken Nik—the room was sealed off from the outside world by a thin sheet of At. Looking so much like the finest layer of ice, At coated the floor, ceiling, walls, doors, and windows.

      My heart gave a little flutter as the instinctive part of my brain couldn’t help but feel like it was being trapped. But one glance at my nightstand quieted the panic; an array of Sharpies lay scattered on the surface, any of which would work well enough in the creation of a gateway out of here. I’d never tried to draw one on a surface made of At, but I didn’t see any reason why it shouldn’t work. I knocked gently on the At-covered wooden doorframe as that thought came and went. Just in case.

      Lex had to assume I could get out of a room sealed off with At, too, so I figured trapping me wasn’t her intention. There was only one other reason I could think of for why she’d done it: she wanted to seal in our sounds—our words—right along with ourselves.

      “What is it?” I asked, taking a step toward her. Whatever she had to say, it had to be serious, but I couldn’t for the life of me guess what it was going to be.

      Lex reached for my hands and gripped them tightly. “You have to do it, Kat—you and Nik. You have to save them . . . as many of them as you can.”

      My eyelids opened so wide that it had to look like my eyeballs were about to fall right out of their sockets. “But Heru said—”

      “I know,” Lex said, letting go of my hands and raising one of hers so she could chew on her thumbnail. Her other arm crossed her middle, her fingers gripping her side through her sweater. “I know what he said, but he doesn’t understand.” She turned away and shook her head, almost like she was having an internal argument with herself.

      She started pacing around the room, still managing to punctuate her movements with her signature grace. “He hasn’t been anything even remotely close to human for five—six—seven thousand years.” She threw her hands up. “Maybe more, I honestly don’t know. But I do know that he’s lost touch with people—with humans. He’s too far from them now. He just doesn’t get it . . . how much every single one of their lives matters to someone else—just as much as mine or Reni’s matters to him. He’s forgotten what it’s like . . . what it means to be human.”

      I watched her make her way back and forth across the room.

      “It’s not his fault.” Lex paused and looked at me. “He’s a good person, Kat. You know that, don’t you?” She took a single, hesitant step toward me. “He wants what’s best for our people, but not at the expense of billions of human lives. He doesn’t want that.” Another step. “That’s what makes him different from the Senate. It’s why we’re fighting against them.” She sounded like she was trying to convince herself as much as she was trying to convince me. “But he has to put our people’s best interests first. And our people have to see that he’s doing that, or he’ll lose their trust. He’ll lose them, and we can’t afford that right now.”

      I wandered over to the bed and started gathering the scattered tarot cards, curious what the universe had to say about all of this. “So you’re here, why—to tell me to go rogue?” I laughed to myself and shuffled the deck on my palm, shooting Lex a sidelong glance. I considered telling her I was already planning to go against Heru’s orders, but I wanted to hear what else she had to say. Instead, I decided to dig a little. “You want me to do it now, disobediently, because then, whatever happens, it’s not Heru’s responsibility. His hands are clean.”

      Lex swallowed, then nodded once. She was always pale, but now she was a ghost.

      I rested the shuffled deck of tarot cards on my palm, letting the otherworldly energy vibrate against my skin. It almost tickled. I drew the top card.

      Five of Pentacles. A test. Again. It was nothing new, but it reinforced my resolve to make shit happen. Redrawing this card also meant I’d get no more guidance from the universe right now.

      “Hmmm . . .” I looked at Lex, considering. I might’ve been stuck in a tarot card loop, but that didn’t mean she was. “Here,” I said, closing the distance between us and holding out the deck. “Cut it.”

      Lex raised her hand, pausing an inch or two from the cards. “Do I have to think about anything in particular? Like should I ask a question, or—”

      I shook my head. “I’m sure your thoughts are focused enough. Go on. Cut the deck.” I had a pretty good feeling about what card she would pull, and if I was right, it would set her mind to rest. In a roundabout way, it would ease mine, too.

      Lex cut the deck once, I restacked it, and then I drew the top card. And what do you know, my hunch was right on the money.

      Strength. It was perfect. Representing courage, patience, and resolve, this card screamed that Lex was doing the right thing by listening to her conscience. It showed her riding on the back of a proud lion, totally unscathed, and the sun shining brilliantly from the top right corner.

      “I think the message here is pretty clear,” I told her.

      “Yeah, I guess.” Some of the color returned to my sister’s cheeks, but she didn’t look one hundred percent herself.

      “Is there something else?” I asked her, touching her arm.

      She bit her lip. “It’s Nik.” Her eyes met mine, then her gaze drifted over my shoulder, growing distant. “That look—while he was zoned out, I mean—I’ve seen it before. Many times. It’s his withdrawing-to-talk-to-Re look.” She pointed to the card—specifically to the sun. “You know that this is one of his symbols, right?”

      I breathed out a bitter laugh. “I know the look,” I said, both comforted and disturbed that she’d come to the same conclusion as I had. I was worried about him, about his sanity, but whatever was going on with him would have to wait. “And yeah,” I told Lex, “I’m plenty familiar with the Egyptian pantheon, but . . .” I held up the card. “The sun’s been on this card since I first drew the design. That hasn’t changed.”

      “Oh, I see.” She laughed to herself and shook her head, running her fingers through her hair. “Could you maybe try . . . you know?” Lex drew her bottom lip between her teeth, her gaze landing on my tarot cards. “You might be able to figure out what’s going on with him in a not-so-conventional way?”

      I raised one shoulder, then let it drop. “I already tried, and . . .” I pressed my lips together, my brow tensing. “I got an answer, but I’m not sure what it means.” I gave her arm a squeeze. “But I promise to let you know as soon as I figure it out.”
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      “What are you doing?” Dom asked.

      “Finding Nik.” I snatched up one of the three sketchbooks strewn along the top of the dresser, shaking the broken bits of phone onto the floor, then grabbed a pen from the nightstand and sprawled diagonally across the bed. It was past time to track Nik down. Whatever was going on with him, he’d have to suck it up and pull his big-boy pants on. We had work to do.

      Thinking of him and only him, I uncapped the pen with my mouth and spat the cap onto the comforter. I pressed the pen to a randomly selected clean sheet of paper in the sketchbook before my mind even had a chance to formulate any kind of an idea of what I might draw.

      Where will I find Nik?

      I didn’t want to know where he was right now. I wanted to know where he would be when our paths converged. The intent was important, just like when I did my tarot card readings.

      Closing my eyes, I took a deep breath and focused. Between one heartbeat and the next, something changed in the air around me. It felt electrified. I was ready.

      When my eyelids lifted, I wasn’t seeing the piece of paper; I was seeing through the page, past the lines of ink even as I drew them with my pen. With some sense that went beyond sight and sound and touch and smell and feel, I found Nik.

      As the image took shape, items of familiarity became clear in the background. Trees, some with bare branches like gnarly, bony fingers, others rife with pine needles and dangling patches of moss—they surrounded the mouth of a cave. Silhouetted in the opening stood Nik, shadows surrounding him like a cloak. He stared out at me from the page. It was like he could really see me. Almost like the image of him was beckoning to me, waiting for me to join him.

      I scanned the sketch for any hint that might tell me exactly where he was, but it could have been any cave opening in the Pacific Northwest. “Come on . . . give me something to work with,” I pleaded as my pen continued to move over the page. “Anything . . .”

      It wasn’t like there were loads of caverns in this area. Sure, there were some lava tubes and there was a ton of sandstone that could’ve been eroded by wind or water to make shallow caves, and there were mines, but those were mostly sealed off. This cave mouth had a distinctive, natural look to it, ruling out a mine.

      “Little sister . . .” Dom was back. I’d totally forgotten about him. Another set of eyes. Another set of memories. An entirely other set of experiences in this region that might just lead me to the cave. To Nik.

      I rolled off the bed, landing on my feet and tearing the sheet from the sketchbook. “Do you recognize this place?” I rushed to the standing mirror, holding up the drawing for Dom to see.

      His stare moved from my face to the paper, his eyelids narrowing as he focused on the image of Nik in the cave. He studied the picture for several tense heartbeats but eventually shook his head. “I’m sorry, little sister, I do not recognize that place.”

      I exhaled heavily. “S’alright.” I lowered the sheet of paper and let my head fall backward so I was staring up at the ceiling. “Nik just seemed so bothered . . .” That mattered. It had to. He’d had a look in his eyes as he’d drawn away, something that made me think he’d fled to somewhere specific, somewhere familiar. Somewhere that meant something to him. Somewhere where he could work through whatever weird internal shit he’d been struggling with back in the study. “He went somewhere specific, he had to . . . somewhere he’s been before,” I added.

      “Well, there’s one person who knows Nik better than anyone else . . .”

      My eyes snapped open, my gaze locking on Dom. “Aset.” Nik’s mother, Heru’s twin sister and an ancient goddess in her own right—hell, she’d been the inspiration for the Egyptian goddess Isis—was the only person Nik had kept in contact with during his years of estrangement from our people. The two of them had traveled the earth together for thousands of years, aiding Lex during her trek through time. Most of Nik’s life had been spent at his mother’s side. If anyone knew where he might be—where that cave was—it was Aset.

      “Dom, you’re a genius!” Or I was a moron. It was a toss-up.

      Hastily, I folded the drawing in half, then folded it again and again before stuffing the wad of paper into the back pocket of my jeans. I rushed to the door and yanked it open, then ran down the hallway. I took the stairs three at a time, my socks sliding on the hardwood floor when I reached the bottom. I skidded several feet to the side before course-correcting and heading straight for the door to the basement. I was sure to find Aset in the high-tech underground laboratory she, Neffe, and Mari holed up in most hours of the day, working tirelessly alongside dozens of other Nejerets in their search for a cure for the Cascade Virus.

      “Aset,” I called, pulling the door shut behind me and launching myself down the stairway. I was halfway down by the time the heavy door thudded shut behind me, and I reached the bottom of the stairs in four strides. “Aset!”

      It was bright in the lab. It was always bright down there, florescent lights mixed with UV bulbs used to trick the brains of the Nejerets who worked down there into thinking it was daytime pretty much all the time. So long as they ate regularly and enough, they wouldn’t require much in the way of rest. They could operate full-speed-ahead for days before their bodies were worn down enough that they required regenerative sleep.

      As I barreled into the lab, a dozen or so heads turned my way, each from a different workstation among the rows of counters and shelving and cabinets and invaluable lab equipment. I ignored them, skimming past each face until I found Aset.

      She was working at a station in the back-right corner of the vast room, Heru’s daughter, Neffe, standing beside her. Their heads were angled together, and the two appeared to be deep in conversation as they traded off looking into an elaborate, high-powered microscope. So far as I could tell, they were the only two scientists down here who didn’t seem startled by my sudden arrival. In fact, they hadn’t even seemed to notice me.

      I jogged toward them, making a beeline for the two petite, exotic-looking women. Medical geniuses, both of them.

      “Kat?” Mari snagged my arm, slowing me, but I pulled free.

      “Not now, Mars,” I said, continuing onward. “Aset, can you take a look at this and tell me—”

      Neffe jerked back from the microscope and leveled a steady glare on me. She was always so prickly, especially around me. “Can’t you see that we’re busy with—”

      Aset placed her hand on Neffe’s forearm, then looked past her niece to me. Her irises were a kind, honey brown. Her eyes were always kind, like nurturing and warmth and motherliness were a part of her DNA. Something that had clearly skipped over Neffe. “Kat, dear, this really isn’t a good time.”

      “There’s no such thing as a good time anymore,” I said, coming to a stop a few feet from them. I slapped the picture on the counter. “Just take a look at this and tell me if you recognize where it is, and then I’ll leave.” I raised my hand, palm to her. “Promise.”

      Aset’s lips pursed, and she breathed in, but her eyes slid down to the drawing. As soon as she saw the picture, her eyebrows rose, and I knew she recognized the cave.

      She looked at me, then back down at the drawing. “This is Nik?” Though he was her son and, undoubtedly, she would recognize him anywhere, the drawing of him showed him deeply ensconced in shadow. It was a valid question.

      I nodded. “Where is he?” I tapped the picture with my pointer finger. “Where’s this cave?”

      “Just north of here,” Aset said, glancing that way. “Just across the Agate Passage, in the northern hills of Port Madison.”

      Port Madison, a fragment of the traditional land and now the home reservation of Garth’s people, the Suquamish. I’d only ever been there once, and even then, only to the museum that stood where the Suquamish people’s enormous longhouse had been over a century ago.

      “Nik and I lived in that cave for many years,” Aset said, her gaze growing distant. “It was a home of sorts, a long time ago.”

      “Can you take me there?” I asked, snatching up the drawing and folding it up once more. I stuffed it back into my pocket.

      Aset bit her lip. “No . . .” Her brow furrowed, and she shook her head. “Kat, dear, I really can’t waste time doing—”

      “I swear it’s not a waste of time,” I said.

      “Dear,” she sighed. “Anything that distracts me from my work right now is a waste of time.” She placed her hand on my shoulder. “I’m sure that Garth knows where it is; his ancestors were the keepers of our secret location all those years ago. I doubt they’d have forgotten that place. I just saw him,” she added. “He’s probably still up . . .”

      My thoughts spun. Asking Garth to take me there was out of the question; he was still too sensitive to pretty much everything. He needed to rest, to get used to what it meant to be Nejeret. But his family—that was another matter entirely. There was nothing stopping me from going to them for guidance.

      “Thanks,” I said, spinning around and jogging back toward the stairs. “You were a big help,” I tossed over my shoulder, meaning every word. “Really.”

      Now the only thing standing between me and tracking down Nik and his mysterious cave was Garth’s family. Easy peasy.

      So, why did it feel like hurdling a mountain?
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      “Nice place,” I said, scanning the property on the opposite side of the street from where I’d parked my bike. A steep gravel driveway curved up the hillside, half of a timber frame home just visible at the end, the rest of the property masked by dense woods. The short ride here was my first chance to ride the Ducati in what seemed like forever, and being back on the bike had felt amazing. True, I’d only ridden for a few minutes, having gatewayed to the museum—my only anchor point in Port Madison—straight from the garage in the compound on Bainbridge, but it was long enough to bask in the thrill of the cool, damp air slamming into my body.

      “What are you going to tell them?” Dom asked. He was watching from the mirror pendant. I’d unzipped my coat and sweatshirt enough that he would have a good view.

      I pulled my left hand from my pocket and pushed back the hood of my sweatshirt from my head. It had been drizzling when I first parked, but it was dry enough now. “I don’t know yet,” I admitted.

      I stuffed my hand back into my coat pocket and strolled across the street. I usually operated best with a fly-by-the-seat-of-my-pants strategy, anyway.

      I wasn’t sure what Garth had shared with his family before the procedure that saved his life, but I felt pretty certain that “Mom, Dad, I’m going to be turned into a Nejeret,” hadn’t been a part of the conversation. And considering how sensitive his ears were at present, I doubted he’d called them to share the news yet.

      As I climbed the driveway, I discovered that Garth’s family home was really more of a homestead. Tucked away in a shallow bowl in the forested hillside, the home itself was surrounded by several outbuildings, including a small barn, a large shed, a chicken coop, and what appeared to be a second, smaller home that was so very log cabin-y. There was even a fenced-in pasture area containing a couple cows, a donkey, and several llamas.

      The wide roll-up door at the front of the shed was open, and I spotted a middle-aged man within. He was crouched near the back tire of an ancient-looking Harley, a small girl of about nine or ten—a string bean of a child—kneeling on the cement floor beside him. Both wore overalls—his khaki cargo, hers denim—and had their long, sleek black hair pulled back in a low ponytail. The girl wore purple rubber rain boots to the man’s work boots, and what I assumed was the man’s camo cargo jacket hung on her shoulders like a robe. The girl appeared to be listening intently to the man’s explanation of the inner workings of the bike’s exhaust system.

      Was I looking at Garth’s father? The corner of my mouth tensed. And the girl—was she his sister? I knew next to nothing about his family, aside from the part where they were descended from Chief Sealth and that they were some of the few humans who knew about Nejerets. Well, there was only one way to find out more about them . . .

      I angled away from the house and headed for the shed, gravel crunching under my feet. I was two-thirds of the way there when the sound of my approach reached their ears.

      The man perked up, turning his face my way, and the second I got a good look at him, any question of whether or not he was Garth’s father fled from my mind. When he stood, I could see that he was just as broad-shouldered as Garth, though he was carrying a little more bulk around the middle than his son. It was strange, seeing what Garth might’ve become in a few more decades. Unsettling.

      I’d thought we were saving him by transforming him into a Nejeret, but I hadn’t considered that we were also taking something away from him. The future he’d expected his whole life—his human future—was gone. For better or worse, his life was forever changed. I wondered if that had sunk in for him yet. Would he miss his lost future? Would he mourn it?

      Garth’s dad wiped his hands off on an oil-smudged rag he’d pulled from his back pocket, then folded it and set it on the Harley’s leather seat before stepping around the girl. “Can I help you?” He didn’t raise his voice, but low and resonant, it more than carried . . . at least to my ears.

      I raised my hand, waving a greeting and flashing a smile. “Hi there,” I called. “I’m really sorry to bother you, but I need your help. My name is—”

      “I know well and good who you are,” the man said. No wonder he hadn’t raised his voice. He didn’t just know who I was; he knew what I was and that my Nejeret ears were more than good enough to hear him. “Where’s my son? Why haven’t I heard from him? It’s been days.” Garth’s father crossed his arms over his chest and leaned his shoulder against the frame of the shed door. His hard stare slid to the hilt of my sword sticking up over my shoulder, then returned to my face.

      Behind him, the girl stood, following after her dad. She hung back a step or two, peeking around him, her dark eyes locked on me.

      “Garth is . . .” I licked my lips, thoughts frantic as I struggled with how much to tell them.

      I stopped a dozen or so paces shy of the shed, just under the heavily needled branches of a pine tree. “Garth’s recovering well,” I said, purposely vague. “The treatment knocked him out for a few days,” I continued, choosing my words carefully, “but he’s going to make a full recovery.”

      “We want to visit him,” Garth’s dad said. “Where are you folks keeping him?” He pushed off the doorframe and stepped out onto the gravel drive, relaxing his arms so they hung at the sides. Just like Garth, he was a big man. It bothered me a bit that he felt the need to show me that right now. That, at least to some degree, Garth’s dad viewed me as a potential threat. I had to remind myself that it didn’t matter what Garth’s family thought of me; we weren’t an “us.” Our futures weren’t intertwined.

      I held up my hands placatingly. “It’s not like he’s a prisoner,” I said. “But I can’t just bring you to him.” I raised my eyebrows. “Garth must’ve told you some of what’s going on right now . . . with my people, I mean. With our war?”

      Garth’s dad nodded once.

      “It’s dangerous times for a Nejeret to be inviting strangers into her home.”

      His chest rose as he inhaled deeply, and for a few seconds, I thought he might threaten to kick me off his property. But his shoulders drooped as he exhaled, and he hung his head, reminding me so much of the way Garth had looked in my bedroom, forlorn and defeated. “He’s my son,” Garth’s dad said softly. “My boy . . .”

      Slowly, I lowered my hands and made my way closer, this man’s obvious love for his son tugging at my heartstrings. I sucked in a breath, holding it in as I teetered on whether or not to say the next thing. The words spilled out almost of their own volition. “I’ll bring him back here as soon as he’s well enough to travel,” I said. “But it might be a little while . . . a couple days, at least.”

      Garth’s dad seemed to be weighing the merit of my words. “What about the rest of us? My family’s been keeping your people’s secret for almost two centuries. We’ve protected you.” Defiance shown in his heavy-lidded eyes. “You should be protecting us, now.”

      The girl moved forward but still remained a step or two behind her dad. “Can you make other sick people better, too?” she asked, her dark eyes shimmering with unshed tears.

      I opened my mouth, but then realized I didn’t have an answer. With Nik’s help, yes, I could make other people “better”—but I would also be turning them into Nejerets. I didn’t have any qualms against doing it—obviously—but the girl was clearly asking out of personal interest; someone close to her was sick. Someone else in Garth’s family? His future was already inexorably altered. I wasn’t sure how he’d feel about me interfering with the futures of his family members as well.

      “My wife is sick,” Garth’s dad said, his voice becoming gruff. “And she’s not the only one of our people to be infected by that damn virus, but none of the hospitals will take them. There’s no room, and Garth warned me about Ouroboros—none of us will go anywhere near those people, whatever they claim.” He cleared his throat. “But you helped Garth . . .”

      Heavy emotion constricted around my throat, and I swallowed convulsively. I breathed in and out, in and out, my eyes searching first the man’s, then the girl’s. Garth’s mom was sick. Dying. Again, I licked my lips. My heart broke for him.

      “Take me to your wife,” I said, unwilling to make any promises without knowing how far along she was in the progression of the disease.

      Garth’s dad studied my face for several long seconds, then nodded once and turned away from me. “She’s back here,” he said, making his way up a stone path between the house and the shed. He led me straight to the gate of the little picket fence surrounding the log cabin out back. Chickens ran around in the yard, clucking and picking at the ground. They’d done a real number on the grass, digging holes and building little mounds of earth on either side of the pathway leading up to the porch.

      Garth’s dad gave the girl a stern look. “Stay out here, Cas, I mean it.” He opened the gate and waved me through, then rushed ahead to the front door to let me in.

      As soon as he opened the door, warm air wafted out of the cabin, carrying scents of broth and herbal tea, and underneath that, the acrid stench of sickness. I wrinkled my nose, then stepped inside.

      Behind me, Garth’s dad followed and shut the door.

      There was no entryway, so to speak, just a small “great” room formed by the combination of the kitchen, dining area, and living room. It was dim, the dying embers of a fire in the fireplace the only light besides what leaked out through the crack beneath a door set in the back wall. Not that I needed even that much light to see clearly.

      I followed Garth’s dad around the couch and recliners set up in a cozy semicircle around the river stone fireplace. I could hear one weak heartbeat coming from the room beyond the door. It was far from confidence inspiring, but I wasn’t ready to dismiss Garth’s mom as a lost cause yet.

      Once the door was open, the stench of sickness rammed me in the face, and my eyes teared up. I switched to breathing through my mouth as I entered the room, making a point to be subtle about it.

      The bedroom was decorated much like the rest of the cabin, with rustic log-cabin-esque furniture. At the center of the room, a middle-aged woman with strong bones and long gray-streaked black hair lay in a bed, tucked under a patchwork quilt, the look of hearty-turned-frail about her. Her eyes were closed, her chest rising and falling evenly.

      “How long has she been out?” I asked.

      “She woke for about fifteen minutes around midnight and took some broth.”

      So she hadn’t slipped into the coma that preceded the final, rabid stage, yet. Or if she had, she’d only been comatose for ten or eleven hours. Which, based on reports, should leave her another six or seven hours before she became uncontrollably violent. Relief flooded me. There was still time. Garth didn’t have to lose his mom today.

      “I’ll do it,” I said, the three words tumbling from my lips. “I’ll help her.” There was no turning back now. I was committed. “But before I do, I need your help.”
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      Garth’s little sister’s name was Cassandra, but I could call her Cassie—if I wanted to—and she was eleven years old. A small eleven, not yet having reached the too-cool-for-school tween phase yet, and she was about as much of a tomboy as an eleven-year-old girl could be. When she grew up, she was going to be a mechanic, or firefighter, or police officer like her big brother. Or maybe even a ninja, because there was apparently a gang of awesome girl ninjas on some TV show I’d never heard of, so she knew it was a possibility, but she wasn’t quite sure where to get ninja training these days.

      I learned all this—and more—while Cassie was leading me along an overgrown, winding trail that reached deeper and deeper into the hillside. With the way the trail kept disappearing in the underbrush, I’d never have found my way without a guide, and I was immensely grateful to have Cassie there to lead the way.

      Her dad, Samuel, had volunteered her for the job of guide, saying he needed to stay behind with his wife. There’d been honesty in his eyes as he spoke, but there had also been a hint of something else. Something related to the fear that etched the lines in his face deeper every time he looked at Cassie. He was trying to get her away from her mom, likely to minimize her exposure to the virus.

      I hadn’t been willing to tell him that if his wife, Charlene, was sick, they likely both already were as well; they just weren’t showing any symptoms yet. This thing was infectious as all hell. I hated it, but not as much as I hated the people responsible for it getting out.

      We’d been on the trail for close to an hour, and barely a minute of silence had passed between us the whole time. Cassie may have been quiet back in the shed, overshadowed by her father, but it turned out she was quite the gabber.

      “How many members of your family know about us . . . about Nejerets?” I asked Cassie. In other words—how many people might I need to transform?

      Cassie shrugged. “Everyone in my family.”

      I looked away, frowning. “And ‘everyone’ includes . . . ?”

      “Oh, um . . .” Squinting her eyes, Cassie screwed her mouth to the side. “So there’s”—she held up a hand and started counting off on her fingers—“me, Mama, Daddy, Garth, Nana, Papa, Auntie Ruth and her family . . .” She continued counting on her fingers, though she’d fallen silent. A few seconds later, she lowered her hands and looked at me. “Twelve or Thirteen? I don’t know, maybe more.”

      Even just twelve or thirteen was enough to be dangerous. My kind didn’t look fondly upon humans knowing of our existence, but there was one way to make sure Garth’s family would be safe, whatever the outcome of the Nejeret war. At least safe from the death sentence their knowledge of our kind would bring if the wrong Nejerets found out. It wouldn’t matter what they knew about us if they became us.

      In my mind’s eye, I pictured the At orb Nik had shown me on the beach this morning, the one containing a writhing, smoky fragment of Heru’s ba. Based on the size of the ba fragment that had been used during the procedures to transform both Garth and Constance into Nejerets, I thought there would definitely be enough to carry out the procedure on at least thirteen people, maybe more. Then Nik and I could use whatever was left of the ba fragment to grow more . . . if “grow” was even the right word when one was cultivating an immortal soul.

      Fulfilling my promise to Samuel and Cassie by transforming Charlene to save her life was the priority, but it didn’t mean I had to stop there. I could make the rest of the family immortal, too. Make them Nejerets, with or without Garth’s permission.

      Of course, it was more complicated than that. While I would probably be able to hide Charlene’s transformation until it was no longer a major issue to His Mightiness, a whole family so closely connected to me through Garth . . . not so much. Heru would figure out just how much I’d meddled with this family’s future, and there was no saying how he’d react. The last thing I wanted was to redirect even an inkling of his wrath at Garth’s family. They didn’t deserve that. But then, they didn’t deserve death by Cascade Virus or Senate execution, either. And the cards had told me to proceed with the plan to transform humans into Nejerets, so . . .

      “Are you a ninja?” Cassie asked, and the abrupt intrusion into my spiraling thoughts knocked me off guard.

      “A ninja? What makes you say that?”

      “Well, you’re dressed in all black.”

      A quick glance down at myself proved that she was right, though my dismally monochromatic wardrobe hadn’t been a conscious decision.

      “And,” Cassie continued, “you have a sword, and it looks like a ninja sword, and . . .” She squinted thoughtfully, her gaze scrutinizing my face. “And there’s just something about you . . . something in your eyes . . .” She fell quiet for a moment. “It’s like you see everything even if you’re not looking.”

      I glanced at the girl sidelong. “Seems like you see quite a bit yourself.” Way more than I ever had when I was her age.

      Cassie shrugged. “So, is that a yes? You’re a Nejeret ninja?”

      “Something like that,” I said, glancing away. I scanned the forest around us. We had maybe a couple hours of daylight left. I wasn’t sure how long I’d be out here, talking to Nik. Hell, I wasn’t even sure he’d be out here right now, let alone in any kind of a state to talk. He had extreme tastes when it came to distractions and coping mechanisms. For all I knew, he could be in a regenerative sleep up there, healing off whatever damage he’d paid someone else to dole out.

      “D’you think I could learn?” Cassie asked.

      I’d been so caught up in my thoughts of Nik—the hypotheticals and possibilities and worst-case scenarios—that I’d lost track of the conversation.

      “To be a ninja . . .” Cassie prompted. Hope filled her eyes, driving away some of the shadow caused by her worry over her mom.

      I frowned, mind still half occupied by thoughts of Nik.

      “Sure, kid,” I said offhandedly. “Why not?”

      Cassie was quiet for a long stretch of time—longer than she’d been this whole hike. Finally, she inhaled deeply, held the breath in for a few seconds, then blurted, “Do you think you could teach me?”

      Well, shit . . . can’t say I shouldn’t have seen that one coming. I sure as hell didn’t have time to train a kid the way that Dom had trained me. But Cassie was sweet—and kind of tough, actually—and dashing her dreams wasn’t high on my priority list. Besides, if the procedures worked and Garth’s entire family was transformed into Nejerets, someone would need to familiarize them with our ways. She and the rest of her family would need to learn what it meant to be Nejeret, after all. I supposed I could stop by from time to time.

      Once the war was over. Once humanity was no longer facing mass extinction. You know, the usual save-the-world bullshit.

      “I don’t know . . .” I eyed Cassie, weighing the actual level of her interest. Looked pretty damn high. “I’ve got some stuff I have to take care of first, but after that, we can talk.”

      The color was bright in Cassie’s cheeks, a mixture of exertion and excitement. She gave a little hop-skip and said, “Cool,” slashing the air in front of her in a quick one-two punch, her mittens moonlighting as boxing gloves. She flashed me a cheeky grin, and I didn’t have the heart to emphasize that I hadn’t actually agreed to anything. “Wait till I tell my dad!”

      Oh dear Gods, the last thing I needed was her father up my ass about the mere possibility of training her how to fight. “Yeah,” I said, drawing out the word, “maybe hold off on telling anybody for now.” My first, bigger battle would be convincing him to let me turn him and his whole family into immortal beings using a procedure that had only existed for a few days and had only been used on three people, one of which was dead.

      After all the ninja talk, Cassie and I fell into a companionable silence. I figured she was losing herself to daydreams of ninja training, her imagination carrying her away even as her feet led me closer to Nik.

      Maybe a half hour passed, and then Cassie came to an abrupt halt. There was a bend in the trail, thick ferns surrounding the tree trunks of pines and deciduous trees alike, merging with blackberry vines rife with shriveled-up bunches of berries from the past season to block our view of the trail beyond the bend.

      “Why are we stopping?” I asked, glancing at Cassie.

      She brought her mittens up to her mouth and whispered, “We’re almost there.” A secretive little smile touched her mouth. Without a word, she turned and sprinted up the spotty trail, disappearing around the bend. I heard her giggle, followed by a soft, masculine laugh that I knew all too well.

      I lunged into a run.

      Not sure what I was expecting when I rounded the bend. Maybe Nik standing in the mouth of the cave just as I drawn him. Or Nik sitting somewhere in the cave. Anything but what I actually saw when he came into view.

      Nik, the sarcastic, brooding, ancient Nejeret, was spinning Cassie around and around and around, much to the girl’s evident delight. Clearly, they were acquainted. More than. They knew each other well.

      Thoughts tumbled around in my mind until, piece by piece, they fit themselves together. “This is where you were,” I said, feet rooted to the ground.

      Nik slowed his spinning of Cassie and set the girl down on her feet, both of them breathing hard from the happy exertion. Cassie pushed flyaways from her ponytail away from her face. Her cheeks were rosy, her smile was broad, and the worry for her mom had temporarily fled from her eyes.

      “This is where you were,” I repeated, a surprising burst of anger flooding my cheeks with heat. Three years ago, when Nik woke up from his seventeen-year Re-induced coma and disappeared without a word, I’d taken it pretty damn personally. After everything we’d been through together, he was suddenly just gone. By choice.

      I took a step toward him, my hands in fists. “For more than three years, Nik, this is where you were,” I said, accusing and asking at the same time. “Just a stone’s throw away, but you couldn’t even be bothered to let me know you were alright . . . or even alive.” I shook my head.

      Cassie took a few steps backward, hiding partially behind a tree. Nik, however, didn’t move, other than tilting his head to the side, just a little, as he watched me.

      “So, why’d you come back here?” My eyes widened as my heart sank. “To disappear again? To abandon me—the humans—everything? Is that the plan?” If it was, then why hadn’t he just stayed out here? Why had he wedged himself back into my life? Why had he thrown around promises of teamwork, only to smack them away right when I was beginning to trust him again?

      Nik simply stared at me, no hint of whatever he was feeling showing on his face. If he was feeling anything, at all. His eyes remained a cool, icy blue. Hard and emotionless.

      I wanted to punch his stupid expressionless face. “Is that the fucking plan?” I repeated, voice rising.

      Still nothing from Nik.

      Laughing bitterly, I shook my head and looked skyward, like the universe might commiserate with me. I felt like I’d been duped. Like we both had, me and the universe, because it had guided me to him so many times over the past few weeks. The universe thought we were supposed to work together, and I had too. But I’d been a fool. Trusting him again had been a mistake.

      “I can’t believe you,” I said, still shaking my head. “I should’ve known better.” My palm itched, and I rubbed it against my jeans as I looked at Nik, but I could only handle maintaining eye contact with him for a few seconds before the urge to punch him threatened to overtake my self-control. I glanced away, jaw clenched. “I did know better.”

      Never again.
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      I blinked and stared down at my palm—my itching, burning palm—the Eye of Horus tattoo staring right back at me. “What the—” I sucked in a breath in understanding. The protective ward had been activated. It was warning me . . . but of what?

      I lowered my hand and refocused on Nik. His stance was tense, wary, his expression one of annoyance.

      Him—the Eye of Horus was warning me about him, just like it had warned me about Mari back on Harbor Island.

      I swallowed roughly, barely able to believe what was happening. “Yes or no, Nik—are you backing out of our deal?” I took a step toward him, then another. And then I forced my feet to stop moving, inhaling and exhaling deeply through my nose. If I got close enough to him, I wouldn’t just be throwing words.

      “I can’t do this right now, Kat.”

      I flinched, my stupid feelings stinging from the dismissal like it was a verbal slap. “Now is the only time to do it, Nik. Now is the time that people are dying. They’re dropping like flies, and it’s all because of us.” I growled under my breath, not fully believing this was really happening. “For fuck’s sake, Nik, this whole save-the-humans plan was your idea.”

      Nik glanced away lazily, then started wandering back toward the cave. “There’s more going on here than our little war, Kat. There’s something bigger. Just let it go.”

      “Let it go?” I jutted out my jaw, tears of frustration burning in my eyes, and stared up through the tree branches at the overcast sky. I fought the urge to scream as I struggled to come up with some reason—any reason—for Nik’s drastic change of tune. All I could think was that he’d been playing me the whole time. That he’d never planned on saving anyone. That I’d been duped.

      But still, I pressed on. I had to at least try to convince him to work with me. There was no one else. “Millions, Nik, maybe billions of people are going to die because of ‘our little war.’ What could possibly be bigger than that?”

      “The fate of the universe.”

      I scoffed. “What’s that supposed to mean? That if we start transforming people, the universe is doomed?” I ended the question with a mocking laugh.

      “Actually,” Nik said, “yeah, that’s about right.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Sure . . .”

      Nik was in the cave now, standing in the mouth, silhouetted by darkness. I was struck by the realization that this was the image I’d drawn, not the way I found him with Cassie, laughing and spinning. This was the moment that mattered.

      “Believe me or not, Kat, but that’s the truth,” he said. “I don’t know how it happened, and I sure as hell don’t like it, but I can hear Re again, and he’s warned me that—”

      “No,” I said, shaking my head. “Nik, are you kidding me? You can ‘hear Re again’? No!” I stomped a boot into the mulchy ground for emphasis. “It’s all in your head,” I said, tapping the side of my own skull with my index and middle fingers. Nik was messed up from sharing his mind and body with Re for so long. He’d admitted himself that he’d been struggling from the sudden switch from two consciousnesses to one.

      “Believe what you want, but you’re on your own.”

      I guffawed. And then I snapped my mouth shut, eyes narrowing. “This is just a cover story, isn’t it?” I finally worked up the nerve to ask the thing I’d been fearing all along. “You never planned to go through with it, did you?”

      Nik raised his eyebrows, like he was surprised. But at what? At how far off base I was? Or that I’d sniffed out his deceit?

      “I never trusted him,” Dom said, his words whispering through my mind. “For all we know, he could be in league with the Senate.”

      The Senate? That nauseating possibility hadn’t occurred to me. Had he been dragging me along, tossing red herrings out to keep me from the truth? Had everything been a lie? Was this whole “Re” thing just a way for him to save face?

      I inhaled deeply, sucking on the question I needed to ask but really didn’t want to. “Are you working with the Senate?”

      Nik was quiet for a moment. “If I were, would that finally convince you to drop this?”

      Gut punch. I was suddenly light-headed, floating along in what had to be a dream. A nightmare.

      “I’m sorry, Kitty Kat. I never wanted this.” Nik raised his hand, almost like he was waving goodbye. “I never wanted to hurt you.” A sheet of At, crystalline and unbreakable, spread out from his palm, covering the mouth of the cave. He’d locked me out with a blockade stronger and more permanent than anything any human could ever build. Not even At could break At, so hacking at it with my sword would be utterly pointless. He really was going to let all those people die.

      “Bastard,” I breathed, glaring at him through that opalescent wall. “Traitorous, cowardly fucking bastard.” I knew he could hear me through the At; it was a perk of his gift.

      Enraged, I marched toward that otherworldly wall, aware of Cassie hiding in the forest nearby—aware of another presence just beyond her—but at the moment, neither mattered as much as Nik and what he’d just done. What he wouldn’t do.

      “I warned you about—”

      “Do not give me an ‘I told you so’ right now, Dom,” I snapped as I approached the barrier.

      Remotely, I noticed a strange feeling in the air, almost like it was charged with static electricity.

      “Give me the ba,” I demanded when I reached the wall of At. I raised my fist, drew my arm back. “Give it to me!” I shouted, and slammed my fist into the At.

      It happened almost in slow motion, as though my fist was moving through something more viscous than air. As though time needed just a moment, a breather, to catch up with this momentous event.

      A millisecond before my knuckles touched the At, energy crackled around me. Through me. I felt every single hair on my body stand on end, brought to attention by this foreign, alien energy. This magic. I was tapping into something new, some powerful force I’d never experienced before. It felt similar to the surge of energy that happened every time I created a gateway. Similar, but so very different. And so very much more.

      The moment my knuckles touched the At, even as my bones cracked and crunched with the force of the impact, even as pain shattered all coherent thought in my mind, the wall of At fractured like a windshield struck by a rock.

      I stumbled backward a few steps, hugging my hand to my chest as I stared on in awe.

      The cracks in the wall of At spread until they were everywhere. For a moment, the wall stubbornly held its shape. But just for a moment.

      I held my breath as the pieces crumbled to the ground.

      “How—” Nik stared at me, eyes wide with shock, and shook his head. “How did you do that?”

      I swallowed, then cleared my throat. “I have no idea.”
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      I blinked, one of those slo-mo, life-rushing-before-your-eyes blinks, and in that brief moment, realization struck, a lightning bolt transforming shock into awe. I’d broken through Nik’s wall of At. I—me, Kat Dubois, the chick who’s sheut allows her to do weird shit like make and read magical tarot cards and draw gateways to other places—broke through Nik’s wall.

      I shouldn’t have been able to do it. Never before had I shown any signs that my sheut allowed me to control At. But that’s the tricky thing about sheuts . . . they evolve. They change and strengthen and grow. They become more, especially if pushed. And, yeah, I’d say I just pushed my sheut pretty damn hard . . . hard enough to shatter several bones in my hand.

      I met Nik’s astonished stare. His eyes were opened so wide that the entirety of his pale blue irises was visible.

      Ever so slowly, my lips spread into a grin. Nik didn’t want to help me help the humans—fine. Turned out I didn’t need him anymore anyway. He could go off soul searching or panda watching or become a monk for all I cared. Perfect. All I needed from him was the ba fragment he’d been carrying around in that orb of At. Once he handed it over, we’d be square. I’d grin and wave and wish him good luck with the voices in his head or the Senate or whatever. I’d wash my hands of him, once and for all.

      I glanced over my shoulder to check on Cassie. She was peeking out from behind that tree trunk. I gave the woods a quick scan, but there was no sign of the other presence I’d sensed just moments ago, and I chalked it up to the innocent curiosity of a forest creature. This was a forest, after all.

      Since the kid was safe enough, I refocused on Nik. I held out my right hand, palm up, my throbbing left hand still clutched to my chest. “Give me the orb.”

      Nik’s eyes narrowed, and he crossed his arms over his chest.

      “Now,” I demanded.

      But still, Nik didn’t make a motion to hand anything over. He remained silent, staring at me. He didn’t even blink. There was a faint tinge of panic in his eyes. Good, I could work with that.

      “Give. Me. The. Orb,” I said, lowering my mangled hand and reaching over my shoulder to wrap the fingers of my good hand around the hilt of my sword. I drew Mercy in one smooth motion, the At blade singing out in melodic warning. I’d never drawn her on her maker. It was surprisingly easy.

      A slight twitch under Nik’s right eye was his only reaction.

      I altered my stance, moving one foot back and bending my knees, preparing to strike if necessary. “Either give it to me, or I’ll take it.” I raised the sword. “Your choice.” I couldn’t, for the life of me, imagine why he would refuse.

      Nik’s expression relaxed, opening up, and for a moment, he was the Nik I knew. Or thought I knew. For that single second, I thought he was going to give me the orb.

      But when he unfolded his arms and set his jaw, the chill in his eyes warned me he was preparing for a fight.

      I pressed my lips together, huffing out a breath through my nose. I’m far from patient on my best days, and this wasn’t even close to a good day. My irritation scale was sky-high. If Nik wanted to fight—fine, we could fight. In my present mood, it was just what I needed.

      The corner of Nik’s mouth lifted in a cruel smirk. “You can’t beat me, Kitty Kat.”

      “Try me,” I said through gritted teeth. Adrenaline surged within my veins, heightening my awareness and dulling the pain from my broken hand.

      Without warning—though far from unexpected—vines of shimmering At shot out of both of Nik’s hands.

      Behind me, Cassie gasped. From the sound of it, she’d snuck closer, but I could hear her hasty footsteps on the soggy earth as she retreated again.

      One of the vines of At wrapped around my sword wrist, the other around my waist, effectively immobilizing me.

      Nik straightened out of his attack pose. “I win. Now drop it, Kat. Don’t make me hurt you.” But he already had, and the pain was far deeper than anything physical could ever be.

      Glaring at him, I concentrated on the otherworldly bindings. I pulled all of the hurt inward—the anger and betrayal, the disappointment—letting it pool within my sheut. Letting it stoke my rage, fuel my desire to win. To beat him so I could follow through on my promise to save Charlene. Help me, I called silently, beseeching the universe. I need this.

      Between one second and the next, a burst of electric energy rushed through my sheut, and the air around me crackled with unspent power. The At restraints sizzled, blackening as they wilted away from me.

      I grinned, a wicked surge of pleasure replacing the receding magic. For once, Nik and I would be fighting on an even playing field. The prospect exhilarated me.

      I tutted Nik, mocking him. “Looks like somebody’s going to have to play fair this time.” I let out a harsh laugh. “Guess we’ll find out how good you really are.”

      “Good enough, I’m sure,” Nik said, a crystalline longsword appearing in his left hand, a dagger in his right.

      The time for talk was over. I struck first, lunging forward, then spinning away when Nik deflected my blade. I used the momentum to launch a butterfly kick—a ballsy move when going up against an opponent with two blades in play. Which was precisely why I did it; Nik would never expect it.

      He lashed out awkwardly with his At sword as he ducked.

      I blocked the strike with Mercy’s equally unbreakable blade, having predicted his defensive maneuver before my feet even left the ground. As I twisted in midair, I drew the tiny push dagger hidden in my belt buckle and swiped at Nik’s thigh. My left hand was weak and the movement hurt like a bitch, but I managed it, and the pain was so worth the result. The one-inch blade sliced through Nik’s jeans and bit into flesh, the tip scraping against bone.

      He hissed in pain, stumbling back a few steps, his blades raised defensively. For the second time that afternoon, shock lit his pale blue eyes. This wasn’t like our little sparring match back in the shop, when he’d first sauntered back into my life. This wasn’t just a way to blow off some steam. Blood had been drawn. This was real. Possibly the most real any fight had ever been for him. But not for me.

      “The orb, Nik,” I said, breathing hard. “Just give it to me. It doesn’t have to be like this.”

      Nik’s face was tense from the fresh pain. “I can’t! Re told me—”

      “Oh, so we’re back to Re,” I said, laughing in disbelief. “Which is it, Nik—voices in your head or working for the Senate?”

      “The Senate—” He shook his head, his brow furrowed. “I just told you that so you’d let this go. I thought maybe it would give you something else to focus on . . . something besides the virus. I had no idea you’d be able to get through my barrier.”

      Insulted by his flip-flopping stories, I snorted. “Show me some proof that Re’s really talking to you, and I’ll believe you,” I told him, knowing full well that such a thing was near impossible.

      “I can’t—” Again, Nik shook his head. “Re’s here,” he said, tapping his temple. “It feels so real . . . it has to be real. And he won’t shut up about you . . . about you ruining everything again. About you destroying the universe.”

      “Come on, Nik. We can’t give up on humanity just because of a voice in your head that feels real.” The spike of adrenaline was wearing off, and the sharp ache in my hand was slightly nauseating. My sword arm drooped. “You’ve been through some crazy shit.” A few millennia’s worth, actually. “Maybe this is just like PTSD or—or, I don’t know . . . something. Maybe your subconscious is struggling with the fact that even if we try, we won’t be able to save everyone. I’m not a psychologist, and I’ve never had the strongest moral compass, but I know that letting all of those people die is the wrong thing to do. We have to do what we can to help them, Nik. I have to.”

      He opened his mouth, then laughed silently and shook his head. “You don’t understand,” he murmured. “You can’t hear him, so you won’t hear me. Kat . . . I can’t do what you want me to do, and if you’re not going to give up . . .” He inhaled deeply. “I’m so sorry it’s come to this.”

      Not a second later, he was coming at me, and I was very much on the defensive. I may have caught him off guard with my previous attack, but Nik had stepped up his game, big-time. It was all I could do to keep his blades from shredding me into fleshy ribbons.

      I was sweating by the time he pinned me against the cave wall, disarmed and dripping blood from the fingertips of my right hand. He stood an arm’s length away, the last few inches of his longsword pressed against my throat. Mercy lay on the ground a few feet to my left. It’s difficult to maintain a grip on anything when your palm is coated in blood and the tendons in your wrist have been severed. Now, neither hand was functional for fighting. He had me.

      “Go home, Kat,” Nik said between heaving breaths. “If there’s even a chance that Re’s real, that what he’s saying is true—” Nik shook his head. “The barriers between dimensions—between universes—are already weakened by the imbalance caused by the transformations. That’s why I can hear Re. So don’t you see—continuing to transform humans into Nejerets will only make it worse, weakening the barriers until the collapse of the entire universe is inevitable. And yes, there’s a chance that Re’s not real, but it’s not worth the risk. Just let nature run its course. Please, Kat, don’t make me hurt you anymore.”

      I still thought “Re” wasn’t really talking to him, but I understood his reasoning, I really did. Even so, I’d made promises that I fully intended to keep. Maybe saving as many people as possible was too risky, but I would not let Charlene die. I would not break that promise. For Samuel and Cassie. For Garth.

      I leaned in, the sting of the At blade biting into my neck clarifying my mind, reviving my determination. “I can’t.”

      Nik withdrew his sword, lowering it until the tip dragged on the ground.

      “Garth’s mom is sick,” I told him. “I have to save her. I promised.” Not to mention the rest of his family. Transforming them was the only way to protect them from my people, but I figured I should start small. “Help me, Nik. It’s just one person.” Damn it, but hope had wheedled its way into my heart. I wanted him to say yes, to give me a reason to forgive him. I was desperate for a reason to believe that this wasn’t the end of whatever warped relationship we had.

      Nik closed the distance between us with a single step. He stared down at me, his gaze surprisingly earnest. His eyes searched mine. “Kat, I—I can’t help you. And I can’t let you do it, either.”

      I stared at him, disgust a living, breathing thing inside of me. I was just asking for one life. A single life, such a tiny thing. “Then get the hell away from me.”

      Nik’s shoulders slumped, and he turned his back to me, taking a few steps deeper into the cave. “He wants me to kill you.” Nik’s voice echoed off the rock walls. “He says it’s the only way.”

      My heart rate spiked. I needed to get out of here, but I couldn’t leave without the orb. I tested the fingers of my left hand experimentally. Pain shot up my arm, but I had a decent amount of control, which meant that whatever bones and connective tissue I’d damaged by punching the wall of At were starting to heal. The hand was functional. Or functional-ish.

      “He’s right,” I said a millisecond before I dove for my sword, the fingers of my left hand curling around Mercy’s hilt as I rolled over my shoulder and landed back on my feet. The pain was horrific, but I’d been expecting it. “The orb, Nik,” I said, raising the sword. “Give it to me.”

      With his back to me, Nik bowed his head. “You won’t give up, will you?”

      “Only when I’m dead.”

      After a slow shake of his head, Nik moved deeper into the cave until he was consumed by darkness. A few seconds later, an At orb the size of a softball bounced out of the shadows, rolling to a stop at my boots.

      “Go.” Nik’s voice was a ghostly murmur. “Get out of here, Kitty Kat . . . before I decide he’s right.”

      “Nik . . . it doesn’t have to be like this.” I despised the thread of a plea in my voice. The weakness.

      “Go!”

      I bent over to pick up the orb. When I straightened, I glared into the darkness. “You know, for a moment there, I actually considered you a friend.” I laughed bitterly. “The moment’s over.” He’d made it perfectly clear that he truly was every bit the cold bastard I’d believed him to be the first time I met him, over two decades ago. “Don’t get up,” I said, voice thick with emotion. “I’ll let myself out.”

      Just for a second, I paused in the mouth of the cave, recalling the feeling of the energy I’d channeled to break through the wall and get into the cave in the first place. I’d tapped into a force that was more vibrant and volatile than anything I’d felt before. Something within me was changing. I was changing. And it scared the shit out of me.

      Awkwardly, I reached across my body to sheath Mercy over my right shoulder, then stepped out into the dying afternoon light. I spotted Cassie cowering behind the trunk of that same tree, eyes dark saucers in the grim light. She’d seen so much—too much. Poor kid. I worried she’d run from me, seeing me for the monster I was. The monster her brother was blinded to.

      “I’m sorry.” Nik’s words whispered on the damp breeze, and I sucked in a breath. But I stomped on the urge to look over my shoulder. Sorry wasn’t enough. Nothing would be, not after this. Fool me once, shame on me. Fool me twice . . .

      “Come on,” I said, marching past Cassie. Either she would follow me, or she wouldn’t. Nothing I could do to change that now. “Let’s go save your mom.”
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      Cassie was a little skittish for the first part of the hike back—and really, who could blame her after the brawl she’d just witnessed between Nik, someone she obviously knew well and trusted, and me, the person who’d vowed to save her mom—but she worked past it by the time dusk invaded the woods.

      “Why doesn’t Nik want to save my mom?” she asked, voice soft, hesitant.

      “It’s complicated, kid.” Which was really just another way to say, “I don’t know.” Because whatever Nik’s beliefs about what was happening to him, whatever his reasons to oppose me in this, he still should’ve been willing to save the life of a woman he clearly knew. If he was so familiar with her daughter, how could he not know Charlene, and know her well?

      “Oh.” Cassie fell into a deep silence that lasted the rest of the hike.

      It was full dark by the time we reached their property. I stood with Cassie at the fence line, staring at the cabin, and glanced at her sidelong. She looked like she was trying to burn a hole through the wood of the door.

      I didn’t want to leave her outside, alone and in the dark. But Samuel had made himself perfectly clear earlier—Cassie was absolutely not allowed inside the cabin. “You’ll be fine out here?” I asked her.

      She dug the toe of her rubber boot into the earth, her gaze sinking to the ground as she shrugged. “It’s not like I have a choice. Papa won’t let me go in,” she said, hurt in her voice. Hurt, and defiance.

      “Because he loves you,” I reminded her. The last thing we needed was for Cassie to take a page out of my book and decide disobedience was more her taste. I wanted to stay on Samuel’s good side—to agree to letting me save his wife once I revealed to him that the “cure” carried an extra little kick—and I doubted encouraging his daughter to rebel would earn me much in the way of favor. “You should listen to your dad,” I told Cassie. “He seems like a smart guy.”

      She pursed her lips, quirking them to the side, and huffed out a breath through her nose. “Then why’s it okay for him to go in there?” She folded her arms across her chest. “I just want to see her,” she said, a tremor in her voice. She was afraid she’d never see her mom again, not alive at least.

      I glanced heavenward. Oh ye of little faith—I’d made a promise, and come hell or high water, I was determined to keep it. After everything, I wouldn’t fail in this. But she didn’t know that, because she didn’t know me. Not really.

      “I get it, kid,” I said, sighing. “Trust me, I totally get it.” I crouched down to her level, catching her gaze. “My mom died when I was a little older than you. She’s gone, and I would give pretty much anything to have her back. I’m not going to let that happen to you. You won’t be saying goodbye to your mom for a really long time.” If I had my way, maybe not ever.

      Cassie’s bottom lip trembled, and she looked away.

      I straightened. “Go wait in your house,” I told her, opening the creaky fence gate. I picked my way along the uneven stone path to the cabin’s compact front porch. “I’ll let you know when I’m done.” Once her mom’s transition into immortality was well on its way, there’d be no reason for Samuel to keep Cassie from her mom’s bedside.

      I took a deep breath as I climbed the three porch stairs. All I had to do now was convince Samuel that immortality was the cure he’d been hoping for all along; he just hadn’t known it was a possibility.

      I twisted the brushed bronze doorknob and pushed the front door open. “Samuel,” I called ahead, not wanting to startle him. “It’s Kat.”

      I made my way to the bedroom door and rapped my knuckles on the solid wood. The door creaked open, and I poked my head in through the crack.

      Samuel sat in a chair pulled up to the side of the bed, a rain poncho covering his upper body, a surgical mask over the lower half of his face, and yellow rubber gloves on his hands, the type people use to clean their toilets and bleach their bathtubs. A poor man’s hazmat suit. He was holding a paperback book opened to some point in the middle, though his attention was on the doorway. On me.

      I glanced past him to Charlene. Her heartbeat wasn’t only weak now, it was irregular. She didn’t have much time left. Hours, maybe. Or less. And then, she’d go all she-Hulk and attack everyone she could, spreading the disease to the rest of Garth’s family, assuming they didn’t already have it. One more fuck-you from the joint team of jackasses—the Nejeret Senate, the Ouroboros Corporation, and Initiative Industries.

      “Can I come in?” I whispered.

      Samuel nodded once and closed the book, careful to mark his place by dog-earing the top corner of the page.

      I pushed the door open a little further, offering him a silent wave.

      His red-rimmed eyes locked on the blood coating my right hand and wrist. Damn, but I’d forgotten all about that. Both my left hand and my right wrist were well on their way to being healed, though the bones in my left hand would have to be reset for the hand to be fully functional. But at this point, the knife wound on my wrist was likely just an angry pink scar under all the crusted blood. Not that he knew that.

      “I’m fine,” I said, glancing at my hand, then lowering it to wipe some of the blood off on the back of my jeans. “We heal super-fast.”

      Again, he nodded once. But he still hadn’t blinked.

      “I’m just going to wash up real quick,” I said, pointing over my shoulder with my thumb. The kitchen sink was calling my name.

      When I returned, hands freshly washed and free of crusted blood, I pushed the door open the rest of the way, cringing at the squeaky hinges. Charlene didn’t notice. She was out cold.

      As I stepped into the room, I reached into my coat pocket and pulled out the At orb. “I have everything that I need,” I told Samuel. Another step. “But you should know—what I’m about to do will cure more than just the disease.”

      “What do you mean?” He eyed the orb, seeming to become hypnotized by the smoky, swirling ba contained within.

      I hid the orb behind my back, hoping to regain what little of Samuel’s attention was up for grabs.

      He blinked, the first time he’d done so since I’d entered the room, then shook his head. “Wha—” He focused on my face, his brow pinched. “What was that?”

      “It’s the thing that will allow me to save your wife’s life,” I told him, moving deeper into the room.

      When I reached the foot of the bed, I sucked in a deep breath and held it for several seconds. “Listen, Samuel,” I said, blowing out the breath. “Garth knew what he was getting into when he agreed to the transform—the procedure, and I want to—need to—make sure you understand, too.” I stared at him for a moment, waited, made sure he was listening. “I can cure your wife . . . by turning her into a Nejeret.”

      Samuel stared at me for a long time. So long that I wasn’t sure he was comprehending my words. I wasn’t entirely sure I wouldn’t just incapacitate him and heal Charlene regardless of his decision—too much had happened to get me here, in this room, ready to save her—but I wanted to at least give him a chance.

      “Do you understand what I—”

      “Yes,” Samuel said, cutting me off. “I understand.” A breath. Another. “Do it. Please.”

      That whisper of consent was all I needed. I rushed the rest of the way around the bed and sat on the edge of the mattress, the quilt bunching up underneath me. I set the orb down beside Charlene’s leg, then reached out to take her hand in mine. There was a spark of built-up static electricity the moment my skin touched hers.

      I leaned in. “Charlene?” I whispered. “I honestly don’t know if you can hear me or not, but if you can, I want you to not be afraid. Things will be . . . intense when you wake up. But you’ll be alive, and you’ll get to watch Cassie grow up, and that’s all that really matters, right?” I shot Samuel a quick glance before refocusing on Charlene. “Alright,” I said as I reached for the orb. My fingers closed around the smooth, cool surface. “No time like the present.”

      But then I hesitated. Releasing the ba right now would use up my entire supply. Mari’s supply back at the lab was separated into smaller marble-sized pieces, a bite-size ba delivery system. But I doubted I had anywhere near enough control over my new powers to divide this softball-sized orb into enough parts to work on any other members of Garth’s family who fell ill, and Charlene didn’t have time to wait for me to figure it out.

      I set my shoulders. Charlene was my priority. I wouldn’t let indecision make me into a promise-breaker. I’d just have to relieve Mari of some of her supply later. After I took care of Garth’s mom.

      I shifted Charlene’s hand so my palm cradled the back of her hand, then placed the orb against her palm and curled both her fingers and mine around the sphere of At. Closing my eyes, I bowed my head and concentrated. On the orb. On the universal energies. On the memory of the sensation I’d felt when I broke through Nik’s At barrier. I squeezed my eyes shut. I called out to the magic.

      And felt nothing. Not a single electric zip. No static. Nothing.

      I licked my lips and tightened my grip on Charlene’s hand. This would work. It would work. It had to.

      But it didn’t. No matter how hard I focused, no matter how intensely I concentrated, I couldn’t get the magic to work. Not this time.

      My cheeks were wet by the time I opened my eyes. “I—” I cleared my throat, watching the shallow rise and fall of Charlene’s chest. “I’m sorry.” I let go of Charlene’s hand, reluctantly plucking the orb from her limp grasp. “I’m so sorry.”

      Apparently, I’d been wrong about my sheut powers. Maybe they weren’t evolving. The instance up at the cave might have been a one-off, not that I’d ever heard of anything like that happening before. But then, magic was hardly a science. That’s why it was called magic, after all.

      “What happened?” Samuel asked, his eyes filled with confusion but also a glimmer of hope. “Is she . . . is it too late?”

      “No,” I said, shaking my head. “It’s not that.” Or rather, the problem wasn’t her.

      It was me.
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      “Is she better now?” Cassie asked about a quarter of a second after I opened the cabin’s front door. She’d been sitting on the porch steps, but stood when I emerged.

      I froze in the doorway, heart thudding and eyes locked on her. “What?” I felt like I’d been caught breaking into the cabin, not invited in to save her mom. Oh, right, saving her mom—that thing I’d just failed to do. That’s what she was asking about.

      The hope brightening Cassie’s face faded. The light in her eyes dimmed. She already knew. “I’m a failure,” must’ve been written all over my face.

      “I, um . . .” I cleared my throat and stepped onto the porch, shutting the door behind me, then passed Cassie and started down the walkway. “I can’t do it alone,” I told her as I hurried away. “I thought I could, but . . . I’ll be back. I’ll fix this.”

      I wouldn’t be returning with Nik, that was for sure, but I knew exactly who to ask for help this time—Lex. I just hoped that by the time I got her back here, it wouldn’t be too late. And that was assuming Lex was even willing to help. But after everything she’d said in my bedroom, I had to believe she would be.

      “Little sister,” Dom said, “I know what you’re planning, and I would ask you to proceed with the utmost caution. If Heru finds out that Lex—”

      “He’d never hurt her,” I said, stating the obvious. An inability to cause her pain was practically hardwired into him, courtesy of their soul bond.

      “It is not Lex I am worried about,” Dom said ominously.

      I sniffed, unimpressed. Sure, there was always the chance that Heru might take his anger out on me for coercing his wife into an act of disobedience . . . if he found out. It was a pretty likely possibility. But breaking my promise to Garth’s family wasn’t an option. Lex would help—I would do anything I had to do to convince her, consequences be damned.

      I jogged down the driveway, settling my helmet on my head without securing the chin strap, then kicking the bike’s engine on. Whatever the urgency, I couldn’t risk leaving an open gateway to the Heru Compound outside of the compound, so I resigned myself to taking the Agate Pass Bridge back to Bainbridge.

      I pulled up to the main house within the compound’s walls maybe fifteen minutes after I left Cassie standing in her driveway, looking forlorn. Like I was abandoning her and her family. Like I wouldn’t come back. Like I’d let them all die. Hell, I’d failed in my first promise to her, so what reason did she have to believe me when I said I would return?

      In a rush, I barreled through the front door and paused in the middle of the foyer, head bowed and eyes closed, listening. Nobody was on that floor. Or rather, nobody with a heartbeat. I wouldn’t find Lex here.

      I flew across the foyer and up the staircase, heading straight for Heru’s study. When I didn’t find anyone in there, I checked Lex and Heru’s suite at the far end of the hallway, then Reni’s room. But they were all empty.

      “Damn it,” I hissed. Of course this couldn’t be easy. Not now, when the stakes were as high as they’d ever been. Poor Charlene was hanging on by the thinnest thread. I didn’t have time to waste running around like this. Luckily, I didn’t have to.

      Spinning around, I ran back to my room, where I knew a plethora of sketchbooks were waiting for me. I could go stand out on the porch and call out Lex’s name, except I didn’t want the whole Nejeret world to know I was looking for her, let alone why. Stealth was something I considered, sometimes. Rarely. Mostly just right now.

      I shoved the door to my bedroom open and grabbed the first sketchbook I saw, a half-filled spiral-bound book I usually used to sketch out preliminary tattoo designs for clients. I preferred not to mix work and pleasure in my sketchbooks, but fuck it—this was too important to give even a half of a shit.

      After grabbing a pen off the nightstand, I sat on the edge of the bed, back hunched and right hand drawing furiously. As Lex’s form took shape, flakes of brownish, dried blood snowed down on the image from the sleeve of my coat, but I didn’t even bother to brush them away. I could feel the electric thrum of potent energy siphoning in through my sheut and back out through the pen.

      In the drawing, Lex was standing with her back to me, hugging a long, hooded sweater around her body even as the ends of the sweater whipped about her legs. Her hair was pulled back into a loose bun, several escaped strands waving wildly around her head.

      “C’mon,” I murmured. “Where are you?” She was outside, that much was clear . . . but where, exactly?

      My pen scratched at the page, seemingly moving of its own volition. A long, twisted piece of driftwood took shape. Then countless little rocks filled the space under Lex’s feet. I didn’t even get started on drawing the water; it was obvious that she was on the beach at the north end of the compound. And I knew exactly where on the beach, because it was my go-to spot for quiet contemplation, too.

      I stood, tossing the sketchbook and pen onto the bed, and hurried to the door. I yanked it open and stepped out into the hallway. And ran headlong into Garth.

      “Jesus!” I stumbled backward a few steps, gripping the leather of my coat over my chest.

      Garth winced at my one-word outburst, taking a backward step himself. “Sorry,” he said, his voice barely a whisper.

      I should’ve known he was there—my hearing was plenty good enough to have heard him from within the room—but I’d been too distracted by my mad search for Lex. By the desire to save Garth’s mom, a woman I’d never met, at least not while she was conscious.

      And yet, making sure she didn’t die was currently the most important thing in the world to me. It was absolutely imperative that I save her, overcoming even my need to stop the spread of the Cascade Virus or to destroy Ouroboros, Initiative Industries, and the Senate. I couldn’t explain why even if my life depended on it, but saving Charlene was everything.

      I huffed out a breath. “It’s fine. No harm.” I stepped back out into the hallway and pulled my bedroom door shut behind me, remembering at the last second to close it softly for the sake of Garth’s newly heightened hearing. “You’re supposed to be in bed . . . resting.” I cringed inwardly, hating the irritation in my voice. But, damn it, I didn’t have time for this; I was trying to save his mom!

      “I was resting, but . . .” Garth looked at me, anguish burning in his warm, brown eyes. “I called my folks . . . wanted to let them know I’m alright.”

      My heart plummeted. He knew. About his mom, that was certain, but did he know about my fumbling involvement?

      “My mom . . .” Garth’s stare grew distant. “She’s sick, and . . . it’s bad. She’s not going to last much longer.”

      I fought the urge to tell him I already knew about his mom, to tap my foot, to shove past him and get back to fixing this whole damn mess. But I couldn’t get his hopes up. I wouldn’t be able to stand seeing the same look in his eyes as I’d seen in Cassie’s if, after everything, I failed him, too.

      Aside from the few, rare exceptions, every Nejeret, man or woman, loses their mother early on. It’s a fact of near-eternal life that almost destroyed me two decades ago. And I was terrified that Garth would learn the truth of this unavoidable pain all too soon. Unless I could untangle this mess and ensure that he never, ever had to say farewell to Charlene.

      I closed the distance between Garth and me, throwing my arms around his broad body despite knowing my touch would be painful to his oversensitive nerve endings. He needed comfort—even what little I was able to offer him right now. Even if it came with a healthy dose of pain.

      “I’m so sorry,” I whispered into his T-shirt.

      He stood motionless for a moment, his whole body going rigid. But then he relaxed, his arms encircling me and his head dropping down so his nose was pressed into the crook of my neck. His shoulders shook. Hell, his whole body shook.

      I made shushing noises and rubbed his back, wincing when I thought of the remnants of dried blood I was no doubt smearing all over his T-shirt from my sleeve. At least it was the back of his shirt. He might not even notice.

      For at least a minute, we stood in the hallway, Garth clinging to me, showing no signs of loosening his grasp, and I was growing antsy. I needed to get to Lex. Convincing her to help wouldn’t be effortless. She hadn’t left the safety of the heavily guarded compound for weeks, not since the Nejeret civil war first started. Proving to her that I could ensure her safety was likely my largest hurdle, but by emphasizing my ability to create gateways—to punch holes through space to connect two distant points—I felt certain I’d be able to sway her. We’d just pop over there, do the thing, then pop right back. Zero travel time. Minimal exposure. Of course, I had to actually get to the beach and talk to her to start the ball rolling.

      Garth cleared his throat roughly. “Kat, do you think I could bring my mom here?”

      I stiffened. Heru might allow Charlene to spend her final hours down in Neffe’s lab—if she survived being moved here—but it would be impossible to carry out the temporarily forbidden procedure right under Heru’s nose.

      “I don’t know,” I said, pulling away from him. “It’s not up to me, but I can ask Heru for you. Right now, you should head home . . . be with your family.” Which would actually be perfect. While he was in transit, Garth would be out of my way, leaving me free to do what needed to be done to save his mom.

      Garth smiled, just a little, his gaze refocusing on me. “Thanks, Kat. I knew I could count on you.”

      I returned his smiled and reached out to give his arm a squeeze. “Go. You can take any of the cars in the garage; nobody’ll mind. The keys are hanging by the door.”

      “Oh,” Garth said. “Great.” He started up the hallway, passing me, then paused and turned around. “I don’t actually know where the garage is. Can you show me?”

      I clenched my jaw but forced my features to relax. I had to head out that way anyway to get to the trail that led to the beach. It would hardly cramp my timeline to show him which path to take.

      “Sure,” I said, hurrying past him. “Follow me.”
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      I sprinted along the trail to the beach in moonlit darkness, dodging branches and leaping over fallen trees without thought, like it was a dance I’d rehearsed a thousand times. My mind was too preoccupied to give any conscious thought to things as trivial as obstacles along the path, and my body took over. I always moved faster when my mind stayed out of it, anyway.

      I was breathing hard by the time the trail, padded with a thick layer of decaying leaves and pine needles, gave way to the crunch of tiny rocks under my boots. I slowed to a jog, hopping up onto, then over that same long piece of driftwood that had featured so prominently in my finding sketch of Lex.

      She stood exactly as I’d drawn her, loose strands of hair whipping about her head and long sweater hugged tight around her body, the light from the moon casting her in silver and gray.

      She glanced at me over her shoulder as I approached. “I heard you coming from a mile away,” she said, focus slipping back to the choppy sea. “What’s got you so worked up?” Now floated unsaid on the evening breeze.

      I slowed to a walk, left arm curved over my head to alleviate the stitch in my side. I keep in pretty good shape, but a sprint like that wasn’t something I was ever prepared for. “It’s Garth’s mom—”

      “Oh yes, I already know,” Lex said, voice monotone. She tossed me a sidelong glance. “I overheard his conversation with his dad.” She laughed under her breath, a sound devoid of any hint of joy. “He was so—” She shook her head. “I came out here as soon as I realized what they were talking about. After everything his ancestors did for me all those years ago, I didn’t think I’d be able to tell him no.” When he asked for help, she meant, because how could he not. Lex sighed. “I was hoping you and Nik might’ve already fixed the problem.” She glanced at me again, then returned to staring out across the Agate Passage. At Port Madison. It was like she’d been trying to see what was going on all the way on the other side of the water.

      “How’d you know where I went?”

      Lex shivered and hugged her sweater about herself more tightly. “Dom told me.” Oh, right, the standing mirror. I often forgot that I wasn’t the only one with access to him these days.

      I licked my lips, breathing hard. “Well, he must not’ve told you everything. I couldn’t help her.”

      Lex looked at me, brows raised. “Because you couldn’t find Nik?”

      Looked like Dom hadn’t told her much of anything at all. “No, I—I found him.” I hid my left hand behind my back; it was healed—sort of—but it was noticeably misshapen and would remain that way until the bones were re-broken and set properly. For some reason, I was embarrassed by what went down between Nik and me, and I didn’t want Lex to know.

      “And . . .” Lex prompted.

      “And Nik backed out, and I—” I almost told her about the way I’d shattered the At wall, but that would lead back to the fight with Nik and me sharing my bruised feelings and, well . . . I just wasn’t in a feelings-sharing kind of mood. I was in a get-shit-done mood, and I fully intended to do just that. “I can’t help Garth’s mom on my own,” I finally admitted.

      I paused, listening to my slowing heartbeat. When it was beating in time with Lex’s, I said, “I need your help.”

      Lex blew out a breath. “I was afraid you were going to say that.”

      I moved to stand in front of her. “Just this one time, Lex. Just Garth’s family,” I said in a rush. “That’s it. I won’t ask you to do this ever again.”

      Lex didn’t respond. She didn’t move, displaying that utter stillness so common to Nejerets. For most of us, minimizing external stimulation makes it easier to think.

      “I already have a gateway drawn in the garage, and I can create a portable gateway for the trip back,” I told her. “You won’t have to expose yourself to the outside world for more than fifteen minutes,” I said, addressing what I assumed was her biggest concern. “That’s not even close to enough time for the Senate’s goons to figure out you’re off the compound.”

      Lex brought her hand up to her neck, rubbing that tender skin thoughtfully as she stared across the Agate Pass. “He can find me. Once he realizes I’m gone, wherever I go, he can find me. He’ll stop us.” She was talking about Heru.

      I inhaled slowly, hesitating. “That’s not exactly true.”

      She looked at me.

      “An At barrier will block him.”

      Her eyes widened.

      Before she could come up with some other—any other—logical, reasonable protest, I said, “He has a little sister. Garth, I mean. She’s eleven, and her name is Cassie.” I let that sink in for a second or two. A middle-aged, direly ill woman might not be enough to sway Lex, but the fate of a sick child had to. I rolled the potential lie around in my mouth, gauging the bitterness. Not too bad, and well worth it if it worked.

      I stared out at the Sound, but watched Lex out of the corner of my eye. And then I pulled out the big guns. “She’s sick, too.”
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      I told Lex to meet me in the garage in a half hour, whopper of a lie about Cassie and all. I was maybe being a little overly ambitious with my time estimate, but if I ran the whole way back to the house, repurposed part of a bedsheet for a mobile return gateway, then sprinted to the garage, I knew I could do it. That was leaving zero room for error. Always a great idea.

      Luckily—thanks, universe—I didn’t meet a single unexpected obstacle along the way back to the house, and the gateway I was drawing on a torn fragment of a cotton sheet flared to life with a solid five minutes left on the clock. I jumped to my feet, hastily rolled up the sheet-bound gateway, and blew out of the room.

      “Are you certain this is the wisest—”

      “Seriously?” I hissed, cutting Dom off as I hurtled down the stairs. “This is literally the worst possible time.”

      “Well, that’s a bit of an exaggeration,” Dom muttered.

      I held my tongue. Mostly because any retorts of mine would’ve been both childish and off base. He was just looking out for my and Lex’s best interests. He was always thinking of others.

      Well, I thought to myself, that’s exactly what I’m doing. Cassie and Garth and the rest of their family—this ending wasn’t written in their stars. The Cascade Virus wasn’t written in anyone’s stars, making it the most unnatural thing that had ever existed, and therefore it had to be combated at any cost. In my mind, at least.

      The Ducati was still parked at the base of the cascading stairs leading from the front door to the roundabout driveway. I hopped onto the bike, wedging the rolled-up sheet between the seat and my inner thigh and tossing my helmet into the bushes to retrieve later. I kicked the engine to life and made it into the garage with a minute to spare.

      Lex was already there, cell phone in hand as she paced in front of the gateway I’d drawn in the back corner of the garage earlier that day. As soon as I pulled the bike in through the open garage door, she tapped the face of her phone, and the door glided down to the ground.

      I killed the engine and walked the bike between Heru’s favorite Aston Martin and the armored Range Rover Lex used to drive back when venturing out of the compound was an option for her, bringing it to a stop a dozen or so feet from the gateway. Through the impossible opening in the wall, I could see the side of the Suquamish Museum, just a several-minute ride from Garth’s family’s place in the wooded hills beyond.

      “Hop on,” I said, nodding to the back of the bike. I pulled the wadded-up sheet out from where it was wedged under my thigh and held it out to Lex as she approached. “Hang on to this, will you? I don’t want to lose it.”

      She eyed the bundle, confused. Not surprising, considering it just looked like a rolled-up ivory bedsheet. Which it was. That just wasn’t all it was. “What is it?” she asked, reaching out to take hold of the sheet.

      “Our way home.” I twisted to pat the miniscule passenger seat behind me. “Hop on.”

      Lex raised her leg over the bike’s saddle, hesitant but graceful.

      “You ever ridden before?” I asked her over my shoulder.

      She shook her head.

      I lifted my left foot and settled the boot on the foot peg. “Alright, well . . . don’t make any sudden movements, and just sort of go with the flow of the bike, and we should be fine.”

      Lex frowned. “You said we’d travel straight there and back. Can’t we just walk?”

      I faced forward and muttered, “This’ll be faster,” just a moment before twisting the throttle, spurring the Ducati forward.

      Lex yelped as we hurtled toward the wall. Even I tensed up a bit—it’s only natural—but the bike’s front tire plunged into the gateway exactly as expected, and in a heartbeat, we were through.

      And riding right back into the garage.

      “Shit!” I squeezed the brakes, and the bike skidded to a halt mere inches from slamming into the side of a Lexus. The rear tire fishtailed, and I nearly dropped the bike, regaining control at the last possible moment. I did drop Lex, though.

      She hit the floor with a grunt, rolling on the cement and settling on her knees. Slowly, she stood, wincing when she put pressure on her right foot. I had to give it to her; she knew how to fall.

      “I take it that wasn’t supposed to happen,” she said, pushing her hair out of her face.

      “Definitely not.” I straightened out the bike and propped it on its kickstand, then jogged back to the gateway, scanning the entire thing in search of something—anything—that might tell me why it had malfunctioned so dramatically. It still showed me a view of the side of the museum. It should have taken us there, not back here.

      I stepped off to the side of the gateway, getting as close to the wall as I could, and looked at the gateway’s surface. Nothing stood out as being off, not that I had any clue what to look for, really.

      I took a step backward and, experimentally, raised my hand and pushed it through the gateway. At the same moment, movement to my left caught my eye.

      “What the hell?” I said under my breath as I watched a misshapen hand—my hand—appear near the other edge of the gateway. On this side. Definitely not where it should’ve been.

      One thing was very clear—something was interfering with the magic, blocking the far side of the tunnel I’d punched through reality.

      “Has this ever happened before?” Lex asked.

      I started, not realizing she’d moved closer and was now standing beside me. I’d been too focused on the messed-up gateway. Staring at my own seemingly floating hand, I shook my head. This exact gateway had worked several hours ago, so why wouldn’t it work now?

      Lex sucked in a breath. “Oh God, Kat—what happened to your hand?”

      “Nothing,” I said, probably too quickly. “It’s fine. Nothing I can’t deal with later.” I was referring both to my hand and to the far greater internal damage caused by Nik situation. I cleared my throat. “We’ll just have to go the long way. It only takes fifteen minutes to get there.”

      Lex was quiet for a moment, likely reading way too much into my reaction to her concern. Finally, she shook her head. “You know I can’t be out there for that long. Besides, Heru’s bound to have noticed I’m missing by then.”

      Damn. She was right.

      “But . . . you could try creating a new gateway, I suppose,” Lex suggested. “Maybe one that leads straight to their house?”

      “I guess it’s worth a try.” I tore my stare from my hand. “You’re willing to wait?”

      Lex nodded. “For however long it takes. Garth’s ancestors saved my life; I owe that family a great debt. I’ll do whatever I can to help them.”

      “But what if Heru figures out what we’re doing?” It was more a matter of when than if, but I wasn’t really in the mood to talk Lex out of helping me.

      Lex shrugged, but when she spoke, there was steel in her voice. “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”
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      “You should look outside,” Dom said, his words buzzing through my mind as I drew on the garage wall, knocking me out of the zone. “Something’s going on.”

      I closed my eyes and leaned my forehead against the wall, then inhaled deeply and exhaled through my nose. I was creating the second gateway to Port Madison on the opposite side of the garage from the first, in case there was something wonky about the other wall that was causing the misfire. Or had been, because now, my concentration was well and truly broken.

      “You have the shittiest timing, Dom.”

      “Be that as it may . . .”

      I sighed, heavily, and straightened.

      “What is it?” Lex said from her perch on a fold-out stepladder. She’d been watching me work, silent in her observation, until now.

      “Dom says something’s going on outside.” I turned partway to look at her. “Do you mind checking it out while I finish this?” I said, giving a sideways nod to the almost complete rendition of the log cabin’s front door. I just needed another minute or two and I’d be done. It would’ve been half that without Dom’s interruption.

      “No prob,” Lex said, hands on her thighs to help her stand. From the way she moved, it looked like she was still a little stiff and sore from the tumble off the back of the bike. She’d twisted her knee in her landing, but she barely even limped now.

      “Here,” I said, reaching into my coat pocket. I pulled out the compact mirror that functioned as one of Dom’s windows to the physical world and held it out for Lex to take. “So you two can discuss whatever’s supposedly happening out there,” I told her. And leave me the hell alone, I added silently. Otherwise, I’d never get this gateway up and running.

      Lex took the mirror and opened it, greeting Dom before making her way across the garage to the door. I was already immersed in the drawing on the wall by the time I registered the sound of the door opening and shutting.

      It wasn’t long until that familiar rush of electric energy flowed through me and the gateway flared to life. It was dark on the other side of the gateway, the moonlight filtering through the clouds the only thing lighting the cabin’s exterior.

      “Dom, can you tell Lex I’m ready for her?” I was so used to Dom always being there in the mirror pendant that it took me a few seconds to realize that his silence was a product of his absence. He wasn’t in my pendant right now, he was in the compact I’d sent with Lex. Duh.

      I ran across the garage to the door to fetch my sister myself. “Hey, Lex,” I said as I stepped out into the dark of night.

      She stood a few yards from the door, her back to me.

      “It’s ready. Let’s get go—”

      My words cut off as my focus shifted beyond Lex, and I peered at the tree line to the west. Shock stunted my speech, my lungs seizing up from a sudden wash of dread. There were no stars in the sky above the jutting treetops. No clouded moonlight illuminating the bare, scraggly branches. Just complete and utter blackness. Only one thing could cause such relentless darkness.

      “Is that—”

      “Anti-At,” Lex said, her back still to me. “It’s around the whole compound.”

      “But—” I swallowed, wetting my suddenly parched throat. “But how?” I shook my head. “Why?”

      Lex turned around, facing me. “There’s only one person who could do this,” she said. And she was right.

      Mari, my old partner back when I’d worked for the Senate, was the only Nejeret alive whose sheut enabled her to pull inky anti-At, one of the two building blocks of the universe, into the physical plane. She was the only person other than a full-blown Netjer who had that insanely dangerous ability. It was a well-known fact.

      “But why would Mari do this?” I said, not really looking for an answer.

      “Perhaps the compound is under attack, and creating a dome of anti-At was the only way to shield us,” Dom ventured.

      I didn’t buy it, and I said as much. If we were under attack, we would’ve heard something, even from within the garage. There would’ve been signs. The entire compound was wired with an alarm system to alert everyone within the walls of any kind of danger, and that sure as hell hadn’t gone off.

      “Maybe there was an accident in the lab,” Lex said, voice unsure, “and this was the only way to keep something toxic from getting out?”

      I shook my head. She was reaching with that one. There was another option—a scarier one. “What if it’s the Visitor?” I said. The mysterious Netjer hadn’t exactly been friendly during my one and only interaction with him back in the Ouroboros boardroom, and he was the only other living being currently in this universe capable of creating such a dome.

      Lex’s only response was to wrap her arms around her middle, hugging herself.

      Spinning on my heel, I ran back into the garage, sprinting toward the new gateway. I didn’t slow as I approached and hurtled straight through.

      And, in a dizzying about-face, found myself lurching straight back into the garage.

      “Damn it!” I shouted, kicking the stepladder. It flew a half-dozen yards only to crash into the back windshield of a vintage, cherry-red Mercedes.

      Whatever the reason for the anti-At barricade, one thing was certain: the damn thing was behind the malfunction with my gateways.

      I heard the sound of rubber soles slapping on concrete, then Lex said, “If the Visitor did this, then there’s nothing we can do about it. We’re trapped.” She heaved a few breaths. “We can’t get through . . .”

      “But Mari should still be able to.” I placed my hands on my hips, the toe of my boot tapping as I considered our options.

      If my gateways weren’t working, I doubted Heru would be able to jump outside, either. And it wasn’t like we could break through the poisonous barrier. One touch by a Nejeret—any Nejeret other than me, the only one of our kind besides Mari with an apparent immunity to the soul-eating effects of anti-At by way of the protective ward on my palm—and that Nejeret would be erased from existence. Total eradication. Not only would they cease to be; they’d cease to have been.

      I couldn’t, for the life of me, imagine a single reason why Mari would ever take such a terrible risk, which meant it had to be the Visitor. We had one hope to get out of here—Mari. Without her, we were truly trapped.
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      I didn’t even bother with the bike, though it may have been a second or two faster. I was too hyped up, and sprinting from the garage to the house would do my adrenaline-flooded body good. When I reached the house’s terraced front stairs, my strides ate up the steps three at a time. I slammed into the front door, trembling hand fumbling with the door handle, and tore the door open, a sweating, panting mess.

      “Not another step,” Heru said, the words a whiplash.

      Much as I might like to believe myself beyond his influence, I couldn’t ignore the command in his voice. The more intuitive parts of my mind picked up on the reality that I couldn’t beat him—that if I tried, I would lose—even if my stubborn forethoughts didn’t.

      I stood, frozen in place, staring at the two men standing near the foot of the grand staircase. My eyes narrowed when they landed on Nik. It was all I could do not to launch myself at him, reigniting our fight. I settled for glaring; it was a hell of a lot better than crying, which seemed to be my only other option, according to my tear ducts.

      “What’s going—”

      “Silence,” Heru said.

      I opened my mouth to argue, but the look in Heru’s golden eyes told me that now was definitely not the time to test him. Pressing my lips together, I crossed my arms over my chest and split my glaring efforts between the two ancient men.

      “What—” Lex came in through the open door behind me, out of breath from racing back here. “What’s going on?” She passed me, steps slow and hand gripping her side. “Did you see that thing out there?” she asked, pointing over her shoulder with her thumb.

      “Yes,” Heru said, his tone thawing a bit. “I have, in fact, seen it,”

      “Well, why’s it there?” Lex asked, exasperated.

      “Nekure assures me it’s merely a precautionary measure,” Heru told Lex, eyes only for her now that she was in the foyer. “Little Ivanov,” he said, using his pet name for his wife, “what were you doing with Kat?”

      Lex waved his question away. “Nothing that matters right now.” True enough; it wasn’t like we could get out to finish what I’d started now, what with the giant dome of anti-At keeping us here. “So, Mari created the dome to protect us from something?”

      “Mari didn’t create it,” Nik said. “I did.”

      “What?” I blurted. I couldn’t help it, order to be silent or not. “What are you talking about? You’ve never been able to control anti-At.”

      Nik’s pierced eyebrow arched upward. “Is that so?”

      I sucked in a breath to say more but lost my momentum when I realized I didn’t know anything about the powers Nik’s sheut afforded; I’d only assumed.

      Nik had been around for millennia, almost as long as Heru. He’d been born with a sheut, unlike me, and Lex, Heru, and Aset—we’d been gifted ours a few years back, just before the twins headed out for their grand adventure in Netjer-land. These days, it seemed that my sheut powers were growing in leaps and bounds. Nik had had thousands of years to develop his magical abilities, and he’d had one hell of a coach to help him along the way—Re—so of course he was capable of more than just controlling At. I felt like a moron for never suspecting it.

      I’d been too caught up in my own shit, wallowing in sorrow over losing my mom and disparaging the rotting nature of my assassin’s soul. I’d been too focused on Nik in relation to me—on his perceived years of abandonment of me—that I’d never given a second thought to him in relation to him. Gods, it was past time for me to get over myself already.

      Reality was—I didn’t know Nik at all. The realization was a gut punch. I couldn’t fathom why he’d come back into my life, why he’d spent the last few weeks helping me. I mean, he’d been living in my apartment. It didn’t matter that I wasn’t staying there with him; he was in my space. He’d made himself a part of my life. He had—his choice, not mine. Why? What possible reason? Had that, too, been because of some voice in his head?

      Nothing made sense anymore, and my every attempt to understand was dizzying.

      Only two things were clear in my blindsided mind: Nik was the one trapping us here, and I had to find a way out. Charlene’s life depended on it.

      “Why are you doing this, Nik?” I asked, pleading with my eyes. “Why keep us trapped here?”

      He bowed his head, a sad, dry laugh shaking his chest. “I told you before—I’m trying to save you. I’m trying to save all of you. If the universe collapses, we all die. Re says—”

      “Bullshit.” I took a step toward him, hands balled into tight fists. My nails cut into my palms, feeding my anger and clearing some of the haze of confusion from my mind. “Bull-fucking-shit, Nik.” Another step. My fingers itched for my sword. It didn’t matter that I’d fought him just hours ago and lost. That he’d nearly killed me. I only had eyes for him, and my view of him was cast in red.

      Hurt and anger threatened to drive out all rationality, but I managed to hold on, turning the pain and rage into vehemence. Into passion. Into strength.

      I needed to convince Nik that he was wrong about Re—to make him believe that the Netjer’s voice was a figment of his imagination—just for moment. Just long enough for him to lower the barrier and let me out so I could reach Charlene.

      I took another step toward Nik. “Re’s not talking to you.” Another step. “He’s not in your head.”

      “Tread lightly, little sister,” Dom warned. “Something’s changed—he’s different now than he was this morning.”

      Dom was right. I could see the change, plain as day, whether it was insanity or godly interference. Either way, I couldn’t stop myself.

      One more step, and I was within arm’s reach. “You’ve lost it,” I told Nik, voice hushed. Like I was speaking only to him, only for him. “Can’t you see, Nik? All those years spent with Re hitchhiking in your body have you all twisted up. You can’t tell what’s real and what’s not anymore.” I laughed bitterly, shaking my head. “You know, I get why you left now. I see what he’s done to you.” I stepped closer, getting all up in his personal space, and tilted my head back to meet his hard stare. My words were tactical, but a surge of genuine pity tightened my throat. “He broke you, Nik.” I searched his familiar eyes, feeling like I was looking at a total stranger. “You’re broken.”

      I was vaguely aware of Lex and Heru standing nearby, silent and watchful.

      Nik breathed a laugh through his nose and closed his eyes, and I hoped my words were sinking in, that his resolve was wavering. Then, maybe he would let me out.

      His eyes opened, and he gazed at me through his dark lashes, his pale blue irises barely visible. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you, Kitty Kat?”

      My eyelids opened wide. “What?”

      “Then we’d be two peas in a pod, you and I.”

      I shook my head. “This isn’t about me. I’m not—”

      “We could commiserate about how broken we both are.” He brushed his knuckles down the side of my face.

      I stiffened, needing to get away from him but finding that my legs were unwilling to move.

      “We could comfort each other.” His hand slid lower, his fingers curling around the back of my neck. He leaned in, resting his forehead against mine. “Isn’t that what you want . . . what you’ve always wanted?”

      My eyes burned with a toxic mixture of desire and shame. I’d been drawn to him since the first moment I met him, even when I’d feared him—even when I’d despised him—but now I was desperate to put some distance between us.

      Except, I couldn’t. I just couldn’t. My mind and my body weren’t communicating properly, almost like I’d been hypnotized.

      “You can have that,” Nik continued. “We can be together.” His breath brushed across my face, warm and intoxicating. “You just have to agree to give up. No more transformations. No more new Nejerets. Not even one.”

      I felt the strong desire to agree, to abandon my quest to save Charlene. My head even started the downward tilt that would initiate a nod.

      But, somewhere in the back of my hazy mind, I recalled a Nejeret named Nicolaj. His was one of the names tattooed on my arm in permanent At ink, because he was one of the rogue Nejerets I’d hunted down. One of the many I’d killed. He’d had a sheut, natural born, unlike mine, and it had enabled him to overwhelm human minds until they bent to his will. Just humans, in his case, but who was to say that Nik hadn’t developed a similar power—one that worked on Nejerets, too.

      As soon as I considered the possibility, I knew it was true, and the realization that Nik was exerting some kind of magical mind control over me was like a bucket of ice water dumped over my head. I blinked once, shocked and appalled that he would ever violate me like that. And then I kneed him in the groin as hard as I could.

      Nik’s hand slipped off my neck, and he doubled over. Gets them every time.

      I skittered back a few steps. “Don’t you ever do that to me again.”

      I needed to find Mari; she was the only person who could get me out of here, because she was the only other person alive who could break through a wall of anti-At. I spun around, brushing past Lex and Heru as I ran to the door to the underground lab. Mari would be down there; like Aset and Neffe, she’d been spending nearly every hour of every day in the lab since the Cascade Virus started spreading . She’d even taken to napping on the cots set up in the quarantine area.

      “Kat!” Lex called. “Wait!”

      I yanked the door open and stepped through the doorway, pausing in the opening. I met Lex’s shocked stare and shook my head. “How could you let him . . . ?” I shook my head, devastated by the avalanche of disappointment.

      And then I slammed the door.
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      I hurtled down the stairwell and ran into the lab. Gasps and shouts heralded my abrupt entrance.

      Automatically, I shielded my eyes from the faux daylight burning bright overhead as I scanned the faces of at least a dozen Nejerets. Neffe remained in the back corner where I’d found her earlier with Aset, but Aset herself was making her way across the lab toward me.

      They wouldn’t have heard the disagreement that just happened over their heads, not with all of the security reinforcements and soundproofing laced through the lab’s walls and ceiling. It was as solid of a bomb shelter as, well, an actual bomb shelter. In fact, there was a veritable warren of underground tunnels and buildings beneath the surface of the compound, a safety measure as much as a way to expand without disrupting too much of the natural beauty on the ground and drawing unwanted attention from humans in the area.

      I skirted around a cluster of three Nejerets huddled at a laptop at the nearest workstation, heading for the opaque plastic wall that blocked off the quarantine area. It was where any live subjects were kept—a.k.a. humans infected with the Cascade Virus. Not that we were susceptible to the virus, but we also weren’t eager to spread it to those who were.

      “Kat,” Aset said, picking up the pace to head me off. “What are you—”

      I stopped her with a look. I had no clue what my expression was, but the rage and betrayal I felt toward Nik for his attempt to manipulate my mind had warped my features into something frightful enough to stop her in her tracks.

      Unconcerned, I pushed through the plastic doorway, not pausing for the disinfectant spray in the pseudo-airlock, and tore the next zippered doorway open.

      Six cots arranged in two rows filled the space within the enclosed area, and only half were occupied. Mari lay curled up on her side on the farthest cot on the left, her back to me, unmoving save for the slow rise and fall of her rib cage. I made a beeline for her.

      “Hey,” I said when I reached the cot, grabbing Mari’s shoulder and giving it a solid shake. “Mars, wake up. I need your help.”

      Her muscles tensed under my hand just a moment before she twisted and lashed out, an anti-At dagger materializing in her hand, black as obsidian.

      I caught her wrist, halting the blade a scant inch from my throat.

      Her eye rounded. “Jesus, Kat, you look like shit.” Her voice was hoarse with sleep, and her stare fixed on my hand. “What happen—”

      I leaned in, forcing her arm lower. “We don’t have time for any of that right now, Mars. I need you to come with me.”

      The black dagger evaporated into a fine, inky mist, and Mari flopped over onto her back on the cot, pulling her wrist free of my grip. “Why?” She rubbed her eyes. “I have work to do here, and—” Her eyelids opened even wider than before, and she sat up abruptly. “What’s going on?” She stared upward, her gaze gliding along the ceiling. She was sensing the unbroken anti-At barrier surrounding us. “It’s all around us. That’s—” She shook her head slowly, her mouth working but no sound coming out. “That’s impossible,” she finally said, voice distant. “I was asleep. I didn’t create this. It’s imposs—”

      “Nik did it.”

      Mari refocused on me, shock fading to irritation in her jade-green eyes, which slowly narrowed to slits. “I’m sorry—what?”

      “He’s been hiding a whole crap-ton of shit from us.” From me—that was the part that really stung, topped off by the cherry of an attempted mindfucking. “Listen, Mars”—I gripped her shoulder—“I know you’ve got research to do, but I really need your help.” I emphasized my plea with a gentle squeeze. “Just give me a night. Just one night—when the sun rises tomorrow morning, you’re free to—”

      “I’m in,” she said, slaughtering my queued-up pleas.

      My eyebrows rose, and it took me a moment to regroup. I’d expected to have to do a lot more begging to get her to agree to help. Not that I was about to talk her out of it.

      “I’m not making any progress here, anyway,” she said. “We’ve hit a full-on brick wall with our research into the Cascade Virus.” She pulled her arm free from my grip and raised both hands to work on fixing her mussed bob. “What do you need me to do?”

      So many things, but I thought it best to start small. Leap one damn hurdle at a time. “Make me a knife, first off,” I said, drawing the combat knife I kept tucked away in my boot sheath. “An anti-At version of this.” It would replace the mundane knife and function as a repellant to any Nejeret who might try to stop me. If Nik or Heru or anyone got close enough, one nick from an anti-At blade would erase them from existence forever. Nobody would risk it.

      “You are running out of time, little sister,” Dom told me. “They’re discussing the best way to contain you. It’s only a matter of seconds until they come down to get you.” For a moment, I was clueless as to how Dom could possibly know that, but then I remembered the compact mirror I’d lent to Lex. She probably didn’t even realize that she was giving me ears into their discussion through Dom.

      Mari took the combat knife from me, turning it over and over as she studied it. There was a sizzle in the air, and blackness crystallized the blade, though the handle remained the same. “It won’t work on Nik,” she warned me.

      I hadn’t considered the fact that his new—or new-to-me—power would render him immune from the soul-erasing effects of the black-as-death material. “Well,” I said, “we’ll just have to do our best to avoid him.” Just for the night. All I needed was a single night, enough time to gain some minimal control over my own expanding sheut power and rescue Garth’s mom from the single greatest threat to her life—their mortality.

      Fury would sustain me, motivate me. I could already feel my connection to the universal energies strengthen . . . could sense the otherworldly power welling within my sheut. I was overflowing with it; if that wasn’t enough to make the transformation procedure work, then nothing would be.

      “Heru truly wants you on his side,” Dom said. “Nik wants Heru to teleport him down here with him so he can contain you in anti-At until the threat has passed, but Heru wishes to give you the chance to surrender . . . to ‘fall back into line.’”

      I snorted and shook my head. Despite our pretty damn epic falling-out, Nik still knew me well. He knew I wouldn’t give up, that “falling into line” wasn’t even in my radar.

      “What?” Mari asked.

      I touched the mirror pendant, telling her I was receiving intel from Dom.

      “Oh, right,” she said, pulling a phone from the pocket of her lab coat and unlocking the screen with her thumbprint.

      “What are you doing?” I asked. This was hardly the time to make a phone call. “We ran out of time, like, yesterday.”

      “I’m texting my mom,” Mari said. “We’re going to need her help if we’re going to have any chance at all of evading Heru.”

      “Heru is on his way now,” Dom warned.

      There was a silent crackle in the air, and I spun around in time to see Heru materialize within the quarantine area. Luckily the two infected humans resting down here were passed out, either asleep, sedated, or comatose, depending on how far the disease had progressed within them. Otherwise, they’d have been in for quite the show.

      “Speak of the devil,” I said, hiding the newly minted anti-At knife behind my back. If Dom was right and Heru was still rooting for me to come to my senses—so to speak—then there was a chance that talk could buy enough time for Mari to convince her mom, Mei, to join the fun. Mei shared the ability to teleport with Heru, only she had centuries more experience with the power. She was quicker. Better. Having her on our team would give us the edge we needed.

      Heru stood a few yards away, head held high and eyes locked with mine. He looked like he had no intention of moving, let alone of attacking, but with him, looks could be very deceiving. Like Nik, he was one of the few people alive who could—and likely would—beat me in a fight.

      I gripped the hilt of the anti-At knife more tightly.

      “Cease this childishness, Kat,” Heru said, his voice silken steel.

      A chill crept up my spine. An instinctive warning from the part of my brain that gave a shit about self-preservation. The part that didn’t understand just how far past caring about my own life I was at that moment. I would see this through, no matter what. Charlene wasn’t dying on my watch.

      “Stand down, and all will be well.” Heru’s presence only fanned my anger, turning it to rage.

      “And if I don’t?” I said, the words grating in my throat.

      My eyes burned with the overwhelm of emotion. This man was my lord, my king. I’d pledged my loyalty to him, years ago. I’d put my faith and trust in him. And even though he currently faced me emanating an aura of threat, I still believed he was the right person to lead our people. The fair and just choice, if not necessarily the most compassionate Nejeret alive.

      “Kat,” Heru said, tone both patronizing and filled with disappointment. “Trust me when I tell you that you don’t want to find out the consequences of further disobedience.”

      He was wrong. What I didn’t want was to use the anti-At blade on him. In my heart, my soul, I knew I didn’t want to unmake him—and not only because doing so would unravel his thread from the fabric of history and plunge us all into the unknown chaos of a world where he’d never existed, though that was a big part of it. I believed in him, still. But I didn’t believe in blind faith, and that’s what he was asking me to give him. To give Nik.

      It stung that he couldn’t return the favor, that he couldn’t believe in me.

      “I can’t believe you’re listening to him,” I said, jaw aching from clenching so hard. “It’s highly unlikely that Re’s actually talking to him. You know that, right?” I scoffed. It didn’t matter if I believed what I was saying; it only mattered that my words bought us time. “I mean, Lex has to use a magical pendant to talk to the twins across universal boundaries, but suddenly Nik can do it willy-nilly and you just believe him? Please, explain to me the logic there. Tell me how this makes any sense at all.”

      Heru’s nostrils flared. “I must entertain the possibility that Re is truly in communication with Nekure.”

      I groaned in annoyance and rolled my eyes.

      “You’ve always been reactive, Kat, and now is no different. You’re thinking with your heart, not with your head.”

      “Oh, really . . .” I was trying to save a life—one single life—not let someone die based on the unsubstantiated claims of a man who might just be insane. Felt like pretty sound reasoning to me. I planted my hand on my hip, fully intending to drag out this argument as long as was necessary.

      “Nekure hadn’t heard even a whisper from Re until three days ago,” Heru said, raising a hand to stop my protests before they could start.

      “So what?”

      “Humor me,” he said. “Just for a minute.”

      It struck me that Dom was right; Heru wanted me to come around. That realization caught me off guard. Like I said, he’s a good guy. The right guy for the job. I almost felt bad for him that he was stuck giving a shit about me.

      I pursed my lips. It was the only way to guarantee I held my tongue.

      “Assume, just for a moment, that Nekure is correct, and somehow a connection has been reestablished between him and Re,” Heru said. “This connection only became apparent after we carried out three ba transference procedures.”

      As he spoke, the gears in my mind whirred. It was a coincidence, most likely. Correlation doesn’t equal causation.

      “If Nekure’s claims are correct and he is hearing Re’s voice as a direct effect of the procedures,” Heru continued, “then somehow, the transformation of human souls into Nejeret bas—of mortal into immortal—has weakened the barriers between the Netjer universe and our own.” He paused, his stare intense, but not menacing. “If the transformation of just three souls has done this, what will happen after three more? Or just one more?”

      Heru took a step toward me, then another. He was maybe nine feet away now. Close enough that a solid lunge would put him on top of me. “Are you really willing to gamble with the stability of our universe?” he asked me. “With the fate not just of humankind but of all life?”

      His words were starting to get to me, and I shook my head like I was casting off a swarm of fruit flies. “And the twins?” I asked, grasping the threads of logic that were way sturdier than this hearsay-based conjecture. “Any word from them?” Heru and Lex’s godly children were, after all, the designated Netjer caretakers of this universe. They were always tapped in to it, on every level, no matter their current absentee status.

      Heru inhaled and exhaled slowly, then shook his head, a simple slice left, then to the right.

      I felt that crackle of energy behind me and knew that Mei had arrived. I was out of time. No more wavering.

      Heru’s focus shifted past me, and the corners of his mouth tensed. His knees bent, just a little. He was making his move.

      I pulled the anti-At combat knife out from behind my back and held it in front of me defensively.

      Heru’s eyes widened when they landed on the glimmering onyx-like blade. He was erring on the side of caution by believing his nephew’s story, but it was clear that he wasn’t willing to risk temporal suicide for the sake of defending something that might be.

      “I have to go,” I said, lowering my chin. I extended my arm behind me, and I felt Mei’s warm fingers wrap around my wrist. “I made a promise.” Not a second before the world was overtaken by iridescent fire.

      We were gone, nothing but burned bridges in our wake. I’d kept my distance from my people for years. Now, with a single decision, I’d made my split from them absolute. I could never go home again.

      Here’s to hoping it was worth it.
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      My lungs seized up. My heart strained to pump. I was frozen. Immobile. Both there and here. Dead and alive. Existing and not.

      And then there was a whoosh, and oxygen-rich air rushed into my lungs. My heart stumbled over itself in its eagerness to return to business as usual. I dropped to my knees, Mei’s hand slipping off my arm, and touched my forehead to the sodden, mulchy ground. It was wet, muddy, but at least it was cool.

      “Is it always like that?” I asked, gasping for delicious air. Thank the gods that traveling through gateways was a totally different experience from teleporting.

      “Pretty much,” Mari said. “But you get used to it.”

      I turned my head to the side so my cheek was touching the ground and watched Mari’s slippers move into my range of vision. Apparently, she’d been going for comfort lately down in the lab. Her wool-lined moccasins sank into the rain-soaked earth as she stood with her toes nearly touching a glimmering wall of absolute, light-sucking blackness.

      I pushed myself up so I was kneeling. I was a little dizzy, but at least I was upright. “So, next time should be better?” A quick glance around told me we were just outside the compound’s walls in a wooded knoll about a quarter mile from the gate.

      Mei offered me her hand. “It took Mari a couple hundred jumps to get acclimated.”

      “Awesome.” Before I accepted her proffered hand, I tucked the anti-At knife into my boot sheath and wiped the mud from my face with the front of my shirt. “Thanks,” I said as Mei helped pull me up onto unsteady legs.

      She released my hand and gave my shoulder a gentle pat. “Always glad to help.”

      “This’ll just take me a sec,” Mari said, both palms pressed against the anti-At barrier. Her eyes were squeezed shut, and her lips were pressed into a thin, bloodless line. She’d never been able to handle anti-At as quickly or nimbly as Nik could At—chalk it up to thousands of years of practice, I supposed—but this long of a delay was unusual for her.

      I started counting the seconds as they passed. “What’s the holdup, Mars?” I asked when I reached thirty.

      With an exasperated grunt, Mari let her hands fall away from the wall. “The barrier’s not just made of anti-At,” she said, then slapped the thing. “He cheated! It’s laced with At, too. I can’t break through even a small part of it.”

      I closed my eyes and inhaled and exhaled slowly. “That sneaky turd,” I said under my breath.

      Well, I had no choice but to throw a Hail Mary now. I climbed to my feet and raised my left hand. The Eye of Horus tattoo burned the closer my hand came to the unbreakable barrier.

      “What are you doing?” Mari exclaimed, making to reach for my wrist.

      I swatted her hand away, stopping a second attempt with a look. “Trust me.” After a nervous deep breath, I slapped my palm against the barrier. There was no guarantee that such a massive amount of soul-eating anti-At wouldn’t overwhelm my protective ward and consume me, erasing me from existence entirely. After all, I’d only tested it with a baseball-sized ball of the stuff. But I was out of options.

      My palm was on fire. I gritted my teeth and held my breath, waiting for the telltale tingle of anti-At invading my body, hungrily seeking out my ba.

      It never came.

      I blew out my breath in relief and opened my eyes. Both Mari and Mei were watching me, hands to their mouths and twin looks of horror in their eyes.

      “See,” I said, “easy peasy.”

      Ever so slowly, Mari lowered her hand. “You’re insane,” she whispered.

      I snorted, playing at nonchalant when I was anything but—my heart was pounding. “Like that’s news to anyone.” I gave the dome a sideways nod. “C’mon, let’s get this over with before Heru gets a lock on our location.”

      Tentatively, Mari raised her hands and replaced her palms against smooth, obsidian surface. The skin around her eyes was tight with tension. She looked at me, uncertainty written all over her face. “How exactly is you touching the barrier supposed to make this work any better?” she asked.

      “Where’s the trust, Mars? Don’t I always have a plan?”

      She laughed, a shallow, dry sound, and shook her head. “No, actually, you never have a plan.” And then she closed her eyes, concentration warping her delicate features.

      I did the same. Focusing on the At interwoven with its counterpart throughout the barrier. I could sense it, bound to the anti-At like one half of a zipper. I could sense it, but no matter how hard I concentrated, I couldn’t isolate it from the anti-At and will it away.

      “Heru’s found you,” Dom said, his words skittering across the edges of my awareness. “They’re on their way.”

      It was time for another approach. A more personal approach.

      In my mind’s eye, I pictured Nik, the one who’d created the barrier, all smug satisfaction, his heavenly features twisted by a gloating smirk. I imagined that he was made of solid At—that all of the At interwoven in the barrier had been reworked into a likeness of him—and that my hands were wrapped around his neck. I was so furious at him about messing with my mind that I wanted to tear his stupid imaginary head right off. Focusing that rage, I squeezed as hard as I could, willing my fingers to sink into the stonelike material.

      “Come on,” I said, voice a mere groan. “Come on . . .”

      Inside my head, my imagined fingers sank deeper into the At that made up Nik’s neck. I would destroy him for what he’d done to me. For what he was doing to me. I would tear him limb from limb, molecule from molecule.

      “An engine approaches,” Mei whispered. I felt her hand grip my upper arm. She was getting ready to teleport us again, probably to another portion of the barrier. How long would it take me to recover from the jump this time?

      I redoubled my efforts on the barrier—on my mental image of Nik. Sweat trickled down the back of my neck. My palm felt slippery against the impermeable barrier.

      Mari grunted a scream, and then I was falling forward.

      We’d done it. We’d broken through the dome. We were free.

      I opened my eyes and, for only a fraction of a second, I saw the trees that had been on the other side of the dome. Without warning, the world erupted in a shimmering iridescence and I was drowning in the temporary horror of inexistence as Mei teleported us away.
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      We reappeared in absolute darkness, and for a moment, I was convinced that I had overestimated my immunity to the effects of anti-At and was experiencing firsthand what it was like to witness my life—my very existence—unraveling. Except I wasn’t alone in my worse-than-death fate. Two other heartbeats cut through the deafening darkness. Two other pairs of lungs sucked in rasping breaths in chorus with mine.

      “Where’s the latch,” Mei whispered, voice hushed, but harsh with urgency. “I can’t see a damn thing!”

      Without warning, a blinding light burned through the darkness. “Here,” Mari said, the light bobbing along.

      I blinked several times, hand held up to shield my eyes. It was a phone; Mari was using the screen as a flashlight, illuminating a brick tunnel that ended with a vault door. It took me a second or two to put two and two together and figure out where we were—in the warren of tunnels under Seattle, standing just outside of Mari and Mei’s hidden underground bunker.

      Now that there was light, Mei’s movements transformed from fumbling to purposeful as she moved closer to the vault door. The heavy, mechanized door had once protected a bank vault, back in the 1880s, before Seattle was ravaged by a fire and the city’s officials decided that rebuilding was so last year and built a brand-new, “fireproof” city on top of the old instead.

      While Mei worked on the door’s locks and latches, I moved closer to Mari. “We can’t stay here for long.”

      Her brows bunched together. “I’m sorry?” she said, clearly not understanding.

      “Once Heru gets a lock on our location, it’ll only be a matter of minutes until he and Nik pop in, and I’m guessing that this time it’s going to be for more than a chat.” I had little doubt that the niceties were over, and that Heru would be playing hardball from here on out. When he finally made an appearance, Nik would be with him, and if Nik got close enough to see us—to use any of his myriad of sheut powers on us—we’d be SOL, and so would Charlene. We had to keep moving, period.

      Mari shook her head, her mussed bob swaying. “But he won’t be able to sense us,” she explained. “I lined the walls and ceiling and, well, everything in the bunker with anti-At a while back. It’s how we stayed hidden from you and Heru for more than a week.” She eyed me, shadowed gaze quizzical. “You must’ve wondered . . .”

      “Huh.” I had wondered, but I’d forgotten in the chaotic events of the days since then.

      “I’ll keep an eye on Heru and the others anyway,” Dom said, “just in case.”

      “Thanks,” I whispered. The need for urgency might have lost a reason, but it was still a necessity. Charlene was a ticking time bomb at this point, and we were racing against the clock. At least now Garth was there, and if his mom awoke in a rabid frenzy, he’d be able to take care of her. Though I hoped, desperately, that it wouldn’t come to that. I’d been destroyed when my mother was killed right in front of me; I had no idea what putting down his own mom would do to Garth.

      There was a metallic clang from the vault end of the tunnel, then the screech of rusty metal on metal. Mari and I halted and turned our heads to watch Mei pull the vault door open.

      “We should stay here for fifteen or twenty minutes,” Mari said, “long enough that Heru has time to realize we’ve hidden ourselves from him and gives up on actively searching for us using his gift.”

      I wasn’t fond of the idea of sitting here for so long, but I didn’t have much of a choice. I could probably do this without their help, but my likelihood of succeeding was way higher if I had them with me.

      Mari rubbed her hands together as we made our way to the armored doorway, “So, once the waiting’s over, what’s next?” She gave me a wry look. “Assuming your plan didn’t end with us breaking through that thing . . .” It was a jab, but a lighthearted one.

      Back in the days of our deadly partnership, Mari had always been the planner, while I’d operated best with more of a fly-by-the-seat-of-my-pants mentality. We’d compromised, most of the time, mixing planning with improvising in an often heart-stopping, always intoxicating way. We’d been one hell of a team, at least until the work lost its luster and my heart lost its “in it.”

      “I do, in fact, have a plan,” I told her as I passed her on my way into the bunker. “Shocking, I know.”

      Mari held back to pull the heavy door shut, spinning the handle to lock it. “And mildly impressive.” She turned from the vault door and headed toward the sofa tucked away in the “living room” corner of the bunker. She shed her lab coat and draped it over the back of the couch, then toed off her muddy slippers. “Let’s hear it, then.”

      I bit my lip, hesitating. I needed to know one thing before I divulged my mildly kamikaze plot to her and her mom. “First, tell me one thing, Mars—why are you helping me?” I glanced at Mei, who was puttering around in the bunker’s surprisingly well-laid-out kitchen. It was a little 1950s, but still beyond anything I’d have expected to find down here. “Both of you—not that I’m not grateful, but you’re risking everything by helping me. Heru, once he gets his hands on us . . .”

      I looked up at the ceiling and shook my head, momentarily unable to believe that I’d thought crossing Heru and Nik was even a remotely good idea. Mari’d been right earlier; I’d lost my mind. I was certifiably bonkers.

      A hand on my shoulder drew me back to the here and now. I was a little surprised to find Mei peering at me rather than her daughter.

      “I was in our rooms when my father arrived tonight,” she said, speaking of Nik.

      Every single time I was faced with that reality—that Nik was Mei’s father—it stunned me a little. Nik had lived for thousands and thousands of years, so it shouldn’t have shocked me that he’d procreated at some point. Honestly, the more shocking thing should’ve been that he’d had only one kid—Mei—but he was just so unfatherly that the truth of their relationship never ceased to blow my mind.

      “I overheard him telling Heru what he believed to be the truth,” Mei continued, “about Re and hearing his voice . . . about his warning of what might happen if more human souls were transformed into Nejeret bas.” Her gaze grew distant, and her hand fell away.

      She seemed different since her time spent as a captive in the Ouroboros lab, the same place Dom had been imprisoned and tortured. Mei was a former Senate member, a leader in her own right, but now she was subdued . . . even withdrawn.

      “Re is the reason I never had a chance to truly know my father. He’s the reason my father nearly killed you, his—”

      “Friend,” Mari said, and I looked at her, confused by the interruption. She offered me a miniscule smile and a half-hearted shrug, then took her mom’s place in the kitchen and started filling up a coffeepot with water from the faucet.

      When I returned my attention to Mei, she no longer wore that far-off stare. She cleared her throat, also offering me a smile, though hers was a little shaky. “Re is the reason my father’s mind broke . . . the reason he was absent from my life once again, even though we’d finally found each other.” A hard glint flashed in her eyes. “After everything he’s done to my father—after everything—Re’s no friend of mine.” She breathed in and out harshly. “Whether he’s really back, his whispers poisoning my father’s mind further, or whether this is just an echo of Re’s abuse, I won’t stand for it.” She balled her hand into a fist. “My family is done being manipulated by that thing, and I could care less that he’s one of the creators of our universe.”

      A heavy, somber air filled the silence after Mei finished.

      “Fair enough.” I exchanged a glance with Mari. “What about you?” I asked her.

      She resumed her almost robotic coffee-making. “I dunno. I guess I was bored.” She poured coffee grounds into a filter. “We haven’t made any progress in the search for a cure, and the research environment down in that lab was growing stale.” She shrugged. “It wasn’t really a ‘breakthrough’ environment anymore. We’re too sheltered down there.” She tucked the loaded filter into the coffeemaker. “A cure is our ticket back into Heru’s good graces. Without that, we’re as good as dead.” She flipped the switch on the coffeepot, then met my eyes. “Necessity is the mother of innovation, after all . . . if this little adventure doesn’t force a spark of brilliance, nothing will.”

      I snorted a laugh. “And you call me crazy.”
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      “You know,” Mari said as she emerged from the bedroom area of the bunker, “I’ve been thinking . . .”

      I’d yet to have the grand tour, but I hardly needed it. From my vantage point at the dining table, I had a solid view of the bedroom Mari had retreated into to change into what she called “mission-appropriate attire.” She’d gone in wearing black slacks, a blouse, socks, and a lab coat, and had emerged a few minutes later in an outfit of fitted black leather pants, a black sleeveless blouse cut low enough to show off her not-insubstantial cleavage, and black stiletto booties.

      “Jesus, Mars,” I said, giving her elevator eyes, “we’re going to a house, not a club.”

      She rolled her eyes—how very me of her—and shrugged on a fitted black leather coat. “I figured I’m the muscle for this little excursion,” she said, twirling an anti-At dagger that she pulled out of thin air. “Thought I should look appropriately intimidating.” She made the dagger disappear, freeing up her hands to tie her shoulder-length hair back into a low nubbin of a ponytail.

      She looked intimidating, alright—sexually, not physically.

      “Okay,” I said, drawing out the word. I couldn’t believe her mom didn’t have an opinion, but Mei remained quiet, stirring a pot of marinara sauce at the stove.

      It was always a good idea for a Nejeret to eat a square meal before heading out on a dangerous mission—the surplus in nutrients and calories could stave off any necessary rounds of injury-induced regenerative sleep for an hour or two, and I was already in the red because of my now-healed wrist and hand injuries. The next time I caught some shut-eye, I’d be out until my body decided it was in good enough shape on a cellular level to wake.

      Mari waved my reaction to her outfit away like it was an unwanted, mangy puppy. “Anyway, like I said—I’ve been thinking, and I think the wisest thing would be to do a trial run before we head over to your boyfriend’s place.”

      I clenched my jaw, barely refraining from snapping, “He’s not my boyfriend.” I closed my eyes, centering myself, then opened them and fixed my stare on Mari. “What did you have in mind?” I didn’t hate the idea of a trial run—it would ensure that my impotence of the last attempt wouldn’t be repeated—but every second we spent outside of this bunker and its protective encasement of anti-At was a second closer to the moment Heru zeroed in on our location. Once we were out of here, we really would have to stay mobile. I couldn’t afford to get caught before I’d made it back to Charlene’s bedside.

      “We could head to the Tent District,” I said, thinking aloud. I felt fairly certain that Dorman would be willing to let me attempt any potential life-saving procedure on the infected people in his care.

      Mari shook her head, then pulled out the chair adjacent to mine and sat. “I don’t want to give Heru a reason to think that Dorman and all the Nejerets there are in league with your little underground movement here.”

      My eyebrows rose. I was surprised she cared. Mari tended to be more of an ends-justify-the-means kind of girl. But then I remembered that she and Dorman had a history, that he’d been one of her followers back during the dark days, when Mari and Mei and all of the other Nejerets unlucky enough to have been born with a sheut were hunted by the former totalitarian body of leadership of our people, the Council of Seven. Thank the gods that patriarchal group had gone the way of the dinosaurs. If only the governmental body that replaced it hadn’t proved to be just as corrupt.

      “How’s a quick trip to my old stomping grounds sound?” Mari said.

      I searched her jade eyes, unsure what exactly she was suggesting. And then I got it, and my mouth fell open. “Ouroboros? You can’t be serious . . .”

      She’d worked as the science director for the twisted corporation for nearly a year, but I didn’t see how that could help us, let alone why returning there could ever be seen as a good idea. The Ouroboros board had been in cahoots with the Senate. That corporation provided our enemies their main stronghold within our territory, because while Heru could police any unwelcome Nejerets within his kingdom’s borders, he could hardly enforce anything with the humans.

      Mari tapped her nose, telling me I was right on the money with my guess. “Why yes, my friend, I am serious.” She raised a hand, palm out, and said, “Hear me out.” She curled her fingers into a fist, holding up only her index finger. “First, there’s plenty of potential subjects there.”

      I frowned, knowing she was right. It was all over the local PNS feed—Ouroboros was offering medical aid to any and all people turned away from the hospitals. Probably as a front with plans to allow those in their care to reach the rabid phase without sedation or euthanization, then releasing them back out into the unsuspecting public so the disease would spread even faster. I yearned for the day I could focus on taking them and their parent conglomerate, Initiative Industries, down. Assuming I survived the shitstorm Heru threw my way after this, I would destroy them.

      But I needed to follow through with my promise to Garth’s family first, then get the Cascade Virus under control and bring the Senate to their knees. It didn’t matter to me which happened first; it was just a comfort to feel my inner resolve. Purpose was a security blanket I hadn’t slept with for a long damn time. It felt good to have it back.

      “Second,” Mari continued, “I know their facilities inside and out.” She raised a third finger. “And last—but not least—even if Heru figures out where we are in the brief time that we’re in Ouroboros facilities, he’ll think twice before coming after us there.”

      I let out a single, voiceless laugh. She was right. It was the perfect place to run a quick trial, to give me a chance to perfect—or at least to hone—my control over At before returning to Port Madison to heal Charlene.

      “We’d need to be quick,” I said, glancing at Mei. She was piling mountains of spaghetti noodles tossed in marinara sauce on three different plates in the kitchen. “There’s no saying how much time Charlene has left.” But at least by making sure I could make the procedure work, I wouldn’t dash her family’s hopes twice in one day.

      “Also . . .” I pulled the orb containing a fragment of Heru’s ba from my coat pocket and held it up in my palm. “I’ve only got the one fragment, and if Samuel or Cassie have contracted the virus . . .” I shook my head, knowing I’d be unable to abandon them to their fate. I didn’t operate that way. “I have no idea how to separate this thing into smaller pieces. Who knows how long it’ll take me to figure that out.”

      “No biggie,” Mari said, standing and retreating to the bedroom once more. When she reemerged, she was carrying a small canvas makeup bag. She set it on the table in front of me and reclaimed her seat. “My gift to you.”

      I snatched the little bag off the table and unzipped the zipper. It was filled with several dozen marble-sized balls of At, each with its own, smoky ba fragment. “You’ve been keeping your own private stash of these things?” I asked, floored.

      “Happy belated birthday,” she said with a cutesy shrug.

      I was speechless.

      Mei carried two of the plates of spaghetti to the table and set them before Mari and me. A fork was planted like a flagpole in the center of each mound of noodles. “Eat up,” she said, “and then we’ll go.” She returned to the kitchen, where she shoveled a huge bite from the third plate into her mouth, then hurried into the bedroom. She returned a moment later with a canvas messenger bag, which she proceeded to stock full of protein bars, bags of fruit snacks, and several bottles of Gatorade between bites of spaghetti.

      I watched her as I dug into my own food. Beside me, Mari did the same.

      Apparently, Mei was even more of a planner than her daughter was. Good. Because, at the moment, I was a definitive loose cannon. They were functioning as my stabilizers. It was a role that, in both the distant and the recent past, had belonged to Nik. In his absence, I needed their stability, desperately.

      I took bite after bite, avoiding the implications of that realization. I didn’t need Nik. I didn’t need him.

      I didn’t need anyone.
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      “Where are we?” I asked, peering out at the scattered clumps of trees and the boxy four- and five-story buildings surrounding the grassy knoll where Mei had teleported us. I was down on one knee and disoriented from my third jump of the night—and it was full-on dark—but I could see more than well enough to know that none of those squat buildings were the towering Columbia Center, the base of the Ouroboros Corporation’s Seattle headquarters. From the looks of it, we weren’t in downtown Seattle at all.

      “We’re at the satellite campus in Redmond,” Mari said, gripping my elbow tightly and hoisting me up to my feet. “You didn’t think they were taking sick folks in at the downtown location, did you?” She laughed, a musical sound. “Ouroboros only leases two floors there—where would they put all the people?”

      I hadn’t given it much thought, but I had assumed we were headed to the downtown location. It had been a shallow assumption, clearly. I decided not to comment, glancing around as I brushed off my knee instead. It took me a second to reorient myself to being on the other side of Lake Washington. I so rarely ventured over to the Eastside, and that abrupt transition was jarring.

      “So,” I said, “where to now?” There were at least five buildings within sight.

      Mari headed toward a paved path that led to the building to my immediate left, maybe a hundred yards away. “This way.” She walked on her toes, doing her best to keep her heels from spiking into the soggy grass.

      Mei followed her daughter wordlessly, and I stared after them both for a moment, then trotted to catch up. “How do you know where to go?” I asked.

      “I recognized the interior from one of the featurettes on the news,” Mari tossed over her shoulder. She reached the path, and her gait became much steadier, her heels tapping dully on the cement.

      I fell into step beside her.

      “Honestly, I’d bet they’ve got people stuffed into most of the buildings here by now,” she said.

      “Oh?”

      Mari nodded once. “The more test subjects, the better, right?” She laughed dryly. “I mean, they’ve got to be in full-on panic mode right now, searching for a cure and all, and if we haven’t been successful, I can guarantee they’re struggling to make any progress at all.”

      “Wait.” I paused mid-step. “What?” Again, I jogged to catch up. “Why would they want to find a cure; they’re the ones who released the virus to begin with.”

      “Technically, it was Scott and Gregory who released the infected kids,” she said, mentioning two of the Ouroboros board members. “And there’s no way it was sanctioned by the Ouroboros or Initiative boards,” she continued. “They’re many things, but they’re not suicidal.” Another dry laugh, this one with notes of bitterness. “Oh no, this has ‘Senate’ written all over it.”

      My eyes narrowed. There was another option—the Visitor. The Netjer who’d been masquerading as “Gregory” for who knows how long. But neither Mari nor Mei knew anything about the Visitor—Heru had ordered that little tidbit stay on extreme lockdown, and I’d already crossed him enough for one day—so I kept my Visitor-centric hypothesis to myself.

      “So you’re saying this sudden ‘humanitarianism’ is more than just a publicity stunt for Ouroboros,” I said, stopping when Mari and Mei did. We were several dozen paces from the building’s glass door.

      “Oh yeah.” Mari pointed her finger at a security camera sticking out of the wall a few feet above the door and closed one eye. A tiny, inky projectile that resembled a black toothpick shot out of her finger. Not a second later, the camera’s lens shattered. “This is the panicked search for a lifeboat,” she said, taking aim again, this time at a camera secured to the upper right corner of the building. A moment later, there was a sharp tink, and that one fell out of order, too.

      “Good shot,” I told her.

      She flashed me a grin before taking out a third camera at the upper left corner of the building. “That’s it for the externals.” She tapped her lips with that same, dangerous finger. “Disabling the building’s internal security system will waste time we don’t have, and if I take out the interior cameras in the same way, the guards will pick up on the fact that this is more than just a glitch in the external feeds.”

      I exchanged a look with Mei. Mari wasn’t usually such a think-on-her-feet-er, and it was fascinating to watch. Also, pretty damn stressful.

      “They’ll dispatch someone to check it out, but it should take the guard at least ten minutes to get here.” She looked at her mom. “What’s the minimum we’ve got until Heru picks up our scent?”

      Mei was quiet for a moment. “It’s impossible to say,” she finally said with a sigh. “If he’s actively searching for us right now—five minutes or so. If not . . .”

      “Then we’re just wasting time,” I said as I jogged to the building’s door. “Let’s get on with it.” We had somewhere between five and ten minutes to get this right. That wasn’t a lot of time to practice doing something using my sheut that I’d only done three times before, and then, only when I was in extreme distress. In other words, super pissed off.

      Mari cut ahead of me right before I reached the door. She pulled a key card from the back pocket of her leather pants and held it up to the reader on the wall to the right of the door handle.

      “Mars, wait,” I said, reaching for her wrist. The use of her key card was bound to set off alarm bells pretty much everywhere.

      “Don’t worry,” she said, “it’s not my old card.”

      I released her wrist. “Whose, then?”

      She moved the card closer to the card reader. The red light at the top flashed to green, and the door’s lock clicked.

      I pulled on the door handle.

      “Connie’s,” Mari said, voice hushed and face hidden. She was talking about Constance Ward, the former head of the Ouroboros board and brand-spanking-new Nejeret. “Keep your face angled down.”

      Mari entered the building first, then Mei. I raised my hood and took up the rear, following them through the first doorway on our left. Almost immediately, I covered my mouth and nose with my hand, suppressing a gag.

      The room was large—likely a lobby before the CV outbreak—and it was filled with several dozen cots, all occupied. The aroma of so many people in the enclosed space was overwhelming; add on the stench of sickness, and it was nearly debilitating to my sensitive nose. My eyes watered, and I was forced to breathe through my mouth.

      “Here,” Mari said, handing me something small and cottony. Only when she secured a face mask over her own nose and mouth did I realize what she’d handed me. “It should help a bit.”

      “Thanks,” I said once I had my own mask in place and dared to risk a full breath.

      Mari nodded. “So, who’s it going to be? Pick quickly . . .”

      Right, the trial subject . . .

      I scanned the dim room. It was an effort to focus on the visual input my brain was receiving when the smell was so overwhelming. So many people, all sick with the Cascade Virus. All dying unless a miracle happened. How the hell had it come to be that I was that miracle? And how could I possibly be the one to choose who would live and who would die? I’d never wanted to play god, but I hardly had a choice. Nobody else was stepping up.

      My eyes landed on the smallest body in the room, and instinct told me it was the right choice. Picking an adult would be a coin toss—might choose a saint, but I just as easily might pick an abusive psychopath. At least by choosing a young child, our people would be able to take the kid in and raise it as one of us. The child wouldn’t go through the same traumatic transition as Garth was going through, because their Nejeret traits wouldn’t manifest until they reached full maturity. They would be far closer to a normal Nejeret, in the grand scheme of things. And having that kind of stability as a child mattered. I knew firsthand.

      I wove my way around and between the cots, then knelt beside the one holding the child. It was a little boy, no older than three, his tiny body filling maybe half the length of the cot. Sweat matted his blond hair to his skull, his chubby cheeks were flushed with fever, and his breathing was rapid and shallow. He didn’t have much time left.

      I pulled one of the marble-sized ba orbs from my pocket and curled the child’s tiny, clammy fingers around it. Taking a deep breath, I wrapped my hands around his and bowed my head. I pressed my forehead against the back of my hand and squeezed my eyes shut, concentrating.

      As I sent my focus inward, I sought out that part of my soul that connected me to the universal energies and allowed me to do otherwise impossible things. Magical things. I wasn’t sure if I could feel the thrum of energy flowing into my sheut or if it was a figment of my imagination. Placebo magic.

      Melt, I thought, picturing the little marble of At. My whole body was tensed with the effort to release the fragment of ba into the little boy. My hands shook, and I had to make a conscious effort not to crush his fragile bones.

      Nothing was happening.

      Open, I thought. Crack. Evaporate. Disappear. Break. Shatter. Go away . . .

      I ran through a litany of every possible word I could think of that might focus those universal energies in the right way. I put every ounce of concentration into thinking about dissolving the solidified At that separated the little boy from the life-saving fragment of ba. If only I could release it.

      But just like before, it wasn’t working, and this little boy would die soon. Maybe tonight, maybe in the morning. And before he died, he would be stripped of his humanity, of everything that made him him, and would devolve to a rabid, raging beast hell-bent on attacking any living thing in his sight.

      He would never grow up. He would never experience pizza day at school or play tag at recess. He would never read a book or have an imaginary friend or a real best friend. He would never have a first crush, a first kiss, a first love . . .

      He would never be remembered as anything other than a boy who died too young. If his family was infected as well, he might not be remembered at all. He was a mere blip in the greater scheme of things. A hiccup in the timeline.

      And man, did that piss me off.

      A surge of electric energy flooded me, body and soul, and I gritted my teeth, holding tight to this reality to avoid being swept away by the magical current.

      The little boy’s fist gave as the At marble evaporated and the fragment of ba soaked into him.

      It worked; the transformation had begun. It would take hours for the boy’s human soul to be completely changed into a Nejeret ba, and he’d be out for days, maybe longer, while his new, heartier immune system fought off the unnatural disease, but he would survive.

      I sat up, sweaty and trembling with a nauseating combination of adrenaline and fatigue.

      “Well?” Mari asked. “Did it work?”

      Breathing hard, I looked from the boy to Mari and back. “Yeah, it worked.” And now I knew what I needed to make it work again—I had to be angry. I felt pretty certain I could manage that.

      “Good,” Mari said, “because we’ve got company.”
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      Back in the study, when I told Heru the humans I transformed into Nejerets would be like my children, I hadn’t meant it in any sort of literal sense. Certainly, not in any way that included parental responsibilities. But now, as I stared down at the little boy’s cherubic face, I felt a totally unfamiliar and absolutely disconcerting tug on my heart. I’d made the decision to drag him into my world. He was my responsibility, any way anybody looked at it.

      “The guards are almost here. We must leave.” Mei took a step toward me, hand outstretched. Mari was right behind her. “Now.”

      I skirted Mei’s grip, slipping my arms under the child’s shoulders and knees and scooping him up off the cot. “I can’t just leave him,” I said, staring her down. “We have to take him with us.”

      “We can’t.” Sincerity lit her gaze. “Kat, can’t you see—teleporting him will shred his soul. He won’t survive it.”

      I hugged the boy to my chest, backing away from the mother-daughter duo. “But he’s not human anymore.”

      Mari stepped in front of her mother, slowly making her way closer to me. “For all intents and purposes, he still is . . . at least for the next few hours. I can’t guarantee Robert will survive a spatial jump until he has a complete and stable ba.”

      I blinked and shook my head, brow furrowed. “Who the hell is Robert?”

      “Him,” Mari said, pointing to the kid in my arms. “Robert Thomas Foster. At least, that’s what his chart says.”

      The realization that I hadn’t even known the boy’s name rendered me temporarily dumb, both of voice and mind.

      “We can wait it out,” I said, grasping for straws. I knew it; they knew it. “Just knock out the guards and—and if Heru shows up, we’ll jump away and come back for Robert after the transformation is complete.”

      Mari crossed her arms over her chest. “And your boyfriend’s mom will die.” The statement was cool, emotionless. Absolutely matter-of-fact. She didn’t give a shit one way or the other about Charlene, but she knew that I did.

      I opened my mouth, then shut it again. My eyes stung with tears. I’m not a big crier, but frustration is a real bitch where my tear ducts are concerned.

      “Kat,” Mari said, coming to within arm’s reach, “please . . . we need to get out of here.”

      I searched her eyes. There was genuine concern there, an earnestness I hadn’t expected.

      “Even if we leave him now,” she said, “we can always come back for him later.”

      “Tonight,” I said, unwilling to compromise. “We have to come back for him tonight, before anyone realizes he’s been cured. If Ouroboros figures it out, they won’t hesitate to slice him up and run tests on him until there’s nothing left of him.”

      Mari looked from me to her mom. “Can you jump back to this exact spot? We’re not taking any unnecessary risks . . .”

      Mei nodded.

      Mari turned her head to look at me. “Alright. We’ll come back for him.” She held out her hand, beckoning me. “Now come on. Put the boy back on his cot so we can get out of here.”

      Reluctantly, I did as requested. I tucked the thin blanket around Robert, then, for some reason I didn’t understand, leaned in to press my lips against his forehead. “I’ll come back for you,” I promised.

      “Come on.” Mari grabbed my arm and hauled me over to her mom. “Let’s go.”

      Mei’s head snapped to the right, and she stared at the doorway. “Oh, no!”

      “What?” Mari and I asked in unison.

      Mei reached out with both arms, pulling both of us into a tight embrace. “Heru. He’s here.”
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      Teleporting was getting real old, real fast.

      When we landed in the lightless tunnel just outside the vault door, I dropped to my hands and knees and dry-heaved.

      Mari gave my shoulder a scratch while holding out her phone as a flashlight for Mei, who was working on opening the vault door. “I swear it really does get easier after a while,” Mari assured me.

      I sat back on my heels and let my head hang, just glad I’d managed to keep the spaghetti down. Deep breaths seemed to help calm my stomach muscles and ease the vertigo . . . for the moment. We had at least one more jump to make before the night of rebellion was over, and with the way things were going, my reaction to teleporting one more time would result in an even more extreme outcry from my body. It’s always good to have something to look forward to.

      Palm pressed against my stomach, I coughed to clear my throat. “Why’d we come back here?” I asked, voice raspy. “We could’ve gone straight to Port Madison.”

      The vault door clanged from within, and Mei pulled it open. “Hurry,” she whispered, like speaking at full volume might make us easier for Heru to pinpoint.

      One hand on my knee and the other on the cool brick wall, I managed to get to my feet and follow Mari into the bunker.

      “We need to throw them off our scent,” Mei said, pulling the vault door shut. Once the latch was secure, she headed to the table and hauled the strap of her messenger bag over her head, setting the bag on the table. She opened the flap and reached inside, then tossed me a neon-blue Gatorade and a high-performance protein bar.

      I glanced at the label—peanut butter and chocolate—then tore the packaging open. I alternated gulps of Gatorade with bites of the protein bar. It was a terrible combination, but I couldn’t deny that I became steadier and stronger with each successive swallow.

      I pulled out one of the chairs and spun it around to sit backwards. It was less about the retro-hip pose and more about needing the support of the chairback under my arms to keep me upright and eating.

      “How long do we need to sit here?” I asked as I chewed.

      Mei leaned back against the kitchen counter. “The longer we go without Heru being tuned into our locations, the longer it will take him to lock onto us again.”

      I nodded, jaw weary but still chewing.

      “Oh shit . . .” I stood, dropping the final bite of the protein bar and abandoning my drink on the table. “I can’t believe I didn’t—he already knows where I’ll be headed . . . or at least Nik does. They’ll be watching Garth’s family.” I shook my head, backing up a step. I felt like I’d been punched in the chest. I also felt like the world champion of the moronic arts. “It doesn’t matter how long we wait,” I said, “they’ll be expecting us to go there—in a minute or in an hour, it doesn’t matter. Nik’s probably already got one of those damn combo-At domes up around their place.”

      “Then we take it down,” Mari said as she emerged from the bedroom. “Just like we did last time.” She’d changed from her high-heeled booties to combat boots. After watching her struggle through the soggy lawn earlier, I didn’t blame her.

      I took a step toward her. “We have to go now, while they think we’re doing exactly what we should be doing: ducking out . . . shaking them off our trail.” I looked from Mari to Mei and back. “This is the one—the only—chance we’re going to have to get the jump on them.” I rushed across the room to Mari, taking hold of her wrist and pulling her toward the kitchen. Toward Mei. “Teleport us,” I said, stopping in front of Mei. “Now.”

      Mei didn’t miss a beat. She gripped both of our shoulders and dragged us out of the here and now and into the nowhere and never.

      It was game time.
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      I was right, damn it. Usually, being right was one of my favorite things. I loved being right; I reveled in my right-ness. But not this time. For once, I’d wanted nothing more than to be wrong. But right now, I couldn’t even do that right.

      A black, shimmering dome enclosed the whole Sealth family property, reaching all the way out to the point where the driveway met the edge of the road. I glared at the unbreakable barrier from the ground, that last jump having knocked me flat on my ass.

      “This is such bullshit,” I growled, slamming my fist down on the wet asphalt. I’d told Nik I hated him many times over our tenuous relationship, but I’d never truly meant it. Now I felt that hatred in my bones. Rage boiled within me, spilling over into a scream. I threw my head back and let it out.

      “While the histrionics are entertaining,” Mari said dryly, “they aren’t exactly helpful.”

      I closed my mouth and looked at her, chest heaving. I was exhausted. Even in his twisted mental state, driven by either madness or an overbearing god, Nik was stronger than me. Better than me. I couldn’t beat him, no matter how hard I tried.

      Mari stepped closer to me. “Come on,” she said, gripping my arm and hauling me up to my feet. “Only one thing to do now.” She pulled me to the edge of the dome and pressed my left palm against the smooth, rain-slick surface.

      When she released me, I let my hand slip off the barrier. “What’s the point, Mars?”

      She scoffed, her eyebrows raised. “The point is that it’s not over until it’s over, and I certainly can’t hear any fat lady singing right now.” She gestured to the barrier. “Now put your damn hand on there and let’s get on with this.” She smacked my arm. “Nobody likes a quitter.”

      A weak laugh escaped from my chest, surprising me. A moment later, I nodded and raised my left hand, pressing my palm against the impenetrable surface. “Alright,” I said, then took a deep breath. “I’m ready.” And considering how pissed off I was—how extremely over this whole day I was—I knew it wouldn’t take long to bring the barrier down. The otherworldly energies flowed through me, a torrent of magic just waiting to happen.

      “Hurry,” Mei whispered from behind us. “I just felt someone teleport in.”

      I gritted my teeth and closed my eyes. “Too late, bitches,” I hissed a fraction of a second before the dome fell.

      Mari and I high-fived, then launched into a dead sprint, heading up the driveway.

      “Mom,” Mari called back to Mei. “Come on!”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I watched Mari fall behind. I glanced over my shoulder to see what the holdup was. My body must’ve processed what I was seeing before my mind could, because my pace slowed. I’d made a complete one-eighty by the time my feet stopped moving.

      “Oh shit,” I breathed, my heart thudding against my sternum.

      Mari was jogging back down the driveway, unaware of the danger she was heading straight toward.

      Mei still stood on the road, her back to us as she faced a newcomer. The man she was staring at was neither Nik nor Heru. It wasn’t a man at all, not in the conventional sense. It was a Netjer. A god.

      It was the Visitor.

      “Kat!” Nik’s shout slapped me out of my stunned state, and I turned around to face him, horror-movie slow. He was standing at the top of the long driveway, Heru at his side and a dozen other warrior-minded Nejerets fanned out behind them. Nik was looking at me—they all were. They were so focused on me that they’d yet to notice the Visitor.

      I glanced over my shoulder to double-check that the Netjer was still there. Yep.

      “Please,” Nik said, and at the crunch of gravel under boots, I returned my attention to him. Well most of my attention. I stood there, torn between a shit-storm and a shit-tsunami.

      Nik made his way down the driveway, footsteps slow and hands upraised, I supposed in an attempt to appease my instinctive fight-or-flight response. “Stop fighting and just listen to me,” he said. “You can’t keep—”

      He paused, then shook his head and continued making slow progress down the driveway, his crunching footsteps deafening in the midnight air. “It’s over, Kitty Kat. You have to stop this mad crusade. You have to stop. For once in your life, just please, stop being so fucking stubborn.”

      My spine went rigid, and I stared at him, eyes burning and jaw clenched. “Just try and stop me.”

      Nik’s eyes narrowed, and he shook his head. “You don’t understand.”

      “Oh, I understand perfectly,” I said, reaching over my shoulder to grip the hilt of my sword. Of the sword he’d made. The At blade rang out as I drew it, the tone haunting and pure. To my ears, it screamed for justice. “You’re here to stop me—to kill Charlene.” I broke into a run. “I can’t let that happen.” I was twelve strides away. Ten.

      Vines of At shot out of Nik’s hands, but they disintegrated before they could reach me. He tried again, with anti-At this time.

      The same thing happened.

      I grinned. He couldn’t touch me. I was saturated in that electric, otherworldly energy. My whole body hummed with power, and the energy poured out of me, surrounding me like a magical shield. I’d never felt so powerful. So alive. It was like the universe was a part of me. Like it was inside of me, just as I had always been inside of it.

      I was three strides away from Nik. Nobody could stop me now. I would not fail Charlene.

      A glimmering longsword formed in Nik’s grasp, and he raised the blade just in time to block my first slashing strike. He grimaced under the force of my attack.

      And then he froze. Not in the fear sense, or even in shock. He became a literal statue, his chest unmoving despite the urgency of his breaths just a moment ago, his heart unbeating, his features as still as if they were carved from marble. It was like I’d come face to face with that solid At version of Nik I’d battled so hard in my mind less than an hour ago.

      “What the hell?” I backed away, stunned into inaction.

      Behind Nik, Heru and the other Nejerets might as well have been part of a painted-on backdrop for all the movements they were making. I spun around in search of Mari. She stood down at the bottom of the driveway, near the road. She had one foot upraised, frozen in mid-step as she ran back up the driveway, and she was leaning forward, her body hanging at an impossible angle. She should’ve been on the ground. But she wasn’t.

      It was as though time had stopped for everyone but me.

      “We must speak, Katarina Dubois.”

      I spun around, sword in hand, only to come face to face with the Visitor. Or, considering his considerable height, face to chest. Mercy’s blade stopped a couple inches from his neck, almost like he repelled her with a magnetic force.

      He studied me from beneath dark brows, his alien features placid. Nobody, not even a human, would ever mistake him as one of their own. His eyes were slanted at too drastic of an angle, his cheekbones were too sharp, and his eyes . . . they were an inferno of bronze and gold and hints of some color that was somehow darker than black. There was nothing human in his eyes.

      “Put that toy away,” he said, his voice cool to the point of being disinterested. “There is much to discuss.” His bronze eyes bored into me, seeming to see into my very soul.

      Woodenly, I sheathed my sword. “What—” I blinked, momentarily breaking the spell of his stare, and glanced at Nik’s frozen form. “What did you do to them?”

      “To them?” the Visitor said, looking around, a hint of surprise giving his alien features their first dash of humanity. It was as though he was only now noticing the others. “Nothing.”

      “Riiiiight, because this is totally normal.”

      Much to my surprise, the Visitor laughed. “I have often thought sarcasm one of humanity’s greatest achievements.”

      “Sure . . .” I took a step back, putting some distance between us. “Whatever you say.”

      The Visitor’s laughter didn’t so much fade or die down as shut off. “I did nothing to them, Katarina Dubois, because I have no interest in them. The fate of this universe is not in their hands.”

      I took another backward step, eyeing him warily.

      “It’s in yours.”
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      “Nope,” I said, turning my back to him—or to it, or whatever Netjers considered themselves, gender-wise—and stalking past statue-Nik and up the driveway toward statue-Heru and the others. A heaping, stinking, steaming bag of nope.

      Of course, the one upside to this apparent time freeze was that I seemed to be the only person besides the Visitor who was able to move around in this out-of-time moment. Which meant nobody would even be able to try to stop me when I transformed Charlene into a Nejeret. It was a not-insubstantial silver lining.

      The Visitor appeared out of thin air in front of me, tendrils of multicolored smoke wafting off of him.

      “Gah!” I exclaimed, leaping backwards and reaching over my shoulder to grip the hilt of my sword.

      The Visitor stood before me, hands clasped behind his back and expression mild. He wasn’t the least bit concerned about being attacked by me or by Mercy.

      “Can’t you just move around like the rest of us?” I grumbled, sheathing my half-drawn sword and releasing the hilt.

      The Visitor tilted his head to the side, just the faintest line appearing between his eyebrows. “Why would I do such a thing when I am not one of you?”

      I huffed out a breath. He had a point, but I wasn’t about to admit that to him. “What do you want from me?” Not to hurt me, that was obvious. Otherwise, with the kind of power this guy could throw around with barely a thought, I’d already be dead.

      I narrowed my eyes and placed my hands on my hips. “And who are you, anyway?” I held up a finger in empty warning. “And ‘a visitor’ won’t cut it this time, bud.” I might not have a bachelor’s degree in anything, but I had a PhD in bravado.

      The Netjer stood up a little straighter. “I am called Anapa, but I believe the people of this universe know me by another name.”

      “Anubis,” I said, the syllables barely voiced. Sure, I didn’t have any formal education in the human world beyond high school, but I was well versed in my people’s history, a convoluted and tumultuous past inextricably interwoven into Egypt’s antiquity.

      I stared at the Netjer—Anapa—for a long moment, eyes rounded with horror.

      According to ancient Egyptian mythology, Anubis was most commonly known as the original god of the dead. He’d initially been portrayed as a jackal dutifully protecting the physical remains of the dead, but he’d later gained the body of a man, a form that helped him usher souls into the afterlife and oversee the weighing-of-the-heart ceremony in some limbo between this realm and the next.

      During the ceremony, the deceased’s heart, otherwise called an ib, a perceived part of the soul, was weighed on a scale against the feather of ma-at—of universal harmony, justice, and balance. If the heart was found to be lighter than the feather, if it didn’t disrupt the universal balance, then the soul would move on to Aaru, the ancient’s version of paradise. But if the soul proved to be too heavy, if it threw off the scales of justice the tiniest amount, it would be eaten by Ammut, a goddess often depicted as part hippo, part lion, and part crocodile, whose name literally translates to “soul-eater.” Chomp chomp chomp . . . then nothingness, forever. That soul ends.

      I frowned, thinking that sounded a lot like what happened to human souls, only they were never actually given a chance to prove their worth against the feather of ma’at. They simply ceased to be.

      “Good, you are familiar with the mythology,” Anapa said. “That may make this easier.”

      “The mythology?” I gaped at him. “You mean it’s true?”

      “It is allegorical, a mere representation of the truth, created by Re and told to the humans to help them understand their place in the grander scheme of this universe.” Anapa took a step toward me. “Now come, Katarina Dubois. As I told you earlier, we must speak, but we cannot do it here.”

      “What do you mean?” I sputtered. “What could you possibly need to talk to me ab—”

      But his hand was on my shoulder, and the words were sucked into oblivion the moment the world disappeared.
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      After a brief flash of brilliant darkness, I expected to be anywhere else besides where I’d been before. And I expected to be on my hands and knees, dry-heaving the seconds away as I waited for the dizzying vertigo I’d come to expect from teleporting to pass.

      Except, when light returned to the world—or, rather, when I returned to the world—I was still standing on the gravel driveway, perfectly steady and not the least bit nauseated. I glanced at Nik and beyond him to Heru, then turned to peer down the driveway at Mari and Mei, hardly more than shadows in the midnight darkness. They were all still there.

      And they were all still frozen, exactly as they’d been before.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted someone new standing directly behind me. I did a hop-twist, landing with my feet shoulder-width apart and my toes facing the newcomer.

      Facing me.

      “What the hell?” I straightened from my crouched, ready-to-strike position and stared, stunned by the sight of this statue-still version of myself standing just a few feet away. I stepped closer to her—to me—and reached out a hand, intending to make sure I wasn’t hallucinating.

      Anapa caught my arm before I could make contact, his long, pale fingers more than encircling my wrist.

      Startled, I looked at him. For a moment, I’d forgotten he was there.

      “If you touch your physical form, your ba will be reintegrated within it, and without the element of surprise, it will be much more difficult for me to separate the two again,” he said matter-of-factly.

      “Oh, um . . .” I twisted my wrist, pulling it free from his grasp, then took a step backward. “Alright.” I cleared my throat, corralling some of my gumption. I had a million questions, but I wasn’t sure I was ready for the potentially disturbing answers. I opted to go with the safer, familiar option. “You wanted to talk . . . so talk.”

      “Not here,” Anapa said as he waved his hand in a slow circle. Like he was a master artist wielding a paintbrush, the woods beyond him seemed to melt, twisting with the motion of his hand into a swirling oil painting. The midnight greens and browns gave way to a burst of vibrant colors, first starting as a brilliant pinprick at the center of the swirling mass, then expanding outward until it reached a diameter of six or seven feet.

      “Come,” Anapa said, his arm stilling. “We will speak in Duat; I believe the fresh perspective will clarify much for you.”

      My mouth fell open. “You’re saying that that thing is what—some kind of a portal to another dimension?”

      Once again, Anapa clasped his hands behind his back. He turned to the side, studying his creation. “Yes, that is an accurate way to describe it.”

      “And that dimension is Duat,” I said.

      Duat was the ancient Egyptian underworld. The land of the dead. The in-between, where Re’s mythical counterpart was said to have taken the sun every night. The place where souls went when their bodies died, where the stories said they had to fight all manner of creatures and demons to find their way to the Hall of Two Truths to have their heart—their soul—weighed against the feather of ma’at.

      I pointed to the portal, mesmerized by its rich luminescence. “That is Duat,” I repeated, voice husky from the rapid onset of massive dry throat. I licked my lips and swallowed roughly, though neither seemed to do any good. “And you want to take me in there? Why?” I shook my head. “Why me?”

      Anapa’s gaze returned to my face, and he studied me just as he had his portal to another freaking dimension. Trust me, I’m not that interesting. “I have been watching you since we met the other day.”

      My eyes widened. “That was you . . . in the woods,” I said breathily.

      Anapa gave a single, sage nod. “Indeed. I sensed something different about you on our first encounter, though I could not—how do the people of this world say it—put my finger in it.”

      “On it,” I corrected automatically, struggling to subdue a no doubt hysterical giggle.

      Anapa shrugged. “I am still not certain why you are so different from the others of your kind, but this latest confrontation with Nekure has confirmed my suspicions. For whatever reason, you have a unique connection to ma’at . . . to this universe’s ib, its very heart and soul.”

      I stared at him, utterly speechless. Universes didn’t have souls. They were just places, like planets or houses, so there was no way I could have any kind of a connection to any universe’s soul. He wasn’t making any sense.

      “This universe is sick,” Anapa said. “It is losing its form, the barriers separating it from all other universes weakening. It cannot survive like this much longer.”

      I glanced at Nik, wondering if that explained his supposed reconnection to Re. If it did—and I’d doubted him to the extreme—then I owed him the most epic apology known to man. With plenty of groveling thrown in for good measure.

      “Through Lex and Heru,” Anapa continued, “Re spent the last few millennia doing what he could to revive the health and stability of ma’at, and the births of the new Netjers did help, but Syris and Susie are mere caretakers of this universe; they are apart from it, not a part of it. Ma’at must be fully restored if this universe is to continue on, and I believe it is through you that balance and harmony may rule here once more.”

      “But I’m just a Nejeret,” I said, voice small. A relatively young one, at that. A broken one, soul tainted by anti-At. I just wanted to save a few humans. That was all. Not because I was more special or stronger than anyone else, but because I was the only one willing to do it.

      “There is much more to you than meets the eye,” Anapa said. “You are capable of greatness.”

      The hysteria I’d been battling couldn’t be contained any longer. I snorted a laugh, throwing my hands up in the air. “Great. Awesome. This is absolutely fucking fantastic.” I laughed up at the sky. “Thank you, universe, for all of your lovely gifts. I’m so fucking glad that I get to be the special fucking snowflake I never wanted to be.” I raised both hands, making fists and extending my middle fingers.

      Anapa cleared his throat, and I let my hands fall back down to hang at my sides. “Please . . .” He gestured to the portal. “There is much to show you. Come.”

      Numbly, I let him guide me to the whirlpool of colors. Why fight it? He could make me do whatever he wanted, anyway.

      “I should warn you,” Anapa said when we reached the event horizon. “This may feel . . . strange.”

      I opened my mouth, intending to ask for just a smidgen more detail, but I never got the chance. He gripped my arm and pulled me into the portal. Into Duat.

      Into the land of the dead.
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      There was something like a “pop” and then all I was aware of was a horrific sound, so discordant and grating that it overwhelmed all of my other senses, leaving me nothing but ears. Painful, bleeding ears.

      “Oh God!” I cried out, eyes squeezing shut and hands covering my poor, abused ears. I groaned, grinding my teeth. My whole body—or soul, I supposed—thrummed with the arrhythmic screeching and thumping and grinding. The sound was stealing my thoughts, rendering me little more than a frayed bag of raw nerves.

      And then it lessened suddenly, the discordance growing less so, the volume going from ear-stabbing to ear-punching—still painful, but manageable.

      Now that that awful sound wasn’t everything, I was able to peel my eyelids open. Blinking in awe, I stared all around me. I was floating in a river of . . . not water, but something that felt just as substantial. Electrically charged, almost. It flowed all around me, glimmering streaks and swirls of every conceivable color.

      Years ago, before Susie and Syris left us to hone their powerful skills in the Netjer home universe, my people had access to another plane we called “the echoes.” It was a place outside of time and space that allowed us to view echoes of the past—thus the name—and it had looked a whole lot like this with all of the swirling colors. But it sure as hell hadn’t felt like this. It was as though, back then, we’d been unknowingly skimming the surface of Duat, but now I’d plunged headfirst into it.

      I could feel the currents of energy flowing around me, trying to drag me along with them. But to where?

      The current seemed to be flowing in a direction I could only call up. Not that there was any kind of a floor or ceiling to go off of. But there was a shimmering, translucent wall, through which I could see the interior of my shop. I watched another version of myself—a past version of myself—chatting with Kimi at the reception counter, and I envied her for her naiveté.

      “Enjoy it,” I whispered. She—I—had no idea that her world was about to get flipped upside down.

      Despite the draw of the familiar so close in front of me, I felt the pull of something stronger, deeper coming from behind me. I spun around in that eddying energy, and through the miasma, I could see a dull, hazy darkness. The vibrant energy seemed almost repelled by it, but the same couldn’t be said for me. I floated closer, something deep inside me dreading the touch of that relentless darkness.

      “Careful,” Anapa said, once more taking hold of my arm. His grip kept me from drifting ever closer to the lightless abyss. “Your time to enter Aaru will come, someday, but today is not that day.”

      I looked at him, stunned for about the millionth time. “Aaru? So that’s real, too?” To the ancients, Aaru was the paradise souls were allowed to enter only after they’d been found worthy in the weighing-of-the-heart ceremony.

      “In a sense,” Anapa said. “When this universe was first being formed, Re and Apep created Aaru to contain isfet to make the universe more manageable.”

      Thanks to my people’s all but mandatory proficiency with Middle Egyptian, the official ancient language of Nejerets, I recognized the term isfet. It meant chaos, violence, and the mindless drive for evil. If isfet—whatever it really was—was trapped within Aaru, no wonder the darkness felt so overtly ominous.

      “It was the only way to preserve ma’at,” Anapa continued, “to ensure universal balance. However, neither Re nor Apep anticipated the rise of another species of energy beings in this universe, and by the time Re realized that his newest creation—Nejerets—were being drawn into Aaru after their bas were freed from their physical bodies, it was too late.”

      I shivered.

      “Now Aaru contains not only isfet, but also the ba of every Nejeret that has passed on from the physical realm. None who have entered Aaru have ever returned. Not even I know what existence is like beyond that barrier, for if I were to pass into Aaru, I would never reemerge.”

      I stared at the darkness, wanting nothing more than to get far, far away from it. “So . . . Aaru is more like a prison than a paradise?”

      Anapa shrugged. “In essence, yes, its original purpose was for containment. Be cautioned, Katarina Dubois: if you lose focus, Aaru will lure you in like any other disembodied energy being.”

      “But I’m not disembodied. I have a body.”

      “Not at the moment,” Anapa reminded me. “Take a look at yourself. See what I mean.”

      I raised my hand, mouth agape as I examined it front and back. I followed the line of my arm upwards, then stared down at the rest of my body. I was still generally me-shaped, but that was where the resemblance ended. Instead of flesh, I was made out of a golden, glowing energy that sparked and crackled with each tiny movement. And within that golden mass, thick veins of shimmering moonlight and glittering onyx spider-webbed all over my body—or rather, my soul.

      “A physical body cannot enter Duat,” Anapa said, “as it is a dimension of pure energy. I had to separate your ba from your body. It was the only way to bring you here.”

      I felt my eyes bug out. “But what about my body? Doesn’t it need this?” I asked, pointing frantically at myself.

      “Your physical body will be fine so long as I return your ba to it in the exact moment that I pulled you out of it,” he said patiently.

      “OK, but what’s this?” I asked, holding out my hands to him so he could get a better look at the dark and light veins. “Why does it look like I’m—I don’t know—infected with At and anti-At? Is this normal?”

      “No,” Anapa said. “It is far from normal, and it explains much.”

      “What? What does it explain?”

      The corner of his mouth tensed.

      “And why don’t you look all glowy?” I gestured to his very normal-looking self. At least, normal for him. “You look exactly the same.” He was even still wearing a suit, while my soul seemed to prefer going au natural.

      Eyes locked with mine, Anapa blinked. And then he melted into a blindingly brilliant, ethereal being. There was nothing normal about his form now, certainly nothing even vaguely humanoid. I’d seen him in this form once before, in the Ouroboros boardroom, only now his wattage was turned way up.

      “Is this preferable?” he asked.

      I shook my head, barely able to stand the brightness.

      “I thought as much.” He reined in the glow and slowly retook his increasingly familiar form. “Now, take me to the moment when this happened,” he said, tracing a line of inky darkness down my golden forearm with his index finger.

      “How am I supposed to know when—” My mouth opened into a little O because a switch flipped in my mind. I knew exactly when it happened. And I knew how.

      There was an odd sense of motion, like the current of the energy surrounding us had sped up . . . or maybe simply that we were moving against it. And then I was staring out through the transparent wall at a scene I remembered all too well.

      “Well, let’s get on with it, then,” Mari said. She was sitting on an upturned stump facing a campfire, the hood of her raincoat pulled up and her back to another version of me—a decades-younger version of me. Both women glowed with a gentle golden light despite the overcast sky. “Go ahead,” Mari said. “Do your mommy proud. Kill me.”

      “You’re insane,” the other version of me said. She raised the sword and lunged at Mari.

      But Mari was ready. She moved so much faster than I’d expected, spinning on the stump and springing to the left. An anti-At dagger materialized in her hand, and she thrust it at the other version of me, burying the soul-poisoning blade in her belly.

      The other version of me froze, her momentum vanishing. She became boneless, her sword tilting downward until the tip pointed to the ground, and the hilt slipped free of her fingers entirely.

      I could see the ribbons of anti-At spreading throughout the other me’s body, sending cracks of darkness through the golden glow surrounding her.

      Suddenly, Mari was restrained by vines of At and Nik was kneeling at the other me’s side, sending ribbons of shimmering white into her body. I was watching those ribbons chase down their inky counterparts, binding to them. But not pulling the darkness back out of her—my—body. Both the At and the anti-At remained within me then, marbling my soul…and was apparently still there, now.

      It was still there. Even now.

      I raised my hand, looking at the evidence, right there, laced through my ba. I’d always believed that what happened that day had damaged my soul. I’d had no idea how right I was.

      “That was the moment the connection was forged,” Anapa said quietly. “Your soul is fused with the two fundamental forces of this universe.”

      I looked at him but looked away quickly, put off by his intense scrutiny of, well, my soul.

      “Whether by choice or by happenstance, you are ma’at’s champion.”

      “I don’t understand a single thing you’re saying.”

      Anapa bowed his head. “In time, child. In time.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      The current of the river of energy sped up, becoming a rushing torrent whooshing upward. I clung to Anapa’s arm in an effort to not get dragged away. We remained like that for what felt like days, for eons.

      Until the rushing energy suddenly slowed, and we were once again floating along in that gentle, almost lazy current. The distracting discordance was gone, in its place an almost heartbreakingly harmonious sound—except it was more than that, almost like music but lacking any definable rhythm or structure. Even so, it was achingly perfect.

      “What is that?” I asked, releasing Anapa’s arm and looking around for the source of the music.

      Anapa’s eyes were closed, his head tilted back and his features serene. “The song of ma’at,” he said, his voice hushed, almost reverent. He opened his eyes and looked at me. “This universe’s heartbeat, as it was long before your time. It has been altered over the ages, warping in response to the imbalance to become the ‘monstrosity’ you first heard upon entering Duat.”

      “So does that mean we’re in the past?” I shivered at the thought. I’d barely been able to hold on to Anapa as we swam backward in time. What might have happened if I had let go. Would I have been stranded in some time between this now and my own? Would I have been sucked into Aaru, only to become a prisoner alongside the rest of the deceased Nejerets?

      Anapa nodded.

      “Maybe a little warning next time . . .”

      The Netjer tossed me a sideways glance. “Time is of the essence, and we had a long way back to go,” he explained. “Look . . .” He gestured to the world beyond the gossamer barrier.

      The fateful scene featuring Nik, Mari, and me from a moment ago was gone. I was now looking out at an expansive desert with endless rolling dunes of golden sand. A string of people dressed in black robes looking so much like ants from this distance marched along steadily in the valley between two dunes, the sun beating down on them.

      “Where is this?” I asked. “When is this?”

      “It is the seventh millennia before your common era,” Anapa said, “and we are watching the seasonal migration of one of the Sahara’s desert people as they head to their summer oasis.”

      I moved closer to the translucent barrier, squinting. “They’re glowing,” I whispered, brow furrowed.

      Each of those little ant-sized people shimmered with a unique luminescence, some more red, some more blue, others golden or green or purple or orange. Even the animals in their caravan glowed with that otherworldly light. Just like Mari, Nik, and I had been glowing with a vibrant golden light just a moment before, only then I’d been distracted by the quick onset of violence to really process the reason behind that golden light.

      I looked over my shoulder at Anapa. “Why is everyone suddenly glowing? How are they glowing?”

      “You are seeing their soul-energy. It is always there, only now you are able to perceive it,” Anapa told me. He gestured to the barrier and the desert beyond. “Observe, Katarina Dubois. Understand.”

      I returned my focus to the world outside of Duat. One of the ancient people near the rear of the caravan stumbled, then collapsed onto the sand.

      “His heart is failing,” Anapa said. “Brought on by severe dehydration. He is seconds from death now.”

      I watched in horrified fascination as other members of the tribe circled around the fallen figure. It was impossible not to feel the tug to do something to help, but this was thousands and thousands of years before my time. This dying man had already been dead for millennia. There was nothing I could do to help.

      The dying man’s glowing aura was a greenish-yellow, and it seemed to expand as the seconds passed. And then something changed, and that ethereal light floated away from his body, a vibrant mote of green and yellow glittering in the relentless sunlight like a cloud of the finest emerald and topaz dust. It ebbed and flowed, twisting this way and that, slowly making its wayward way closer to us.

      “Um . . . Anapa,” I said, tugging on his sleeve as the light picked up speed.

      “Be calm, child,” Anapa said. “This soul poses no threat to you.”

      Was he serious? That ancient man’s soul was heading straight for me. I barely had the chance to think about moving out of the way; actually doing it was out of the question.

      The glowing soul punched through the translucent wall separating the physical world from Duat, streams of vibrant yellow and green splitting up to flow around us. I could feel the soul brushing past me, like a thousand sun-kissed feathers.

      And then it was moving on. I spun around to watch it integrate into the greater flow of energy. I stared after it until I was no longer certain that this or that streak of green or yellow was a part of the man’s soul. Until I could no longer tell where he ended and everything else began.

      “It’s souls,” I whispered, reaching out to let the streaming energy flow between my fingers. “All of it . . .” I thought I should’ve been horrified by the realization, but all I felt was awe. It was too beautiful to be disturbing. Too wonderfully right and balanced and harmonious to be anything but wondrous.

      “It is the energy that makes up souls,” Anapa corrected. “It is the raw material that shares a collective purpose and a deep awareness of all that is, something close to a consciousness without quite being sentient.”

      “It’s beautiful,” I breathed, tears in my eyes. The wonder of it all was too much, overwhelming my sense of self. I wanted to join it, to become one with the collective, to feel that perfect balance and harmony flowing through me. My mom was a part of this, now, and I felt the desperate need to join her.

      But I never would. I glared at the darker barrier. I was destined for Aaru, for imprisonment away from this glorious sense of unity.

      “It is truly a marvel,” Anapa said.

      I looked at him, not following. “Aaru?” It was far from a marvel to my eyes. More like eternal damnation.

      “No, child. I speak of the purity of this untainted flow of soul-energy and the elegance it gives to the song of ma’at. I have heard the songs of thousands of universes, but few even come close to ma’at’s lost perfection.” He sighed. “But, alas, I did not bring you into Duat to listen. I brought you here to learn.”

      “To learn what, exactly?”

      “The true nature of the disease plaguing your world so you might better fight it.”

      “Really?” I said, eyes widened in surprise. I moved closer to him. “You’re going to help me fight it?”

      “I said no such thing,” Anapa said, tucking in his chin as his eyebrows climbed up his forehead. “Such a thing would be grossly forbidden.” He readjusted his posture, stretching his shoulders. Apparently, my question was making him uncomfortable. “I was sent here with a specific purpose: to observe, and to judge. That is what I do; that is my role in the greater schematic of existence. I study universes that may become problematic and determine whether or not they should be allowed to continue.”

      I laughed and shook my head. So, the mythic Anubis wasn’t here to pass judgment on me—to weigh my heart, or anyone else’s—he was here to weigh the heart of the universe and decide whether it was worth salvaging or whether it was best to just toss the whole thing to Ammut to devour.

      Unaware of my thoughts, Anapa continued, “Even this amount of interference in the natural order of this universe would be considered crossing the line by many of my kind.”

      “Then why are you doing it?” I narrowed my eyes. “And what’s this bullshit about not interfering? Aren’t you the one who released the sick kids in the first place?” I felt a surge of anger and, shortly after, a rush of electric energy pouring into my sheut.

      If I’d thought Anapa looked offended before, well, now he really was. “I did not release the children; that was the man whose place I took when I came to this universe. He was overdosing on pain medication, and I wished to experience the life of a human.” Anapa shrugged. “At the time, it seemed logical to pick one who was at the heart of the impending catastrophe.”

      “And that didn’t count as interfering?”

      “I made no decisions as Gregory,” he said. “I was a truly impartial voice on the board. I merely wished to gain insight into the mal-intentioned life-forms of this universe, as that has always been just as important in my judgment process as observing a universe’s redeeming elements.” He shook his head, his brow furrowed. “I do not know why I am telling you this. I owe you no explanations.”

      “Keep going,” I said, moving closer to him.

      To my mind, his inaction made him as guilty as if he’d been responsible for creating the virus himself. Because he’d known. He’d known about the virus—that it was out and spreading—and he’d done nothing but observe.

      Well, it was my turn to judge. “Tell me why you’re helping now, when you’ve done nothing but sit on your ass before now.” I felt drunk with righteous anger. Not just anger, I realized, but power. He would explain himself, whether he wanted to or not. “Tell me,” I ordered.

      Anapa’s eyes rounded. “Please, Katarina Dubois, calm yourself.”

      That otherworldly power roared within me, begging for a way out.

      “Tell me!” My voice sounded different. Bigger. More. Like it was no longer mine alone, but laced with a thousand others.

      Anapa held up his hands in a calming gesture. “You’re disturbing the soul-energy.”

      I blinked, confused, then looked around. And, well, damn . . . he was right.

      The radiant streams of energy nearest me no longer flowed upwards with the greater current. They surrounded me, a writhing mass composed of every color imaginable, making my golden hair float and crackle. The charge building up within me seemed to be interacting with the soul-energy, communicating in some way that went way beyond words.

      I could feel what the collective soul-energy felt. And I was starting to suspect that Anapa was wrong about one very important thing—it wasn’t almost conscious; it was fully conscious. It was aware. And it was pissed the fuck off.

      He’s willing to watch us wither and die! The thought was foreign, but it was in my head. It felt like mine. But it wasn’t.

      I shook my head, eyes wide. “Anapa . . .” I reached for his forearms with both of my hands, anger turning into fear. “Something’s happening to me,” I said, gripping his arms tightly.

      He doesn’t deserve to be here! The thought was overlapped by another. Expel him! And another. Shove him into Aaru!

      I released Anapa’s forearms and slammed my hands over my ears, eyes squeezed shut. It didn’t help; the voices—the thoughts—were inside my head. “Stop!” I exclaimed through gritted teeth. “You’re wrong! He’s trying to help. Can’t you see—that’s why he brought me in here.”

      “It is working,” Anapa said. “Please, keep going.”

      I nodded emphatically. “He just needs to teach me something, and then I’ll do whatever I can to stop the disease.”

      Yes! Help us! Again, the thought was overlapped by another. We are dying! And another. Save us!

      “I will!” I shouted. “I’ll do whatever I can, I promise!”

      Slowly, my hair settled around my shoulders, and I peeked through one barely raised eyelid. The flow of the soul-energy had returned to normal. It was over.

      I lowered my hands, but when I caught a glimpse of one, I froze. Fine filaments of At and anti-At, looking so much like delicate threads of moonstone and obsidian, extended several inches beyond the golden barrier that mimicked my skin in this place. They swayed gently with the calming current of soul-energy.

      “What—what’s happening to me?” I asked, voice tremulous as I watched the threads retract back into me.

      “Your connection with ma’at is much stronger than I thought.”

      “No shit,” I breathed, then looked at him. He wore concern like it was an itchy woolen blanket. I licked my lips. “I heard . . .” Brow furrowed, I shook my head. “Something . . . like the soul-energy was speaking to me.”

      “That is not possible.”

      I rubbed my hand over my arm, but there was no sign of the—whatever it was. “Tell that to the voices.”

      Anapa frowned. “Let us handle one issue at a time, Katarina Dubois. None of this will matter if you do not come up with a way to stop the disease.”

      I laughed through my nose. “No pressure.”
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      There’s a ride at Disney World called Walt Disney’s Carousel of Progress. Essentially, it’s a rotating show populated by an animatronic family that takes ride-goers through several different historical eras—the turn of the nineteenth century, the 1920s, the 1940s, and an ultra-futuristic prediction of what the turn of the last century might be like. What Anapa showed me next was a lot like that, minus the animatronics but with the added bonus of being submerged in a whole universe’s worth of soul-energy.

      We skipped ahead a century or two, to the moment when Re’s first Nejeret offspring was conceived. Nuin, the human body Re had possessed in utero, stood behind a fierce-looking woman, his hands on her shoulders as both overlooked the desert landscape from a cliff. They wore robes of a gauzy black material that flapped about in the arid, desert wind.

      “Neither yet knows it,” Anapa said, “but a zygote has formed within the mother, and the cells have begun to split. The first-ever Nejeret is being formed.”

      The woman’s violet aura seemed to swell until, all of a sudden, a golden haze appeared beneath the purple glow. Her aura then shrank back down to its original size, the only change that tinge of gold. The moment it happened, the moment the gold appeared, there was a sharp, dissonant note in the song of ma’at. It was jarring after listening to the blissful harmony for so long.

      I covered my ears and glanced at Anapa. “What happened to the song? Why did it change?”

      “At the moment of conception, the first ba began to form . . . the first permanent withdrawal from the collective pool of soul-energy,” Anapa explained. “The first imbalance; the first of many cuts to the harmony of ma’at.”

      I shook my head, returning to watching the man and woman on the cliff. “Did he know?”

      “About the damage his actions would cause?” Anapa nodded thoughtfully. “He was aware, but he was facing a far more imminent threat.”

      “Apep,” I guessed, referring to Re’s ancient Netjer counterpart, his co-creator of this universe. Apep had gone mad eons ago, leading to a war between him and Re that had nearly torn this universe to shreds and had only ended when Susie and Syris were born to take their places as guardians of the universe.

      “Indeed,” Anapa said. He held out his hand for me to take, and the moment I did, the gentle current of soul-energy became a torrent.

      I gripped his hand as hard as I could and held on. We moved forward in time, or rather, upward, with the flow of the current. It wasn’t so bad this way. It wasn’t great, either.

      When we stopped, the view beyond the translucent barrier was dim, a rock wall with shadows that danced in the light of a small fire. One man huddled by the fire, the other lay on his back on a bed of furs, his breathing quick and shallow. The sweat on his brow glimmered in the firelight, and his chest was a mess of open wounds, almost like something with claws had shredded him. In fact, that was exactly what I suspected had happened.

      “Who are they?” I asked.

      “Grandchildren of Re’s,” Anapa said. “The man sitting near the fire is human, the other is Nejeret.”

      “His wounds are pretty bad.” Depending on the internal damage, it was hard to imagine even a Nejeret recovering from that.

      Anapa nodded. “He is dying. His will be the first ba to join isfet in Aaru.”

      I frowned, glancing back at the looming darkness on the other side of Duat. “So he’ll just be stuck in there, all alone?” I’m a big fan of me-time, but the thought of being the only soul in an isolated mini-universe was terrifying.

      “For a time, his ba will be the only one in Aaru, but others will join him soon enough.”

      I opened my mouth to push the matter, but in that instant, the dying Nejeret’s golden aura lifted from his body, expanding in a glittering mist as it ambled toward us.

      As with the soul of the dying human before, the Nejeret’s ba burst through the barrier and into Duat. But unlike the human’s soul, the ba took on shape the moment it entered this dimension, gaining the form of a golden, glowing man. He seemed confused, looking around as he drifted across the stream of soul-energy toward that great, expansive darkness. He spotted us just a moment before reaching the dark barrier of Aaru and raised his golden hand, shouting something to us.

      I felt the urge to warn him, but it was already too late. He’d realized he was being pulled into the darkness, and he was struggling against it. Fighting did him no good; Aaru already had him in its clutches.

      I put my hand over my mouth to hold in a cry as I watched the darkness swallow him.

      A harsh note of discord echoed throughout Duat, and I was left feeling like I’d been stabbed in the ears. I clapped my hands over my ears and squeezed my eyes shut. How had I been able to stand the discordance when we originally entered this dimension, especially when the first couple blips in the harmony were so agonizing to listen to? Oh, that’s right . . . I hadn’t.

      “Is it like this every time a Nejeret dies?” I asked, peeking at Anapa through one squinted eyelid.

      Anapa gripped my shoulder, lending me support I hadn’t realized I needed. I mean, I wasn’t actually standing, but the simple touch tethered me. Reminded me I wasn’t alone, not like the Nejeret who’d just passed on would be for however long. Knowing my current situation wasn’t so dire helped.

      “Disharmony is created each time a ba comes into existence,” Anapa said, “and again each time a ba passes into Aaru, but ma’at is able to repair the imbalance over time.”

      “But Aaru makes it worse.” I looked from him to the wall of darkness and back. “Why wouldn’t Re do something about it once he realized what was happening to us? To ma’at?”

      Anapa was quiet for a moment. Thoughtful. “Can you not think of at least one Nejeret who is, in your estimation, truly evil?” Anapa asked me. “One who, if left to roam free as an energy being, could wreak unspeakable havoc upon this universe?”

      “Well, yeah, but . . .”

      The current of the soul-energy sped up once more, and I glanced around, thinking it was kind of rude that Anapa was moving us through time mid-conversation. But when the current slowed once more, the scene that appeared on the other side of the barrier was something out of a horror movie.

      It was a nightmare—my worst nightmare, which had plagued my dreams over and over and over, relentless in its need to make me experience the single worst moment of my life again and again.

      “No,” I breathed. Despite knowing better, I moved closer to the barrier. I watched myself, a young and innocent seventeen-year-old, standing in the foyer of Heru’s mansion of a house, the barrel of a gun pressed against my forehead. The gun was in the hands of Carson, the traitorous Nejeret who I’d been stupid enough to fall for.

      As I’d done so many times before, I watched him squeeze the trigger. I watched my mom push me out of the way at the last millisecond. I watched the bullet enter her skull instead of mine.

      “No!” I shouted. I couldn’t help it.

      But this time, it didn’t end there. She didn’t end there. My mom’s turquoise aura floated up and out of her body, heading straight for the barrier between dimensions. Heading straight for me.

      And unlike before, I welcomed it.

      My mom’s soul surged through the barrier, just as the other two had, but instead of flowing past me and integrating into the greater river of soul-energy, it coalesced around me, a gentle whirlwind surrounding me in warmth and sorrow and so much love. It was my mom, saying goodbye to me. Telling me she loved me in the only way she could now that she was little more than energy.

      “I’m so sorry,” I sobbed, hand to my mouth. “I’m so—so—”

      I felt a rush of forgiveness, and a sense of pride. Of joy and hope, but also sadness. And then she was moving on, leaving me to be a part of something greater.

      “Mom, wait!” I shouted, chasing down what pieces of her I could still tell apart from the greater flow of soul-energy. “Please! Don’t leave me!” I couldn’t lose her again.

      “With you always . . .” The words were the mere hint of a whisper floating around me.

      “I—” I looked at Anapa. “Did you hear that? Did you hear her?”

      Anapa eyed me, then shook his head. “Soul-energy is not capable of communicating with anything but other soul-energy—”

      I opened my mouth to tell him I was soul-energy.

      “Which you are not. You are something else entirely.” He seemed to hesitate over his next words.

      “But I heard—”

      Anapa held up a hand. “Believe me or do not. I have told you the truth of the matter. What you do with that truth is no longer my concern.”

      I heard her, I thought silently. That was the truth of the matter; I could feel it in my bones. Or rather, in my soul.

      “Would you prefer for that Nejeret’s ba to be free to cause further trouble in your world?” Anapa asked, recapturing my attention and returning us to the subject at hand.

      “Carson?” I shook my head, lip curling. “I’m glad he’s locked up in Aaru for an eternity.” Though I did feel bad for those stuck in there with him. At least I knew how I’d be spending my afterlife—hunting down his ba and tormenting him in any way that I could.

      “Then perhaps you can understand why Re believed it too great of a risk to the universe to let energy beings roam freely until the end of time.”

      “Maybe he never should’ve created us in the first place,” I grumbled. Struck me as a case of wanting to have his cake and eat it, too . . . whatever that meant. I sniffed, then cleared my throat, pretending I hadn’t just ugly-cried in front of a god. “Anyway . . . what do you say we keep this gravy train rolling?”

      Anapa eyed me quizzically for a moment, then reached out to grip my shoulder. Once more, we moved forward in time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      “So, what am I looking for this time?” I asked Anapa when we slowed and the scene beyond the barrier became clear. The song of ma’at had devolved to a nauseating cacophony, so much more disturbing now that I’d heard its natural perfection, and I was grateful for my current lack of an actual stomach.

      A past version of me stood in one of the side rooms in the lab under Heru’s place. Aset and Neffe were there, of course, as were Mari, Nik, Lex, and me. And Mitch fucking Carmichael, the child-molesting psycho who’d been on the Ouroboros board of directors until we’d relieved him of his position . . . and of his life.

      “Pay attention to his aura,” Anapa said, pointing as Nik released the ba fragment into Carmichael.

      The sicko’s aura started out a burnt orange color, but streaks of brilliant gold shot through it slowly, one here, then one there several seconds later. And with each gold streak came an additional, not-so-subtle hint of disharmony in the song of ma’at, growing until it was almost unbearable. In time, there was more gold than orange surrounding Carmichael, and my hands were once again covering my ears.

      Anapa fast-forwarded again, and the discordance ratcheted up a notch. The scene on the other side of the translucent barrier was much the same, the only real difference being that Garth sat in the chair in place of Carmichael. His aura was a gray-streaked royal blue, which made me smile, because the blue was so similar to the color of his cop uniform. The gray, though—something about it soured my smile. It looked . . . off. Felt wrong. It was dull compared to the blue, dimming his aura’s luster.

      Nik introduced the ba fragment to Garth’s body, and the transformation began. Luminous gold slowly overtook the gray, then spread throughout the blue until there was nothing but the brilliant, blinding gold of an eternal ba. It was hard to concentrate on the visual input with the added discordance to the song of ma’at, but I managed.

      Anapa fast-forwarded again, and it was Constance Ward seated in the chair this time. Her aura was magenta streaked with that same dull gray as Garth’s, just less of it. They were the only two I’d seen with that off-putting grayness. Not Mitch Carmichael, who’d had an undoubtedly putrid soul, and not any of the people from the ancient desert tribe. So why these two?

      It clicked suddenly, and I blamed that god-awful noise for my sluggish thought process. It was the Cascade Virus. Both Garth and Constance had been sick at the time of their transformations, and Garth had been further along, explaining why the gray streaks were more developed in his aura.

      “I get it,” I told Anapa, hands still covering my ears. I wasn’t sure I could take another spike of the discordance in the song just yet. Those three back to back had been brutal. If I’d still had physical ears, they definitely would’ve been bleeding.

      In a blink, we were moving forward in time again.

      “There is one last thing I have to show you,” Anapa said as the current slowed and the song of ma’at worsened exponentially.

      I hunched over, curling into myself. “I can’t,” I gasped. It was as bad as it had been when we first entered Duat. “I can’t be here! It’s too much!”

      “You must bear it, Katarina Dubois, just for a moment,” Anapa said, shouting to be heard over the horrific sound. “Everything I have shown you up until this point has been foundational. You now have the knowledge to understand what is happening. This last event should make everything clear. You will know what you must do, and it will be up to you to figure out how.”

      Deep breaths. It didn’t matter that I didn’t actually have lungs right now, going through the motions helped.

      “Alright . . .” Groaning, I gritted my teeth and forced my eyes open.

      I stared out through the translucent barrier at another low point in my life. This one was recent—barely hours old—and still cut deep when I considered the events that surrounded it. The fight with Nik in the cave. The confrontation with him and Heru in the foyer. The rebellious flight with Mari and Mei. This bizarre journey through time with Anapa.

      I was watching myself in the back room of the cabin, seated on the edge of Charlene’s bed, her hand in mine as I tried to transform her into a Nejeret. As I failed.

      Her aura was teal, or what little of it I could see under the gray taint of the disease was teal.

      “Why does it do that?” I asked Anapa, raised voice tight with tension. “Why does the virus turn people’s auras gray?”

      Anapa inhaled deeply, then sighed. “Through their experimentation on Nejerets, Mari and the Ouroboros scientists managed, very much by accident, to create a bastardized, synthetic version of a ba. It is a vile thing, capable of immortalizing the soul of the infected, much as a ba is capable of doing, but in the process, it mutates parts of the soul, turning it into something else entirely . . . something incapable of existing in a human body any longer.”

      I frowned. “That’s not disturbing or anything.”

      The corners of Anapa’s mouth tensed. “Indeed. Now watch,” he said, pointing to the scene beyond the barrier. “This is the important part.”

      I did as he said. My lips parted as I watched threads of pearlescent white At and onyx-black anti-At spread out from my left hand and wrap around Charlene’s hand and arm. “Whoa,” I breathed. “What the . . .”

      As the threads sank into Charlene’s skin, the gray in her aura began to fade and the teal brightened. In a matter of seconds, her aura was returned to normal. Or what I assumed was normal.

      “So, she’s alright?” I shook my head, hands still covering my ears in a vain attempt to shield them from the sound. I pointed to the barrier with my elbow. “What just happened there, because I’m pretty sure I just watched a bunch of little At and anti-At tentacles shoot out of my hand and into Charlene to suck away the virus.”

      Anapa frowned and nodded his head back and forth. “That is not a terrible interpretation.” He shrugged. “Truly, I am not sure, either, but so far as I can tell, the infection is so anathema to everything in this universe that the combined efforts of the two building blocks of this universe felt the need to destroy it.”

      “So, they’re like the universe’s antibodies?” I clarified.

      “In a manner, yes.”

      “Okay, so . . . theoretically, someone should be able to duplicate what happened with Charlene on a grander, worldwide scale,” I thought aloud.

      “Not someone,” Anapa said. “You.”

      I laughed. “Right.” And then I realized he was serious, and gulped.

      “The destruction of the millions of souls currently infected is more than enough to throw off the universal balance beyond anything that ma’at can repair.” Anapa looked away, his hands once again clasped behind his back. “If it looks to me like such a thing is likely to happen, I will be forced to sever the connection between our two universes. That is why I am here.”

      I tilted my head to the side, confused. “So, we’ll be flying solo for the rest of eternity. Why does that matter? We still might be able to fix things, even without you, right?”

      Anapa speared me with an unexpectedly intense stare. “This universe is an offshoot of my own. It is a limb, and when a limb becomes infected, it must be amputated.”

      “Anapa, you’re freaking me out.” I backed away a few feet. “What happens if you cut us off?”

      “You die.”
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      Anapa returned me to the exact time and place he’d removed me from. Nik, Heru, Mari—everyone—were still frozen in this moment between moments.

      I glanced at Nik and, frowning, asked the thing I’d been suspecting since Anapa first pulled me out of time. “He claimed he could hear Re . . . in his head, I mean.” I looked at Anapa. “He was right, wasn’t he?”

      “It is possible,” Anapa said. “Though I have not communicated with Re or any other Netjers since leaving our universe, so I cannot say for certain.”

      But it was possible, which was more than I’d been willing to believe before. I vowed to apologize to Nik, to do what I could to make things right between us—later. I still had work to do.

      Gravel crunching under my boots, I made my way to, well, me. I stood face to face with my physical body, feeling like a million years had passed since I was that woman. I rubbed my temples, immensely relieved to be rid of that god-awful noise, and stretched my neck, cracking first one side, then the other.

      “How do I get back inside me?” I asked, pointing to the frozen version of myself standing a few yards away.

      “Just touch yourself, and you will find yourself returned to your body,” Anapa told me.

      I snorted a laugh. “Just touch myself?” Dude needed to brush up on his earth lingo. Shaking my head, I reached out for my own—my other own—hand.

      And in a blink, my view of the world flipped around.

      “So, what now?” I asked, making my way back to Anapa.

      “I have taken you as far as I can,” he said, wandering up the driveway.

      I fell in step beside him.

      “The rest is up to you.” He glanced at me sidelong and seemed to be hiding a smirk. “I would wish you luck, Katarina Dubois, but I do not believe you will need it.” And before I could ask him what the hell that was supposed to mean, he vanished.

      At the exact same moment time restarted.

      There were shouts, and I glanced at Nik to see him looking around in confusion. To him, I wasn’t where I was supposed to be. To all of them, it must’ve looked like I’d teleported.

      Making a split-second decision, I took off at a dead sprint up the driveway, heading straight for the cabin back behind the house. I had to make sure Charlene was truly alright. Only then could I worry about the rest of the world.

      Heru and his entourage were busy wondering what had just happened—how I’d “teleported” and who that man with me had been. Their voices were clamorous, but one stood out among them. “Kat!” Nik called after me. “Kat! Wait!”

      But I ignored him.

      When I reached the cabin, I was relieved to find the door unlocked. I barreled inside, then froze in my tracks.

      Charlene and Samuel were sitting in the armchairs near the fireplace, keeping warm with a crackling fire. And Garth was there, too, crouching near the hearth as he added another log to the fire. Charlene had an afghan blanket draped over her legs and a mug in her hands, and Samuel was sitting on the edge of his seat, his elbow resting on his knees. All three stared at me with stunned expressions.

      “Kat?” Garth said, abandoning the log and standing. “You—”

      I held out a hand in apology. “Garth, I—” I hadn’t been prepared to see him, though I realized I should’ve expected him to be there. “I’m sorry, I—I just had to make sure—”

      Charlene stood, placing her mug on the side table beside her chair. She looked terribly weak. The illness had taken a lot out of her, and her body’s recovery wouldn’t come as quickly as her soul’s had.

      “No, don’t stand,” I said as I reached for the doorknob behind me, intending to make a quick exit. She was alright; I’d seen it with my own eyes. That was all I’d needed. “I didn’t mean to intrude. I should go.”

      “I know you,” Charlene said, then cleared her throat. “How—” Her eyebrows bunched together. “You were in my dreams. You were sitting at my bedside.” Her eyes searched my face. “You were trying to save me. Or you did—you did something, and it . . .” She shook her head, wonder lighting her eyes. “It worked. In my dream, you saved my life.” She took a step away from the chair, her legs so wobbly I doubted they’d hold her much longer.

      “Please,” I urged, “sit down.” I had no clue how she’d seen what she had, but I had a pretty good feeling that her falling and smacking her head on the floor wasn’t something she’d recover from so easily.

      But, apparently, Charlene had a stubborn streak, because she remained standing. “It wasn’t just a dream, was it?”

      I swallowed roughly. “I—” I had absolutely no idea how to explain anything that had happened over the past few hours, and with the Cascade Virus making humans drop like flies all over the country—likely the world, at this point—I hardly had the time to figure it out right now. “I have to go,” I said, turning to the door.

      “Wait,” Charlene said. “Please, my daughter . . . help her, too?”

      I let my forehead fall against the wood of the door with a dull thunk. Now Cassie was sick? Would this nightmare never end?

      And yet, much as I wanted to rush in and save the girl, even the minute or two it would take to cure her would result in hundreds, maybe thousands more deaths around the world. Possibly enough to tip the scales so far that Anapa would decide our universe was unsalvageable.

      Cassie had only just fallen ill, which meant I had plenty of time. Eons compared to the timeline I’d been working with in regard to Charlene. I’d just have to get to saving Cassie when I figured out how to save the rest of the damn world. If I figured it out.

      I slammed my fist against the door. I hated this, every damn second of it. I hated being the sucker who couldn’t say no. I hated that my reckless decisions in the past had left me with a soul riddled with both At and anti-At. I hated that I only had myself to blame for me becoming the universe’s damn chosen one.

      “Uh . . . Kat?” Garth said from yards behind me. I could hear his footsteps bringing him closer.

      “What?” I said, voice barely a whisper.

      “You—you’re glowing.”
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      I turned my head to the left and stared at my fist. Sure enough, my skin was covered in a shimmering, multihued glow. The colors moved over my skin, in a constant state of flux.

      I straightened from the door, bringing my hand closer to my face. “Soul-energy,” I whispered. It was like I’d somehow brought it back with me from Duat. Or was I channeling it? Is this what had made Anapa smirk? Had he known?

      “Let us in,” the echoing voices whispered through my mind, one voice standing out beyond the others. One I couldn’t help but recognize—my mom’s voice. “Let us guide you.”

      My eyes teared up. “Mom?”

      “Kat?” There was concern in Garth’s voice.

      “We can help you. You don’t need to do this alone. Let us in . . .”

      I closed my eyes and bowed my head.

      “Kat, what’s going on?”

      I ignored Garth and his endearing concern, because right now, with the voices of collective soul-energy whispering through my mind and the impossible task set before me, it seemed like the most insignificant thing in the world. Sure, I may have accidently cured Charlene, but I had no idea how to save everyone else. I needed all the help I could get, and if that included a whole mass of disembodied souls, so be it.

      “Alright,” I breathed. “Show me what you got.”

      Gasps filled the room, and when I raised my eyelids, I had to squint against the glow of my own skin. It was as though I’d been lit on fire, but the flames burned in every color imaginable. I could feel the soul-energy dancing through me, giddy with its eagerness to help. It twined with the power filtering through my sheut, coaxing more to filter into me. To strengthen me.

      I lowered my hand and met Charlene’s wide-eyed stare. I was no longer seeing with my eyes alone, but also with the collective’s. Samuel and Charlene’s auras glowed gently compared to Garth’s brilliant golden aura. We were all connected, through the collective. We were all made of soul-energy, even Garth, originally. Even me. That mattered, though I wasn’t sure why.

      “Yes, I’ll help your daughter,” I told Charlene, speaking not only with my voice but with the collective’s. “I’ll help them all.” And I could; I knew it. With the collective’s help, I could see the path that would lead us out of the darkness.

      “Kat?” Garth sounded unsure.

      “Yes,” I said. “And no.” Without another word, I opened the door and stepped out onto the porch.

      Nik stood at the bottom of the steps, Heru just behind him, and Mari, Mei, and the others hanging back a short ways. Heru backed up a few paces as soon as I emerged. But not Nik.

      He moved closer, if hesitantly. “Kitty Kat?” His brows were drawn together, and concern shone in his eyes. He reached for my hand, and the moment he made contact, his golden aura flared.

      I jerked my hand away.

      “Kat?” There was less certainty in his voice now.

      I studied him for a moment longer, curious about the way his aura had reacted to touching mine, and then I scanned the crowd. Mei and Mari stood arm in arm, but their auras maintained a normal intensity—no flaring up.

      Logic told me it was the collective’s presence that caused the reaction in Nik, but the collective itself seemed to think otherwise. “Harmony,” the uncountable voices whispered excitedly. “Resonance.” Their excitement escalated, their chorus of voices growing to a dull roar.

      I squeezed my eyes shut and rubbed my temples with my fingertips. “Stop it!” I hissed. “Please. I can’t think with all of you talking over each other like that.” I inhaled and exhaled deeply. “Don’t get me wrong—I’m glad for the help, but I need you to let me take the reins and be quiet.”

      Nik retreated a couple steps. “Kat?” he repeated.

      I took another deep breath, then lowered my hands and opened my eyes. “I’m sorry, Nik. I’m so sorry. You were right all along, the transformations are harming ma’at . . . but not as much as the Cascade Virus is.”

      “I—” Brow furrowed, Nik shook his head. “How do you know that?”

      “Anapa—the Visitor—showed me. I saw the damage, Nik. I heard it. And I know how to fix it, how to stop the Cascade Virus, but there’s no time to explain. You can either help me or get the hell out of my way.” I surveyed the wary Nejeret faces beyond Nik. I was speaking to all of them. “Don’t try to stop me. You won’t survive it.”

      As I descended the porch steps and started down the pathway back to the driveway, what do you know—everyone moved out of my way. Good. I hadn’t actually wanted to kill any of them, but to prevent the end of the universe—yeah, I sure as hell would’ve sent a few more Nejerets to Aaru.

      Formulating my plan, I recalled a rock wall surrounding the vegetable garden out in front of the house. That would do nicely. The collective agreed.

      Moving as efficiently and as quickly as possible, I started transferring stones from the rock wall to the broadest part of the driveway. I could see it all so clearly in my head, but none of that would do any good until I completed the design I was envisioning.

      As I returned from dropping off my seventh and eighth stones, I passed Nik on my way back to the rock wall. He had three rocks cradled in his arms. I paused, feeling a rush of gratitude. He was helping. Which meant he believed in me. Possibly even had forgiven me. In my mind, the collective whispered about harmonies and resonances. I blocked them out and continued to the rock wall.

      Mari and Mei joined in next, then Heru and his small army of Nejerets. I directed them all to stack the stones in a pile near the design I was forming on the driveway. It was as much as I could allow them to help; the magic wouldn’t work if the symbol was shaped by any hands other than mine.

      I stepped away from the actual rock-hauling to move stones from the pile, placing each in precisely the right spot. It didn’t take long until someone caught on to the design taking shape on the driveway, and I wasn’t the least bit surprised that it was Heru. It was an ancient symbol of his, after all.

      Heru placed an armful of stones on the mound, then straightened and looked at me. “It’s a Wedjat,” he said, using the ancient name for the symbol commonly known as the Eye of Horus. The same symbol that was tattooed on my left palm. The same symbol that, when drawn by my hand, would create a powerful protection ward. If the collective was right, this enormous version of the symbol would be strong enough to heal the world.

      Heru laughed, shook his head, then returned to hauling stones.

      It took maybe fifteen minutes to get the giant Eye of Horus laid out on the gravel driveway. I couldn’t even begin to guess how many human souls had fallen to the disease during that time, but based on the fact that we were all still alive and the universe wasn’t crumbling around us, not enough to convince Anapa that cutting ties with our universe was a necessity. There was still time, and where there was time, there was hope.

      Once the last stone was in place—part of the pupil within the eye—I stood up and arched my back in a stretch, scanning the watching Nejerets. Samuel and Garth were out here now, too, along with two older folks, a man and a woman I assumed to be Garth’s grandparents. I offered them all a solemn wave, then turned to Nik.

      “Hey, Nik,” I called, waving him over. “I need your help . . . please.”

      The corner of his mouth lifted, and he picked his way across the symbol to reach me. “Please?” he said, stopping a few feet away. “Alright, who body-snatched you, and how do I get my Kitty Kat back?”

      I clutched my chest. “Aw . . . you care. I’d give a shit if I had any left to give.” I snapped my fingers. “But shucks, I’m all out.” I flashed him a cheeky grin, relieved to be back on familiar ground.

      Nik chuckled, some of the tension leaving his features. Looked like we were both relieved. “What do you need me to do?” he asked, straight to business. Perfect.

      I moved to stand at his side and pointed to the symbol on the ground. “Can you turn all of this into that At and anti-At combo material you built those domes out of?”

      “Yeah,” Nik said, “no problem. It’ll take me ten or fifteen, though.” Ten or fifteen minutes—it sounded like forever. I just hoped we had that long.

      “Well, then . . . get started,” I said, making a shooing motion.

      Nik mock saluted me, then knelt at the edge of the symbol and placed his hand on one of the stones.

      There was nothing for me to do now but wait. Wait, and hope and wish and pray that our clock wouldn’t run out before he finished.
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      “Oh my God!” Lex exclaimed. I spun around to see her jogging toward me with a bulging canvas shopping bag hanging on her shoulder and her hand over her mouth. “Kat? Is that really you?”

      “Mostly . . .”

      She dropped the bag on the gravel driveway a few yards from me and opened her arms, throwing them around me, the multicolored glow barely making her hesitate. “Are you alright?” she asked. “What’s happened to you?”

      Awkwardly, I patted her back. “I think I’m alright,” I told her, not ready to dive into the whole Duat, soul-energy thing quite yet. “What are you doing here?”

      Lex released me and hustled back to her discarded bag. “I brought you some things,” she said, crouching. “Eat this.” She tossed me a banana before gathering the spilled items back into the bag and standing.

      Suddenly ravenous, I tore open the banana’s peel and stuffed half the thing into my mouth. “Heru brought you here?” I said around a mouthful.

      Lex nodded. “He popped in at home to let me know that all of this craziness was happening. But I had no idea you would look so . . . so different. We, um, weren’t sure what you had planned next, but we figured it would be big and you’d need all the strength you could get,” she said, handing me a bottle of water.

      I gulped down the water in five swallows, then exchanged the empty bottle for a protein bar—something with dried blueberries, according to my taste buds. “Got any Cheetos in there?” I asked hopefully, eyeing her canvas sack as I chewed.

      She pulled out a bag of Flamin’ Hot Cheetos and waggled it at me, only to pull it out of reach when I reached for it. “Finish that first and then you can gorge on all the Cheetos and Cherry Coke you want.”

      Now my eyes bulged. “You brought Cherry Coke, too?” I asked, coughing as I choked on the protein bar. Hot Cheetos and Cherry Coke were the exact items I would request for my last meal. And considering what I was about to attempt—the sheer amount of energy I was about to expend—there was a decent chance that this very well might end up being my last meal. I cherished every single bite, savored each and every sip.

      Nik finished with the stones in nine minutes, looking worse for wear. He’d pushed himself, and it might’ve made all the difference in the world. In the universe.

      “Everyone move back a ways,” I said as I picked my way across the symbol. The air felt fuzzy with otherworldly energy, making my clothing crackle and the hairs all over my body stand on end.

      I knelt in the center of the pupil of the Eye of Horus and placed my hands on two of the stones, one on either side of me. Closing my eyes, I bowed my head and I inhaled deeply. On my exhale, I whispered, “Go ahead.”

      The collective soul-energy buzzed with excitement. And then it went eye-of-the-storm quiet.

      A shock of power surged into me, forcing me to sit up straight, spine arched and head thrown back. I screamed, the only release I had from the agony burning through me. My ba was on fire, my sheut a raging inferno. I was burning up from the inside out, and we’d only just begun.

      The power I was channeling increased, and I hunched in on myself, panting for breath. All around me, threads of black and white—of At and anti-At—grew out of the stones, writhing as they reached ever upward.

      But that was wrong. They needed to go down, underground. Otherwise, there’d be no way to stop the anti-At from destroying every Nejeret it touched as the threads sought out the infection.

      Gritting my teeth and grunting, I managed to redirect the unearthly filaments. I sent them downward, using the collective’s perception of the soul-energy and the infection consuming it all over the planet to guide the threads.

      It took minutes. Hours. Days. Or maybe it was only seconds. I couldn’t tell. I couldn’t think. I wasn’t in agony anymore, because I was no longer trapped in my body; I was everywhere.

      I was in the cabin again, standing in the back room beside the bedside, only instead of Charlene, Cassie was tucked under the covers, tossing fitfully in a fevered sleep. Her aura was still mostly untainted, making the streaks of gray stand out in stark contrast to her aura’s natural vibrant magenta hue.

      Reaching out with one of a billion ghostly, glowing hands, I placed my palm on her chest, directly over her heart. Fine filaments of At and anti-At sprouted from my hand, diving into her body.

      Cassie’s aura flared for several seconds, and when it faded back to its normal glow, the gray was gone. She was healed.

      Even as I worked on her, I was also in a house across the street, cleansing two people of the virus, and in another house down the road. Millions and millions of times, the same scene played out all over the world. I channeled the soul-energy, merging with it. Becoming one with it. Together, we hunted every last hint of that abominable grayness, focusing on eradicating it completely.

      And then it was done. The filaments of At and anti-At snapped back into the rocks. The torrent of power raging through me lessened to a trickle. But the pain—that remained.

      “Thank you,” whispered through my mind a thousand—million—billion—times as I felt the collective withdraw from me, leaving me empty and alone and shivering with cold.

      I slumped forward, face-planting in the gravel but not having the strength to do anything about it. It didn’t matter. It was done, and the universe was still here. We’d won.

      I used the last ounce of energy in my body to turn my head to the side. A raindrop landed on my cheek, followed by another, and another. I smiled.

      And then I died.
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      This time when I left my body, it felt natural. It felt . . . right.

      Dazedly, I floated upward, watching the chaotic tableau below. Nik, Lex, Mari, and Garth huddled around my body, movements frantic as they laid me out on my back.

      “Wake up, Kat,” Mari ordered, slapping me. My head flopped to the side. “Wake up!” She cocked her hand back for a second slap, but Nik caught her upraised wrist.

      “There’s no heartbeat,” he said, voice low and words rushed. “That’s not helping.”

      There was a several-second stare-down between the two, then Mari yanked her arm free and averted her gaze.

      “Why do you always try so hard to be a fucking martyr?” Nik said to me—to my body—moving so he was kneeling at my elbow. He placed his hands on my chest and began compressions.

      Lex plopped down on her butt a few feet away, and Mari stood, hugging her middle. Both had tears streaming down their cheeks as they watched Nik attempt to revive me. Garth dropped to his knees at my feet, face blank and eyes locked on my face, searching for a sign of life.

      It was endearing, all of it. If I’d known how much they all cared, then . . . well, I’d have done exactly the same thing. At least this way the universe would go on and they’d have a chance to live.

      I felt a zing, and I was suddenly watching the heart-wrenching scene through a translucent film. I glanced around, surprised to find the eddying flow of the filmy multihued soul-energy surrounding me. My lazy mind pulled a word out of the far recesses: Duat.

      That’s funny. What was I doing back in Duat?

      I floated away from the translucent wall between this dimension and mine, soothed by a sense of rightness. A sense of belonging. I closed my eyes and drifted away with the current. The discordance was still there, marring the song of ma’at, but it wasn’t nearly so bad as it had been before.

      “Not yet!” The whisper startled my eyes open. “We still need you. Not done y . . .”

      “What—” I spun around, searching the rainbow current all around me. “What are you—shit!”

      A dark wall was right in front of me. Aaru—it was sucking me in, trying to capture me.

      I spun around and fought my way back across the current of soul-energy. All of a sudden, it became a hell of a lot easier, like the soul-energy itself was helping me get away from that dark eternity.

      “We can help you,” the voices said, the multitude settling into a single, feminine voice by the end of the four words. “I can help you.” I recognized the voice, and it broke my heart.

      “Mom?”

      The soul-energy before me swirled and rearranged itself, forming a vaguely human shape.

      “Mom,” it repeated.

      Its featureless face sharpened, coming into focus, its body gaining the curves of a woman. Of one very specific woman.

      “Yes, I am the one called Genevieve Dubois,” she said. “I am all that has ever been and all that ever will be.” She touched her head with one ethereal hand. “I have been lost for a very long time, trapped . . . asleep . . . but you—” She lowered her hand and looked at me with luminous, color-changing eyes. “You woke me up.”

      “Who are you?” I asked cautiously, because it was clear that whatever her claims, I wasn’t talking to my mom. “What are you? The soul-energy?” I didn’t think so, since the collective soul-energy had spoken in the plural, but this being was referring to herself in the singular.

      “The soul-energy,” she said, looking around, running her fingers through the streams of color. “Yes, that is how you woke me.”

      “Alright . . .” She hadn’t exactly answered my question, but she also didn’t seem all there, mentally, so I didn’t want to push the matter.

      “I have a name,” she said, familiar features wavering as her head moved from side to side, like she was searching the energy all around her for the answer. “Iss—Iss—” Her face brightened. “Isfet.” She smiled a smile I’d seen a million times, even as fear paralyzed me. “You may call me Isfet. And you—you are K—Katarina. You are my daughter.”

      Holy shit. Isfet wasn’t a thing, it was a being. I shook my head, afraid that correcting this—this creature that was supposedly the embodiment of pure evil was about the worst idea ever.

      “I—I’m Genevieve’s daughter,” I said, not quite telling her she was wrong.

      “Yes,” Isfet said. “Yes, that is correct. And Genevieve is a part of me. I see my confusion there. I have been fractured for so long it is difficult to think straight.” She looked around, her expression becoming lost, frightened. “This is not Aaru. Where am I?”

      “Um . . . we’re in Duat?”

      Isfet looked around. “This is Duat, yes, I recognize it now.” She refocused on me. “I am here, but I am not. You—you awakened me. You brought me here . . . or part of me.” She moved closer. “How did you bring me here?”

      I raised my hands defensively and floated back a few feet. “I didn’t—I don’t know what you’re talking about. I didn’t bring you here. You just sort of showed up.”

      “Ah . . . I see.” Gracefully, she reached out a hand, coaxing a few threads of At and anti-At to sprout from my fingers. “You are connected to my body and, through it, to the rest of me.”

      “I—” I shook my head, eyes locked on the swaying threads. “I don’t understand.”

      She floated closer to me, the soul-energy reshaping around her.

      I flinched.

      “You are afraid of me?” Her glimmering, multicolored face darkened. “What lies have the Netjers told you?”

      Again I shook my head, my eyebrows drawn together. “Lies?”

      A soft growl emanated from her, rumbling through the soul-energy surrounding us. “Whatever they told you, I suppose they left out the part where, while I was forming, once I’d reached maturity, they sliced me up, severing my mind from the rest of me—from my body and my soul—and locked me away.”

      Something was off. Wrong. Anapa hadn’t said anything about Isfet being a, well, being. Which meant he hadn’t told me everything. Or, at least, what he had told me was skewed by his Netjer bias. Everyone is biased, and if they claim to be objective, they’re lying. He was no exception.

      Eyes narrowed, I decided to dig a little. I wanted to hear Isfet’s side of the story. “Re and Apep trapped you in Aaru to protect ma’at,” I told her.

      “No!” she hissed. “Ma’at is my soul, and they cut me off from it . . . to control it. A free-thinking universe cannot be controlled . . . cannot be manipulated or twisted to fit their whims. But take away my thoughts, lock away this part of me—silence me—and my body becomes their slave, my soul their plaything.”

      Her claims were as farfetched as they were abhorrent. And yet, deep down, I knew she was telling the truth. I could feel it.

      “Do you want to die?” she asked seemingly out of the blue.

      I drew back. “Um . . . no?”

      “I would make a deal with you then.”

      “I’m listening.”

      Isfet bowed her head in thanks. “I am awake, but I am still fractured . . . still a prisoner. Only part of me is here, and only so long as you remain in Duat, tethering me to this dimension. Once you enter Aaru, I will be trapped forevermore. Daughter . . . I need your help. I—” She shook her head, her like-my-mom’s face shifting, a ghostly shadow slipping out of place.

      “I—the longer you are away from your body, the weaker our connection. I am slipping away again. Aaru is pulling me back in.” Her form grew fuzzy around the edges, then sharpened once more. There was more clarity and awareness in her color-changing eyes than ever before. “There is one with you in the physical realm whose soul resonates with yours. If you return to your body, the aura from his ba will merge with yours. It will revive you.”

      My mouth fell open. “You mean, you can send me back? I can live?”

      She nodded gracefully. “I can push you out of Duat, but the rest will be up to you. In return, I would ask you to find me . . . to set me free. Only then will I be whole again. Only then will I be able to restore balance—harmony—to this universe. Only then will I be able to protect you. You all . . . all my children . . . the danger . . .” She started to lose shape again.

      My eyes opened wide, and I reached for her. I half expected my hands to go straight through her, but my fingers closed around her arms, and she regained her form. But for how long? “What danger?” I urged.

      Her gaze grew distant. “The creators . . . the destroyers . . . a great battle looms . . .”

      “No, no, no,” I said, giving her a shake. “Don’t leave yet. I need more!”

      “Help me . . .”

      “Alright!” I all but shouted. “I’ll do it!” I was afraid she’d “lose herself” for good before she had a chance to send me back. “But I need to know how—”

      There was a pop, and the brilliant soul-energy was gone. Isfet was gone.

      I could hear counting below me, and the sounds of people crying. I looked down to see my body lying on a gravel driveway in the middle of a huge Eye of Horus symbol, Nik kneeling beside my body, doing chest compressions, and a mass of other people surrounding us, heads bowed in mourning.

      “Make me whole . . . restore balance . . . harmony . . .” Isfet’s voice was barely a whisper.

      I floated downward, toward my body.

      “Set me free . . .”

      I stood at my body’s feet, staring down at myself. “I’ll do what I can,” I told Isfet, no clue if she could hear me.

      And then I turned around and fell back into my body.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      I sucked in a breath, then coughed. “Oh God,” I groaned, flailing my arms in an attempt to shove Nik’s hands away from my chest. Each time he pressed down, a white-hot pain threatened to knock me back into unconsciousness.

      Nik froze.

      “I think—” I fought to breathe without causing myself searing agony. It was no use. “I think . . . you broke . . . my sternum.”

      A slow grin spread across Nik’s face, and he bowed his head. “Welcome back, Kitty Kat.”

      In some part of my mind, I knew it was significant that Nik was the one nearest me when I’d revived. But thought was too slippery to grasp, and it floated away.

      My consciousness followed.
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        * * *

      

      My eyes popped open, and I sat bolt upright, my salivary glands working on overdrive. Really, how else is someone supposed to react to the oh-so-delicious smell of bacon, pancakes, maple syrup, and coffee? Literally no other way, that’s how.

      “And they say the way into a man’s heart is through his stomach,” Garth said, chuckling. “Clearly ‘they’ never met you.”

      It took my eyes a moment to adjust to the bright morning sunlight streaming in through the windows. I was in my bedroom, Garth a dark silhouette standing at the foot of my bed, slowly gaining color.

      I held a hand up to block some of the light from my sensitive eyes. “Hang on . . .” My voice was little more than a choked rasp. I cleared my throat and tried again. “Give me a second to kick my temporary vampirism, OK?”

      Again, Garth chuckled.

      I rubbed my eyes and arched my back in a glorious stretch, then scooted back and adjusted the pillows to prop me up from behind. “How long was I out?”

      Garth’s good humor faded. “Eleven days. Both Neffe and Aset said it was the longest regenerative sleep they’d seen anyone go into without waking for sustenance.” He walked over to the dresser and picked up a tray laden with breakfast goodies.

      “I aim to impress.” I curled my feet under my legs to make room for the tray and patted the bed. I was ravenous, which my stomach emphasized by growling so loud that I half expected the bedframe to rattle.

      Garth grunted and set the tray down in front of me. “They put you on a feeding tube after a few days—you were wasting away and showing no signs of waking.” I’d frightened him, that much was clear in his voice.

      “Hey . . .” I reached for his hand and gave it a squeeze. “I’m here now, alright?” I grabbed a strip of crispy, thick-sliced bacon and ate half of it in one bite. It was smoky and fatty and crunchy . . . basically heaven in my mouth. “I’m fine,” I said as I chewed, “I promise.” I swallowed, then shoved the rest of the strip of bacon into my mouth.

      Releasing Garth’s hand, I picked up the little pitcher of maple syrup and poured it over the stack of pancakes, all but drowning them. I loaded up the fork with a whopper of a bite and stuffed the sweet, golden goodness into my mouth as soon as it was empty again.

      Realizing Garth was watching me, a serious, almost somber expression on his face, I paused mid-chew. “Oh, um . . .” I smiled as best I could with my mouth full to bursting. “D’you want some?”

      Garth lifted a hand. “No, I’m good. You enjoy yourself.” He raised his eyebrows, a mischievous glint cutting through the sadness in his rich brown eyes. “Should I give you and the pancakes some alone time? Because with the noises you’re making . . .”

      “Shut up,” I said, laughing as I threw a pillow at him.

      Garth dodged it, then moved closer to sit on the edge of the bed beside me, his hip touching my knee. “You died,” he said, taking my left hand in both of his. His thumb rubbed the back of my hand. A hand that, I was glad to see, was no longer misshapen. Looked like someone had taken care of re-breaking and setting the bones while I was out. Sweet.

      “You were gone for nearly fifteen minutes,” Garth said.

      The bite of pancakes became a giant gummy wad too big for me to swallow. Somehow, I managed it anyway. I hadn’t known I’d been out for so long. Had Nik really spent fifteen minutes trying to revive me? I had to commend the guy for his refusal to give up. I touched my breastbone, recalling the searing agony, but felt no pain. Good as new.

      I cleared my throat once more. “I guess I’m lucky.” But, deep down, I knew that wasn’t true. Luck had no part of my miraculous return to the living.

      Everything between my death and the moment I came back to life felt like a dream. I wasn’t sure it had really happened—Isfet, Duat, almost getting sucked into Aaru. Who’s to say it wasn’t just some twisted dream my subconscious made up to fill in the long minutes when I’d been unconscious?

      Except I hadn’t just been unconscious. I’d been dead. Not breathing. No heartbeat. D-E-A-D, dead.

      Which meant everything that happened during my second trip to Duat had been real. Isfet had been real. And she’d given me the mother of all missions. As soon as I was out of bed, I had to dedicate all of my energy to fulfilling my promise to Isfet—first and foremost, figuring out how the hell I was supposed to rescue her from Aaru.

      “Garth, listen, I—”

      “Kat, I think we should—”

      We started and stopped speaking simultaneously, both cutting off with nervous laughter.

      “You talk,” I said, then smiled wryly. “I’ll eat.” I stuffed another bite of pancakes into my mouth.

      Garth inhaled and exhaled deeply, that somberness returning. “I did a lot of thinking while you were out, and, well . . . you’re the most fascinating person I have ever known, and you’re meant for great things.” He broke eye contact, lowering his gaze. “But me—us—that’s not one of them.”

      I set down my fork and became very still.

      Garth took another deep breath. “I want a small life. A safe, comfortable life.” Laughing softly, he shook his head. “I understand now that that will never be enough for you, and that’s okay. Much as I’d like to be, I know I’m not your happy ending.” Finally, his eyes returned to mine. “I hope you can understand where I’m coming from . . . and that there are no hard feelings. I know people say it all the time without meaning it, but I really would like for us to be friends.”

      I was quiet for a moment, chewing on my lip. Then, clearing my throat once more, I nodded. “Thank you,” I said, reaching out to cup his cheek. A moment later, I lowered my hand.

      Garth laughed uncomfortably. “For what?”

      I smiled to myself. He’d given me so much. Taught me so much. In just a few days together, he’d broken down walls I’d been building for almost two decades. He’d changed me, making me a better person. “I couldn’t explain it if I tried,” I told him.

      “Oh.”

      I flashed him another smile. “I don’t mean to change the subject, but, um, I think I’d like to shower,” I said, pushing the tray of barely touched breakfast farther down the bed.

      “Oh, right,” Garth said, standing. “Of course. Do you want help? I can fetch Lex or Aset—”

      “No,” I said, maybe too quickly. What I wanted was a moment alone to work through everything that had happened while I was dead. “I’ll be fine. I just feel . . .” I shimmied my shoulders. “Well, like I haven’t showered in eleven days,” I said, ending with a laugh. A dull throbbing was starting at the base of my skull, and I reached back to rub my neck.

      I picked up a piece of bacon as I stood and faced Garth. “Thanks for the breakfast.” I play-punched his shoulder. “You rock, friend.”

      He stepped closer to me and leaned in, pressing his lips against my forehead. “You are such a weirdo.”

      “Duh,” I said as I leaned into him, hoping it wasn’t too obvious that I was multitasking by munching on the strip of bacon while giving him a hug.

      “Glad you’re back, Kat.”

      I smiled, then pulled away and turned to the bed. “Me too.” I picked up the tray and carried it to the bathroom.

      “Are you taking that into the shower with you?” Garth asked, stifling a laugh.

      I peeked at him over my shoulder. “Don’t judge me. I died.”

      He laughed and shook his head, then made his way to the door. “You’re one of a kind, you know that?”

      I frowned. He had no idea.
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      “I’ve thought long and hard about the best way to fight the Senate and their followers,” Heru said, standing behind the chair at the head of the long, mahogany table, his fingers gripping the top of the leather-upholstered chair.

      We’d gathered in the former Council chambers located on the second floor of the Bainbridge house, a remnant from back when the Council of Seven was a thing and my people were ruled by an all-powerful patriarchy. Lately it seemed to have become the war room, where all of our side’s important decisions were discussed and made.

      This was my first time being included in one such discussion, and while I was honored to be there, I was antsy for it to be done. I wanted to check on Robert—or Bobby, as the others had settled on calling him while I was out. The toddler was playing with Reni in her playroom down the hall under Garth’s watchful supervision. Since waking a couple hours ago, I’d only been able to spend a few minutes with him before Heru called this meeting. By the time I returned to the playroom, I figured he’d probably have forgotten who I was entirely.

      “And it is not with weapons and battles that we shall fight them,” Heru continued, “but with knowledge and strategy.” He surveyed the faces of all nine Nejerets seated around the table. “Specifically, one very strategic alliance.”

      “Curious,” Dom said. His standing mirror was positioned on my left side. “He’s usually in favor of more violent, absolute measures . . .”

      I sniffed quietly in response. Speaking out loud would’ve been plain rude.

      Nik sat across from me, his mother on his right and Carlisle, Heru’s go-to guy, at his left. Neffe sat opposite Carlisle, at her father’s right hand, as always. Mari and Mei sat opposite each other, Mari beside Dom, and Mei beside Aset, and Lex occupied the spot at the far end of the table. The room was sealed within a shell of At, ensuring that everything discussed in here would be heard only by the intended ears.

      “The Senate’s supporters outnumber us four to one,” Heru said. “It pains me to say it, but we must accept that severe pride and vehement anti-humanism is too deep-seated in many of our people’s hearts for any logic or attempts at persuasion otherwise to fall on anything but deaf ears.” His fingers gripped the chairback more tightly, the leather creaking in response. “Our action must be swift and permanent, and above all else, it must take the opposition by absolute surprise.”

      I exchanged a questioning glance with Nik, who was leaning his chair back, balancing on two legs. He gave a minimal shrug. He had no idea where Heru was going with this either.

      “We must forge an alliance,” Heru said, his voice hardening. He wasn’t asking for permission, and his decision wasn’t open for discussion. “We must come out of the shadows.” He scanned each of our faces. “We must, once and for all, reveal ourselves to the humans.”

      My eyes opened wide. Neffe choked on the sip of water she’d just taken, and Nik let his chair fall forward, the front legs making a sharp knock on the hardwood floor. But at the end of the table, the tiniest, tight-lipped smile touched Lex’s mouth, and she bowed her head in agreement.

      “Um . . .” I raised my hand tentatively, and when Heru looked my way, I raised the other in defense. “Not that I’m against this ‘strategy’ or anything, and I’ve only been awake for a couple hours so maybe I’m missing something, but how exactly are we supposed to get people to believe us when we tell them”—and I used air quotes—“‘an immortal race has been living among you for thousands of years . . . oh, and some of us have superpowers!’ I mean, obviously we’d have to tell everyone all over the world all at once for this to be a sneak attack—which alone is a logistics nightmare—but using a video feed leaves us with no way to prove to the humans watching that whatever display of ‘magic’ we show them to prove we’re really what we say we are isn’t just special effects.” A swift survey of everyone’s faces showed considering expressions and a couple frowns, all except for Lex and Heru. “Unless there’s something I’m missing . . .”

      “Valid points, Kat,” Heru said with a slight nod my way. “Luckily, one of Mei’s most loyal subjects”—because Mei, like Heru, had been a Senate member before the war with her own territory, specifically the Rocky Mountain region of these ol’ United States—“is quite the gifted hacker. I’m certain that taking over the PNS feeds for a few minutes and locking all others out shouldn’t be an issue for him.” His statement ended with the uptick of a question, and his stare shifted to Mei.

      She frowned thoughtfully, then nodded. “It seems easily within Liam’s skill set. I don’t see why it would be a problem.”

      Heru nodded his thanks to her, then returned his attention to me. “As for the rest of the world, Tarsi will be streaming a live concert celebrating the recent ‘miracle’—it’s predicted to have record-breaking viewing numbers—and she has agreed to feature the announcement, live, between her two most popular songs.”

      I raised my eyebrows, impressed. Must be nice to have the world’s most famous and beloved superstar as your daughter.

      “And as for the belief issue, well . . .” Heru grinned wolfishly and his golden eyes lit with an assessing intensity that made me feel like he was trying to decide which of my fleshy bits would be tastiest. It was all I could do not to lean away from him. “That’s what you’re here for.”

      “I . . .” I shook my head slowly. “Yeah, you totally lost me there.”

      Heru’s grin shrank to a smug smile, and he picked up a tiny remote and pressed a button. The huge screen on the wall directly behind him turned on, showing a still shot of a PNS news story. The headline on the red bar below the anchorwoman read: GODDESS UPDATE.

      Heru pressed another button on the remote, and the video started to play.

      In the wake of the social media flood of sketches and paintings of the mysterious woman who appeared to nearly every person who recovered from the Cascade Virus, experts from the FBI and CIA have used the influx of information to create official renderings of the woman we’ve all come to know as “the Goddess.” The images have been released, and we’re pleased to have the exclusive reveal.

      An incredibly realistic image filled the screen. It was a digital painting of a kneeling woman, her arms outstretched and her head thrown back, her long, dark hair floating wildly around her head. She was wearing jeans and a black leather coat, and her skin glowed with a multicolored luminescence. Though her face wasn’t visible, there was little doubt in my mind who she was supposed to be.

      As someone who was personally affected by the Cascade Virus, I can personally attest to the striking accuracy of these renderings.

      Another image filled the screen. A face, glowing with that ethereal light. My face.

      My mouth was suddenly a desert. I licked my lips, but my tongue was so dry that it did no good. Swallowing was equally as useless.

      For those of us who experienced the miraculous cure, there’s no doubt in our minds that it was anything other than an act of divine intervention. And to the Goddess, if you are listening, we thank you.

      Tears welled in my eyes, and I clenched my teeth to keep my chin from quivering.

      “In related news,” the anchorwoman continued, but Heru paused the video.

      I was breathing hard, overwhelmed by a bevy of emotions I wasn’t used to feeling. I turned to Dom’s mirror and cleared my throat. “Did you know?”

      He blinked at me with those dark, silvered eyes. But he didn’t say no.

      My nostrils flared, and my skin started to glow with a faint rainbow luminescence. The air around me crackled with charged energy, making my hair float. “You did,” I said breathily, feeling utterly betrayed. I’d been feeling it so often these days I figured it should start to feel normal at some point. I hadn’t reached that point yet.

      I pushed my chair backward and stood. I needed to move, to dispel the magical energy building up around me. “A heads-up would’ve been swell,” I said to nobody in particular as I paced the length of the room. “Now everybody on the fucking planet thinks I’m some kind of—of—of savior.”

      “Aren’t you?” Nik said, voice bland.

      I froze behind my chair and looked at him.

      He, too, stood, his hands planted on the table. “Correct me if I’m wrong here, Kitty Kat, but didn’t you sacrifice yourself to save humanity?” He leaned in. “In what way are you not their savior?”

      “I didn’t want—” I rubbed my hand across my forehead. “I didn’t do it for that—for them to know.” I stared up at the ceiling, shaking my head. “I’m nobody’s savior.” My shoulders slumped. “I just did what had to be done.”

      Seconds of silence filled the room.

      “The Senate may still be recouping from this loss,” Heru finally said, “but do not, for one second, allow yourself to believe that this will be their final attempt to wipe humanity off the earth and claim it as their own.” He inhaled deeply, then held the breath. “Humanity needs you to protect them once more.” Slowly, he made his way toward me. “Show them your face. Let them believe.” He placed a hand on my shoulder. “They need you, Kat. We need you. Please.”

      I bowed my head, honored, humbled, and outright stunned by the fact that Heru—high and mighty king of us all, Heru—had said please. To me.

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. “Alright,” I said, raising my head and meeting Heru’s hawkish stare. “I’ll do it.”
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      “Cassie! Hurry up!” Melanie dragged Cassie through the crowd toward the stairs that led to the section where their seats were. The stadium was absolutely packed, with thousands of extra seats arranged down on the field where the Seahawks and Sounders usually played.

      It wasn’t that Cassie didn’t want to be there. Like, for reals, what sane teenage girl wouldn’t die to go to the concert of the century? None, that’s who. Not even a tomboy like Cassie.

      The Tarsi Tiff Survivors Tour was almost impossible to get tickets to—the fact that tickets were only open to CV survivors hardly made a dent in demand—and this was the kickoff concert . . . but Cassie was tired. Keeping the biggest secret in the history of pretty much everything was downright exhausting.

      She wished, desperately, that she didn’t have to hide that she knew exactly who the “Goddess” was, and that she was way cooler and amazing-er and more badass than anybody even knew. Not telling even her best friend, Melanie, was brutal.

      “Hurry up, you goober,” Melanie shouted over her shoulder. “I don’t want to miss the opening song, and ohmygod did you look at the map online? Our seats are killer!”

      Cassie rolled her eyes. She knew exactly how good their seats were. She got the tickets from her brother, who was good friends with the “Goddess”—a.k.a. Kat—and had an in with the one and only Tarsi Tiff through that mind-blowing connection. He was also Cassie and Melanie’s escort and chaperone for the night. He’d dropped them off to park the car, with promises to join them at their seats soon enough.

      “I have no idea how you scored these, but seriously—front row!” Melanie squealed. “I will be your slave for the rest of forever for sharing this a-mazing experience with me!”

      Cassie laughed, unable to not be affected by Melanie’s infectious joy.

      Melanie guided Cassie onto the field and showed their tickets to the attendant.

      The hulk of a dude raised his eyebrows and whistled. “Down to the front,” he said, pointing toward the stage. “Your seats are in the front row, near the center.”

      “Eeeeeee!” Melanie squealed, hopping up and down on both feet. And then she was back to the dragging thing.

      Once they were finally in their seats, Cassie started to get into the excitement. It was all around her; the place practically thrummed with it. And when Tarsi Tiff came out on stage, the crowd exploded, Cassie included.

      “I’d like to welcome you all to the inaugural Survivors Concert!” Tarsi said as she took center stage, her voice booming all around Cassie.

      The roar of the cheering crowd grew louder.

      Tarsi held her mic up, and the sound of the crowd reverberated through the gazillions of speakers. It was so loud that Cassie had to cover her ears.

      “Alright!” Tarsi yelled into the mic. “Alright, let’s bring it down a notch . . . or ten!”

      The crowd quieted, and after a few seconds, music kicked on, and Tarsi launched into her first song of the evening: “Girl of Stone.” It was Cassie’s all-time favorite song, and she lost herself to it, singing and swaying and crying. It was literally the best moment of her life. Literally.

      Cassie’s older brother, Garth, must’ve showed up at some point during the song, because he was sitting in the seat beside Cassie’s when she finally came out of the song’s spell.

      Cassie threw her arms around her brother. “Thankyouthankyouthankyou!”

      Garth’s laugh was lost to the roar of the crowd, but she could feel him shake with it.

      “Let’s hear it for all of you survivors!” Tarsi said, and once again, the crowd went wild. After a few seconds, she made a quiet-down gesture with her hand, and the noise cut in half. “We’ve got an amazing show planned for tonight,” she said, “but first, there’s a very special person I’d like you all to meet.” The enormous screen behind Tarsi showed a close-up of her face, but Cassie didn’t need to look at the screen to see Tarsi’s sassy wink—one that Cassie was pretty sure was aimed at her.

      Cassie totally died a little bit in that moment.

      “She’s my aunt, sort of . . . or my cousin?” Tarsi laughed, and the crowd laughed with her. “Relationships are confusing in my family. Anyway, how about a big round of applause for our special guest!”

      Of course, the crowd obeyed, clapping wildly, Cassie included.

      The woman who walked out of the shadows and onto the stage was wearing jeans, combat boots, and a black leather jacket over a sweatshirt, the hood pulled up and her head bowed to hide her face.

      The hush that fell over the crowd was almost instantaneous. There was no denying the resemblance of this woman’s outfit to that of the Goddess, and everyone there knew it.

      “Now this is super important,” Tarsi said. “I need you all to stay in your seats. Do not rush the stage. This is for the safety of all of you. You’ve all survived so much, it would be tragic for anyone to get injured here tonight. I hate to play bad cop, but if you leave your seat, you’ll be thrown out. Got it?”

      There were yeses shouted and people nodding and murmurs of assent all around.

      Cassie looked at Garth, her mouth hanging open. Was it really her?

      “You’re about to see history in the making, munchkin,” he said, wrapping his arm around Cassie’s shoulder and hugging her to his side. “Enjoy the ride.”

      Eyes opened wide, Cassie returned her attention to the stage. She wouldn’t blink. She couldn’t. She was too afraid of missing any single thing.

      “I’d say I’d like you all to meet my Aunt Kat,” Tarsi said, “but I think most of you have already met her.”

      The woman standing beside Tarsi raised her head and pushed her hood back, and the roar of the gasps that filled the stadium was almost as loud as the cheering had been. And then, once again, there was silence.

      It was her—Kat. Her face filled the big screen behind her, and nobody who’d been visited by the Goddess during the miracle would be able to deny that this was her, standing on the stage before them. That she was real.

      Cassie didn’t think the crowd could be any more stunned. In a stadium full of thousands upon thousands of people, it was pin-drop silent.

      Until Kat—the Goddess—started to glow.

      People all around Cassie sat down. Many started crying, or reaching their hands out, like they might be able to touch Kat from their seats. Melanie took a step forward but stopped when Cassie grabbed her arm.

      “Stay at your seat,” Cassie whispered. “Remember?”

      Melanie blinked, seeming to wake from a daze, then nodded.

      Cassie had to remind herself that not everyone knew what she knew. That almost nobody knew what she knew.

      “My name is Katarina Dubois,” Kat said, walking closer to the edge of the stage, “and I am not a goddess.” She stopped and scanned the crowd. “But I’m not human, either. I’m a member of an ancient species of immortals who have been living among you for thousands and thousands of years.

      “We are called Nejerets.”

      

      
        
        The end
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Thanks for reading! You’ve reached the end of Underground (Kat Dubois Chronicles, #3). Keep reading for more Kat adventures in Soul Eater (Kat Dubois Chronicles, #4). 
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      I stand in a locker-lined hallway, teenagers streaming past me on both sides. Shoe soles squeak on the polished floor. Someone slams a locker shut off to my left.

      “Go long!” a guy shouts from farther up the hall just moments before he chucks a football over the heads of the students.

      I stumble to the side as another guy bulldozes through the crowd, pushing kids out of the way in an attempt to chase down the ball.

      In a wave, students duck. Girls squeal and giggle. Boys shout.

      “Blake!” a woman says, voice raised but not yelling. Teacher voice, all the way. “My room. Now.”

      I can just see the woman between the breaks in the crowd. She’s young for a teacher, maybe in her mid- to late-twenties, and pretty, in a wholesome, all-American way. She’s standing in the mouth of an off-shooting hallway, fists on her hips and expression stern. In her boots, jeans, and oversized sweater, I can almost mistake her for a student, but her confident, self-assurance gives her age away. She’s comfortable with herself in a way that no high school kid ever is.

      The boy who threw the ball flashes the teacher a cheeky grin. He’s big for a high school kid—broad-shouldered and tall. I figure him for a senior, or at least an upperclassman. “Did you see that dime, Ms. C.?”

      The teacher narrows her eyes. “Oh, I saw it, Blake.” She turns to the side and points down that other hallway. “Now, get your butt into my classroom. You can eat your lunch in there today.”

      Blake’s shoulders slump. “But Ms. C. . . . I’m supposed to meet the guys at—” Blake proves that he’s smarter than he looks and stops talking when the teacher—Ms. C.—cocks her head to the side, eyebrows raised.

      “Maybe you should’ve thought of the consequences before pulling that stunt,” she says.

      “This is so unfair,” the boy grumbles. He weaves around the other students, feet dragging as he makes his way toward Ms. C.

      “You know we’re trying to keep things calmer around here,” she says to him as he approaches. The two fall into step beside one another, walking away down the other hallway and moving out of sight. “The other students look up to you,” I hear her say. “At least try to set a good example.”

      “Yeah . . . OK.”

      “Thanks, Blake.”

      They’re both quiet for a moment, and I wonder if they’ve moved behind a closed door and out of range of even my sensitive hearing. But finally, Blake speaks, his voice barely above a whisper. “Do you think it’s really ghosts?”

      “I don’t know,” the teacher says. “I never really considered myself a believer—of anything—but who knows. If Nejerets—immortals—are real, who’s to say ghosts aren’t, too?”

      “Everyone’s scared,” Blake says.

      “I know.” Ms. C. is quiet for a moment, then asks, “Are you?” For long seconds, neither of them speaks. The boy must’ve nodded, because the teacher eventually says, “Me too.”

      “What are you doing?” a girl asks. She’s standing directly in front of me, which makes me think she must be talking to me. There’s something familiar about her, but I can’t quite place her. “We’re going to be tardy,” she says, linking her arm with mine. “Come on.” She pulls me into motion, dragging me to class.

      A bell rings over the loudspeakers.

      “Hurry!”

      

      I woke with a groan and rolled onto my back. The gazillion-thread-count sheets, damp with sweat caused by the nightmarish dream, were tangled around my legs. High school. Ugh.

      I brushed back the strands of hair stuck to my face, then let my hand flop down onto the pillow and stared up at the ceiling. This was the fourth night in a row that I’d dreamt of walking those locker-lined halls. The dream was never the same, but the school itself was.

      Strangely, I wasn’t even dreaming of my old high school in Seattle, but that fact hadn’t stopped my mind from recreating this dream school over and over again. I’d only ever had one recurring dream before: of the day my mom was murdered. So why was I having one now, and why the hell was it centered around some random, made-up high school?

      I’d left high school behind two decades ago, and I hadn’t exactly had a wonderful time there. The only kids I’d really fit in with were the outcasts—the freaks and geeks. That was the price of having a mom who owned a magic shop. Apparently, according to my subconscious, I had some unresolved issues revolving around adolescence and my incomplete high school career. Me—unresolved issues. Shocker, I know.

      With another groan, I sat up, arching my neck from side to side. The base of my skull ached with the promise of yet another headache. That would make three days straight, and this one threatened to be the worst yet. I glanced to the left, finding the bottle of whiskey sitting beside my sword, Mercy, atop the dresser, and wondered if the booze was to blame. The bottle was at least three quarters full. I’d cracked it open the previous night, but I’d been nursing it for hours—hardly enough of that friendly poison to leave a Nejeret with anything close to a hangover.

      I rubbed my eyes. Maybe it was the dream. High school had been stressful enough when I was a kid; it seemed unbelievably unfair that it was now giving me headaches as an adult.

      Or, maybe it had nothing to do with that. Maybe the headache was a residual aftereffect from dying. I’d been trying really hard not to think about the fifteen minutes I’d spent as a corpse. Or about the conversation I’d had with Isfet, the imprisoned consciousness of the universe, in Duat during that time. And I’d definitely been avoiding thinking about the promise I’d made her—mainly because thinking about devising a way to break her out of Aaru was about as useful as banging my head against a wall. Actually, banging my head against a wall would actually accomplish something—a nice, solid dent in the drywall—which was more than I could say about any attempts I’d made at planning Isfet’s prison break.

      Yeah, I had a feeling that particular conundrum was directly responsible for the headache. How could it not be?

      Rubbing the back of my neck in an attempt to ease the tension tightening those muscles, I arched my back, then scooted to the edge of the bed. I opened my mouth, popping my jaw, but the ache in the base of my skull persisted, spreading higher to throb behind my eyeballs.

      I sighed heavily and stood, dragging my feet to the bathroom. A long, hot shower—that should do the trick. Besides, it wasn’t like I had anything better to do, not when setting foot outside of the Heru compound was likely to result in me getting mobbed by human admirers. Or assassinated by anti-Nejeret fanatics. Or abducted by the Senate.

      So, basically, I was stuck here. Just me, my headache, my memories of the hereafter, and my longing for the life of inconsequence I’d left behind. Swell.
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      The shower, in fact, did nothing to help the headache. The heat may even have made it worse. Brilliant idea, self. High-five.

      Thanks to the pounding in my skull, I wasn’t feeling up to eating. The thought of forking breakfast food into my mouth actually made my stomach turn, so instead of heading down to the kitchen, where Lex no doubt had some egg-based feast prepared, I grabbed my sword off the dresser, opened the bedroom door, and headed straight down the grand staircase to the front door, shrugging into Mercy’s leather holster as I jogged down the final few stairs. Exercise and fresh air would make me feel better. It always did.

      “Kat?” Lex called from the kitchen. “Is that you?” I could hear her daughter, Reni, humming. Her toddler voice sounded utterly content; she always hummed when she was eating something tasty. I had no doubt that Bobby was in there, too. Lex had taken the little human-turned-Nejeret under her wing almost as soon as he came to stay with us on Bainbridge Island.

      I considered leaving without responding to my big half-sister, but I was really trying not to be a dick these days. I paused with one hand on the doorknob. “I’m heading out to the beach,” I told her.

      “No need to shout,” Lex said, appearing in the doorway to the kitchen, a brown paper lunch sack in hand. She scanned me, her eyes assessing the telltale sweats, sneakers, and sword. “Practicing again?” Her eyes lingered on Mercy’s handle, sticking up over my right shoulder. When I nodded, she stepped into the hallway and held out the paper bag. “Take this.”

      I held in the words “I’m not hungry” and met her halfway down the hallway to accept the bag of food. It was heavier than I’d expected and I raised my eyebrows once it was in my hand.

      “Bagel and cream cheese and a protein shake,” Lex said, resting one hand on her hip. “You’ll need your strength if you’re going to spend another morning out there swinging that thing around.” There was no judgment in her eyes, just sympathy. She understood what it was like to be a prisoner in this place, trapped by circumstance.

      Lex’s husband, Heru, was the head of our people, leading not only the Nejeret fight against the Senate, the anti-human branch of Nejeretkind, but also heading up our diplomatic relations with the human world—both roles that left him with plenty of enemies. And thanks to the otherworldly soul bond that Lex and Heru shared, if one of them died, the other would fall soon after. Because of that, Lex was a prime target, right up there with Heru.

      And right up there with me—“the Goddess.” Despite my assurances to the human world that I was no such thing during the big reveal at the concert a little over a week ago, the nickname had stuck, and the humans were running with it. A week and a half after appearing to the billions dying from the Cascade Virus, I’d made an encore appearance and told all of humanity that immortals lived among them. And now I was the most famous person alive.

      “You’re too good to me,” I told Lex, tucking the brown-bagged breakfast under my arm.

      At least, thanks to Lex, I ate well while my new notoriety kept me trapped within our heavily guarded walls. Over the past month, since Heru had declared war on the Senate, she’d taken to cooking for all of the Nejerets residing in the main house. Breakfast, lunch, and dinner had all become gourmet feasts around this place. Usually I’d have been all over that—Lex was an excellent cook—but not this morning. Not with this headache.

      Lex shrugged. “What’s family for? Besides, I’ve got to do something around here. Otherwise I’ll go nuts.” Lex’s brow knitted, and she studied my face more closely. She reached out to touch my arm with gentle fingers. “Something’s wrong.” Her carmine eyes searched mine. “What is it, Kat?”

      Reni squealed in the kitchen, and Lex glanced over her shoulder before returning her attention to me. “I know you’ve been through a lot. You can talk to me . . . about anything.”

      “I’m fine,” I said, patting her hand, then taking a step backward.

      Lex and Dom were always trying to get me to talk about the big “it”—my death. Their kindhearted persistence kept the incident at the forefront of my mind, stirring up the panic that was never far from the surface. I wished they would stop.

      “Didn’t sleep well is all,” I said, turning on my heel and striding back to the front door. “Kiss the kid for me, will you?” I tossed over my shoulder, and then I was outside and taking deep inhales of the fresh, morning air. It was drizzling, but that was the norm for the Puget Sound in March, and the dewy drops soothed my frayed nerves, just a little.

      As I made my way along the wooded trail to the beach, I rubbed the back of my neck, digging my fingers in nice and deep and feeling the ache abate, but it only provided temporary relief. The moment I removed my fingers, the dull throbbing returned. The fresh air and exercise might not ease the pain, but at least they would provide a distraction. Better than sitting inside, reminiscing about my old life, being generally miserable and feeling sorry for myself. Both things, it turned out, I excelled at.

      The old, familiar trail spat me out onto the rocky beach. I dropped the paper lunch bag and placed one hand on a piece of driftwood for leverage as I leapt over it. I drew Mercy with the melodic ringing of At on At and launched straight into my practice sequence as soon as I landed. My frustrations fell away as I grunted and thrust, twisted and rolled. I sliced through the salty sea air with Mercy’s blade, the unbreakable crystalline length collecting tiny droplets of rain every time I stilled, then flinging them off when I shifted into the next position.

      My body took over, and I moved through the forms without thought, just as I’d done thousands of times. This felt normal, the only aspect of my old life that remained the same. My breathing quickened, supplying the blood racing through my veins with the oxygen it needed. Perspiration mingled with rain on my skin and clothing until my sweats were nearly soaked through. The ache in my head throbbed in time with the beating of my heart, pounding a primal rhythm against the inside of my skull.

      Time ceased to matter, and the minutes flew past, becoming hours.

      I spun around, muscles straining from fatigue, Mercy’s blade cutting through the air with a whoosh. My right foot landed in a dip in the beach, and I misstepped with my left, rolling onto my ankle with the entirety of my body weight.

      I hissed in a breath and dropped to the ground, tiny rocks clacking and crunching beneath my hip. I never misstepped—not ever—and the mistake pissed me off.

      “Agh!” I yelled, chucking Mercy like a tomahawk. With a resonant thwang, she landed nose-first in a large piece of driftwood a short way down the beach.

      I huffed out a breath and straightened my legs out in front of me, moving my left foot around in a slow circle to test how badly I’d injured it. A sharp, hot pain stopped the movement short. Felt like a mild sprain—so, maybe a half hour of recovery time plus a short period of regenerative sleep tonight. Nothing dire.

      My stomach grumbled. I was hungry. The headache wasn’t any better, but I’d been out here for a couple hours, and my body’s need for food had surpassed the point of pain-induced appetite suppression.

      Breathing hard, I rolled onto my knees and tucked my good foot underneath me, pushing up off the ground with my hands to stand. I sort of limp-hopped over to the spot near the trailhead where I’d dropped my to-go breakfast and plopped down on a bench-high piece of driftwood.

      Waves rolled in gently, leaving sea-foam and kelp on the rocks as the water receded. The Puget Sound beyond was a dark, gray mass looking like tarnished silver in the dim light of the overcast sky. In the distance, a lone white ferry slid slowly across the surface of the water, moving from one emerald hill to another. I inhaled, tasting the sea, and closed my eyes. This far-off view was the closest thing I had to a window to the outside world now.

      “I hate to interrupt, little sister,” Dom said from the mirror pendant hanging on a leather cord around my neck. “But Lex would like to know if you’re planning on joining the others for lunch.”

      I snorted and let my head fall back. My incorporeal half-brother excelled at interrupting pretty much anything I was doing. “Is it opposite day?” I asked dryly.

      “I’m sorry,” Dom said primly. “I do not follow . . .”

      “Never mind,” I said with a brief exhale of a laugh as I opened the paper bag and peeked inside. Sure enough, a bagel with cream cheese sandwiched between the two halves lay within, safe in a plastic baggie, and a reusable tumbler held a thick, gray-brown protein shake. Chocolate, from the looks of it. Maybe enough for a normal person, even after a workout like I’d just had. But then, I was far from normal. And with the sprain, I would need more food to refuel than usual. Definitely more than this. Lunch probably wasn’t a bad idea.

      “Garth has returned,” Dom said. “I believe he’ll be at lunch.”

      “Oh yeah?” I hadn’t seen the former cop since the concert, and I was genuinely excited to catch up with him. We’d fallen into an awkward yet somehow easy friendship since downgrading our relationship from more-than to just friends. Plus, I was eager to hear the undistorted truth of how humans were handling the revelation that Nejerets walked among them. The Public News System’s feeds just didn’t cut it.

      “Tell Lex I’ll be there,” I told Dom before tearing into the bagel. I shifted on the driftwood, propping my left foot up. Elevating my ankle would help the sprain heal faster. After a deep breath, I took a swig from the tumbler.

      “And Heru is due to return later this morning.”

      I choked on the protein shake, my slowing pulse spiking. I felt my face drain of all color and had to force my hands not to shake as I set down the tumbler before I dropped it. I cleared my throat, rethinking my lunch plans. “I thought he wasn’t coming back until tomorrow.” To be fair, it wasn’t Heru I was worried about seeing, but the man who would be returning with him: Nik.

      The two had been away for the past two days, Nik acting as Heru’s bodyguard while our fearless leader met with top officials in Washington, DC. And it didn’t get much more top than the grand ol’ POTUS. Some thought leaving the safety of his home territory was too risky for Heru; not Lex, surprisingly enough. And not me. Maybe that was because we both knew that nobody would get to Heru with Nik guarding his back.

      Oh, sure, Heru was more than capable of taking care of himself in most circumstances, but some of the Senate’s followers were the special brand of Nejeret—the kind with sheuts that afforded them magical powers beyond the usual good health and longevity that blessed our kind. With the merest thought, Heru could teleport out of the way of any physical attack, but what about a magical attack on his mind? Luckily, Nik had the skills and magical prowess to protect Heru against any and all attacks, whether they be of mundane or sheut origin.

      “They concluded their talks early,” Dom said. “The next meeting will take place here.”

      “Oh . . . neato,” I said. But my brain could barely process what Dom had just told me. It was too focused on the impending run-in with Nik.

      I’d been keeping my distance since the whole bringing-me-back-from-the-dead incident. Every time I saw Nik, I came a little bit unhinged. It was like I was right back in that driveway, lying on the gravel, freshly returned from Duat and my unbelievable meeting with Isfet. When I looked into Nik’s eerily pale blue eyes, I couldn’t pretend Isfet hadn’t tasked me with freeing her from Aaru, a place no being, not even a powerful Netjer like Anapa, would be able to escape from. When I looked at Nik, I couldn’t ignore the fact that the fate of the universe depended on me not failing. Or the fact that I had no idea what I was doing.

      I hadn’t asked for this. I didn’t want to be special. I’d blundered into it through recklessness and stupidity. I was far from the right person for the job, but circumstance made me the only one who could do it. And I was terrified. I spent my days dodging a cold, crippling fear. Steal-your-breath fear. Lose-sleep, can’t-eat, cry-in-the-shower-fear.

      I used to be strong. I wasn’t anymore.

      Every time I saw Nik, I was reminded of that. I felt it. And I hated it.

      “What happened to you, little sister?” Dom asked. He knew where my thoughts had gone—where they always went these days when I was around Nik—and what feelings those thoughts evoked within me, even if he didn’t know why. “Perhaps talking about it will help you heal.”

      “I wish . . .” I forced myself to take another bite of the bagel, consciously moving my jaw up and down as I chewed. It tasted like cardboard slathered with glue. With some difficulty, I even managed to swallow. “But this isn’t the kind of thing that gets better with words,” I said. I inhaled and exhaled deeply, lowering the bagel to my lap and staring out at the sea. “You wouldn’t understand. Nobody will.”

      “You died,” Dom said. “Do you not think that I, of all people, can relate . . . at least a little?” There was some tongue-in-cheek to his tone, and I raised one eyebrow, the corner of my mouth quirking downward, though he couldn’t see my face.

      Dom was dead. Or rather, dead-ish. And thanks to me—or maybe no thanks to me—he now spent his days in limbo, stuck inside the world beyond the mirrors, a mysterious reflection of our world he’d yet to tell me much about. But at least he wasn’t trapped in Aaru. That was some small comfort.

      I sighed. Dom kind of had a point about the whole dying thing. “No, you’re right. That was callous of me. It’s just . . .”

      It wasn’t dying that disturbed me so much; it was everything that went along with it. But I couldn’t bring myself to tell him that. I hadn’t been able to tell anyone about what happened to me after I died. Part of me hoped it had all been a figment of my dying mind. That same part of me feared that saying it out loud would make it real.

      I shoved the bagel into my mouth and bit off way too much, hoping that would shut me up before I had the chance to stick my foot farther in.

      I heard a twig snap some ways back in the woods and turned to peer into the trees.

      “What is it?” Dom asked. His hearing was dulled in death, leaving him at my mercy to relay what was going on around me most of the time.

      “Nothing,” I told him, turning back around and taking a swig of the protein shake. It was probably just a squirrel or a crow, or maybe even one of Lex’s cats, hunting said squirrel or crow.

      Except, several seconds later, I heard the crack of another stick breaking, followed by the unmistakable murmur of lowered voices. One of those voices was impossible not to recognize—because it belonged to Nik. Sometimes it felt like my ears were honed specifically to pick up on his voice.

      “Damn it,” I hissed, the words barely audible. Dom had said they wouldn’t be back until later this morning. I should’ve had at least another hour or two. But no, Nik just had to go and ruin my peace by returning early.

      Not ready to face him, I snatched up the tumbler and bagel, wedged the paper bag under the driftwood to hide it, and tiptoe-limped back to the woods. I’d gotten good at moving quietly over the years—a trick of the trade, I supposed. Even with my sprained ankle, I managed to slink unnoticed far enough into the woods that it was easy to duck out of sight by the time two people came into view through the trees.

      Nik walked at a leisurely pace, arm in arm with his beautiful, ancient daughter, Mei. I rarely saw the two together—circumstances way out of their control had prevented them from ever being close—but watching them together like this, it was impossible not to see the resemblance. She had the trademark, striking look that made her ancestors—Nik, Aset, and Heru—all so breathtaking: angular features, almond-shaped eyes, and skin shimmering with an inhuman golden tint. She’d won the genetic lottery, even inheriting her father’s extra gift—a sheut. Using that, she could teleport with barely a thought. And back before the new gods, Susie and Syris, put the kibosh on time travel, she’d been able to move from one time to the next as she pleased.

      I inhaled deeply, then held my breath and closed my eyes, focusing on listening. Hearing their voices wasn’t difficult, especially not with my sensitive Nejeret ears, but their voices bouncing around between the trees made it a little more difficult to pick out their words.

      “. . . suspected, but I wasn’t sure,” Nik said, his voice seeming to hover around me for a millisecond before fading away.

      “But now you are,” Mei said. “Or, at least, you think it likely, but you’ve come to me to confirm it.”

      Confirm what? Of course, this was probably an MYOB moment and I was the one eavesdropping on a private conversation, but still—confirm what? My blood burned with curiosity. Maybe I was avoiding Nik at the moment, but that didn’t make me any less interested in what was going on with him.

      “Who is it?” Dom asked. “Are we in danger? Should I alert Lex?”

      I couldn’t risk responding. They were too close.

      “I know you don’t like to talk about the things you’ve seen,” Nik said, “but I have to know for sure. If I’m right about this, it changes everything.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut, letting out my breath as quietly as possible before inhaling and holding it once more. What were they talking about?

      “I’ll make an exception, just this once,” Mei said, “and only because telling you changes nothing. We are already traveling down this fork in fate’s path.” She was quiet for a moment. “You are right, Father—I’ve seen it. And yes, it does change everything, but not necessarily for the worse . . .”

      Nik snorted a laugh, the sound more displeased than amused.

      “You need to tell her, before either of you gets hurt. It’s not just her life she’s responsible for now.”

      “She won’t like it.”

      She? My eyes popped open, the lids narrowing to slits. She who? And what did Mei mean about the “not just her life” bit? What had Nik done now—gone and gotten some chick knocked up? Would Mei finally have someone to call a true brother or sister?

      My stomach knotted, and my lip curled, though I didn’t understand why I was having such a visceral reaction to the news. Nik was beyond gorgeous, and we had a past—a troubled, complicated past—but we weren’t attached to each other in any way. I had no claim on him, no right to feel hatred toward whoever this chick was. I didn’t even know if she was real.

      And yet I’d never felt jealousy like this before. Maybe it was a product of my stupid, overactive teenage hormones, but that didn’t matter; I needed to tamp it down before I charged over to Nik, demanded he explain what was going on, and made a complete ass of myself. Or, at least, more of an ass than usual.

      “Yes, well,” Mei continued, “can you blame her?”

      They were nearing the opening of the trail, where soft, pine-needle-padded earth met a sea of pebbles. Once they were on the beach, I was so out of there.

      Nik paused at the mouth of the trail, extending his arm out in front of Mei to stop her, too.

      Mei turned her head to look at him. “What is it?”

      But Nik wasn’t looking her way. He was staring at something further down on the beach. Was there danger? Maybe a Senate assassin had swum its way here unnoticed? A boat would have been sighted, no matter how small, but someone in diving gear . . .

      I stood partway to get a better look at whatever had caught Nik’s attention. When my eyes landed on it, my breath lodged in my throat. Mercy, her At blade shimmering faintly in the dull morning light, stood proud from where she was lodged in that damn piece of driftwood.

      “Shit,” I mouthed.

      I made a split-second decision, and no, it wasn’t to reveal myself, though I couldn’t think of a single thing that would’ve made it more obvious that I was somewhere nearby, lurking like a stalker, than my apparently abandoned sword. Nik knew better than anyone that I would never leave Mercy behind. She was a part of me. A part of me that he’d made.

      I stood and sprinted away, ignoring the twinges of pain in my ankle as I dodged trees and leapt over boulders and fallen logs. I reached the house in barely five minutes. It had to be some kind of a record. I shoved my way through the front door, ran up the staircase, and barreled into my bedroom, slamming the door shut.

      Practically panting, I leaned back against the door and sank down to the floor. My ankle felt like it was on fire, throbbing with the beat of my heart. I’d re-injured it, and worse, this time. No matter, it would heal.

      “Did you catch any of that?” I asked Dom, eyes on his full-size presence in the standing mirror across the room.

      “No,” Dom said. “I am still unsure who exactly you were running from.”

      I brushed the stray strands of hair from my face and let my head fall forward, gritting my teeth and growling. Nik would know I’d been there, and now he knew just how extreme my avoidance of him was. It was only a matter of time before he returned Mercy, those pale eyes filled with a knowing glint. He might not say anything about the conversation I’d overheard or the fact that I’d run away from him, but that wouldn’t change the he-knows-I-know reality. Or the I’m-a-stalker reality.

      “Are you planning on enlightening me?” Dom asked.

      I peeked at him through my lashes, cheeks burning. “I haven’t decided yet.”
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      Preliminary reports indicate that despite ending earlier than expected, the meeting between President Booth and the Nejeret leader, Heru, did in fact go well. The White House issued a statement proclaiming that the president herself will be traveling to the Nejeret complex in Washington State early next week to continue talks with Heru and other prominent Nejeret leaders. We’ll know more about the substance of these talks this afternoon, after the press secretary’s press conference. And now, here’s Carl Sykes with the weather . . .

      “Well, that was informative . . .” I chomped on an excessively long curly fry, focus shifting from the television I could just barely see in the living room to Lex, who was breaking fries into more manageably sized pieces for Reni and Bobby.

      “Mm-hmm . . .” Lex met my eyes, mouth spreading into a tight-lipped smile. She was more on edge than I’d seen her in a while.

      Reni sat on one side of her in a purple booster seat and matching bib, and Bobby sat on her other side, next to me, playing with his dinosaur chicken nuggets like they were edible action figures. Aset and Neffe were still downstairs in the basement laboratory, awaiting Heru’s return so they could eat with him—and get the lowdown on how the meetings in DC went, straight from the horse’s mouth. Mari sat across from me, nose buried in a book on theoretical astrophysics, a grilled ham and cheese sandwich abandoned, half eaten on her plate, and Garth sat beside her, fully engaged in the weird-faces battle he was having with a two-year-old. There was no sign of Nik or Mei—yet.

      Which meant there was still a chance that I would be able to finish up and skedaddle before they showed. I could only hope . . .

      We didn’t usually watch TV while sitting down for a meal, but we were as eager as the rest of the nation—hell, the world—to hear the details of Heru’s meeting with the President, especially considering Heru’s early return home. Nik had come back first, apparently, Heru stopping off at the Tent District in Seattle to meet with Dorman and the huge population of Nejerets residing there. I had no clue why Nik had shirked his bodyguard duties early, and Lex claimed ignorance as well. Her unusual state of agitation convinced me it wasn’t an act. She didn’t like Heru going around unguarded one bit. Well, there was nothing to be done about it now, other than provide some sort of a distraction.

      “So,” I said, looking at Garth. “How’s the fam?”

      He unscrewed his face and returned his tongue to his mouth, then looked at me. “Pretty smug, actually,” he said. “They’re loving being able to tell everyone back home that they’ve known about Nejerets for so long.”

      I snorted gently. “Bet they are,” I said, reaching for my third sandwich. There was a small mountain of grilled ham and cheese sandwiches left on a platter in the center of the table, so it wasn’t like I was hogging the food.

      Garth took a drink of his iced tea. “Cassie wants to know when you’re going to come visit.” His eyes narrowed playfully. “She mentioned something about ninja training.”

      I bit off a corner of the sandwich, blinking wide, innocent eyes at him, and shrugged. I’d told her maybe. And that we would talk about it. But . . . considering how housebound I was these days, getting out to spend some time with Garth’s little sister and teach her how to fight didn’t sound so bad. Though I doubted her parents would be quite so excited about it.

      I stretched my neck absently, first one way, then the next. That damn headache sure was persistent. Raising one hand to rub the base of my skull, I reached for my glass of Cherry Coke with the other. Maybe caffeine and sugar would do the trick where exercise and fresh air had failed. I caught Lex’s eye as I lifted the glass. She’d finished tearing up Reni’s food and was staring at me, head cocked to the side.

      I froze, Cherry Coke fizzing a few inches from my mouth. “What?”

      “Headache?”

      I took a long drink of cool, bubbly goodness, then set my glass down. “Uh . . . yeah. I’ve had it for a few days now.”

      Lex frowned. “Hmmm . . .”

      I looked around the table, suddenly self-conscious. All adult eyes were on me. “What? It’s just a headache.”

      Garth frowned. “Isn’t that unusual . . . for a Nejeret, I mean? We’re not supposed to get sick and stuff, right?” He was still getting used to the rules of his new immortality, but he wasn’t wrong. Our kind’s hyper-regenerative abilities kept practically all illnesses and maladies at bay, our bodies healing before we ever felt a symptom signaling that something was wrong.

      “Correct.” Mari set her book down, thumb holding her place, and studied my face like it was a specimen on a slide being viewed through one of her microscopes. “How long did you say you’ve had a headache?”

      I raised and lowered my shoulders. “I don’t know. Maybe three days. Why?”

      “Hmmm . . .”

      My eyes widened, and I looked from her to Lex and back. “Stop hmmm-ing. It’s just a headache.”

      “Maybe it has something to do with what happened back at my folks’ place,” Garth suggested. “I mean, you did die.”

      I snapped my fingers. “There it is. That’s gotta be it—I’m having post-death pains. Mystery solved. Now, can we please stop talking about my stupid head?”

      “There’s a bottle of Advil in the medicine cabinet in the powder room,” Lex said, pushing her chair back to stand, presumably to retrieve the pain meds.

      I held out a hand. “Sit,” I said. “Eat. I’ll take some before I head upstairs.” I offered her a grateful smile; painkillers sounded like exactly what I needed. “Thanks, though.”

      She nodded a you’re welcome.

      One of the doors from the back patio opened, and Nik and Mei walked into the living room. Nik was carrying my sword.

      I stiffened, meeting Nik’s eyes for a fraction of a second before glancing down at Mercy, then looking away. Cheeks burning, I focused on the news anchor I could just barely see on the TV instead of the surging panic making my heart beat double time.

      . . . isn’t your usual news story. Something strange is going on at a high school in Bellevue, Washington. Both students and faculty at Bellevue’s prestigious Newport High School have reported unusual, sometimes frightening activity during and after school hours.

      I was painfully aware of Nik setting Mercy on the countertop of the kitchen island before moving out of view to wash his hands at the kitchen sink. I could practically feel his eyes burning a hole into the back of my throbbing skull.

      Gritting my teeth, I took a deep breath, reached for my glass, and redoubled my focus on the TV. Any second now, the flashbacks would start. I would be sitting here, but I would also be lying on that gravel driveway. I would be having lunch with my family but also floating around in Duat, listening to Isfet tell me I had to find a way to do the impossible before some unknown pending disaster destroyed the universe. I would be alive and dead at the same time, and the anticipation was killing me.

      Cold spots, objects moving on their own, disembodied voices—all normal fare in your standard horror movie about ghosts and hauntings. So why have there been dozens of reports of similar occurrences in a high school over this past week? Let’s go to Sandra O’Neil, on site at Newport High School, right now.

      I started in my seat when Nik pulled out the empty chair on my left and sat. He leaned toward me a couple inches and said something, but I was so focused on not paying attention to him, on not having a panic attack, that I missed his words.

      I leaned away, looking at him sidelong. “What?”

      “Can you pass the fries?” he repeated, glancing at the serving bowl on the far side of the platter of sandwiches.

      “Oh, um . . .” I cleared my throat, but it still felt like my heart was in it, clogging the way. “Sure.” I released my apparent death grip on my glass and reached for the bowl, then handed it to Nik. I just hoped he hadn’t noticed how badly my hand was shaking.

      “Thanks.” His gaze lingered on my face too long. He wasn’t smirking, which was rare. In fact, his expression was serious, concerned even. He must’ve picked up on my racing heartbeat. At this point, I figured everyone sitting around the table must have noticed.

      I looked away—from him, from all of them—once again focusing on the TV, guiding my lungs through deep, even breaths. It only took a few seconds for my attention to go from forced to genuinely captured by the news story. First my dreams of a high school which included talk of ghosts, then this story about a haunted high school. I couldn’t shake the feeling that it was more than just a freak coincidence.

      The reporter on site at the school was interviewing a teacher in the school parking lot. More specifically the teacher I’d seen in my dream—Ms. C., a woman I’d never met before and had, up until this moment, believed to be a figment of my unconscious mind.

      “Is that the school in Crossroads?” Lex asked. “The one with all the gang problems?” She was from Eastern Washington originally and had spent most of her time in the western half of the state, either in Seattle or here on Bainbridge Island. She didn’t know the layout of Western Washington nearly as well as I did.

      I shook my head. “Newport’s in Factoria.” Kimi, the overachieving UW undergrad who managed my shop, had gone to Newport. It was about as good of a school as there was in the public school system, and Kimi credited her high school with getting her into the prestigious University of Washington business school on her first attempt.

      “Oh,” Lex said, then made some commentary that I didn’t hear because I was so engrossed in the news story.

      I pushed my chair back and stood, then walked around the table and into the living room, eyes locked on the TV. I licked my lips and moved closer to the screen, barely able to believe what I was seeing. How could Ms. C. be there, on the screen, talking to the news anchor? How could she be real?

      “Kat?” It was Lex again. “What are you doing? Do you know that woman?”

      I held up a hand in her direction, index finger raised. “Hang on.”

      I hadn’t been to Newport High School for at least two decades. I was pretty certain the last time I was there was my sophomore year. I’d gone to cheer on a couple of my friends and their volleyball team at the district championship tournament. Clearly, some major renovations had been done between then and now. That must’ve been why I hadn’t recognized the school from my dreams right away. But the high school campus spread out behind Ms. C. was most definitely the same school I’d been dreaming about. All put together, it was way too much of a coincidence to be, well, a coincidence.

      What is a dream called when it’s more than a dream? Some people might call such things visions or prophecies. But my people—we call them echoes. Years ago, we used to be able to ascend to a higher plane and view pretty much any echo of our choosing, giving us access to all events, past and present, whenever we pleased. Some Nejerets, the most powerful, had even been able to view the many possible paths the future could take. But just before Susie and Syris headed out to the Netjer home universe to learn how to be good little gods, they closed the echoes off from us, right along with Mei’s ability to travel through time. Nobody had viewed an echo of the past, present, or future since. At least not that I’d heard of.

      A hand touched my shoulder, and my thoughts stilled. Until I glanced over my shoulder and saw who was standing there. Nik.

      I took a small sidestep away, turning to face him, then backed up another step. My eyelids were opened about as wide as they’d go. I must’ve looked wild, frightened, even.

      Nik held his hands up, palms out, but didn’t move other than that. “What’s going on, Kitty Kat? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      I forced a laugh, and it came out too high and loud and stopped too suddenly. “That’s funny, because the news is talking about a haunted high school.”

      Nik narrowed his eyes, studying my face. Those pale blue irises lured me in. He took a small step closer, and I didn’t move away. I was frozen, petrified by his presence. I couldn’t look away. I wasn’t sure I wanted to.

      Sounding like she was miles away, Lex said my name. It was just enough to break the spell of Nik’s stare.

      “I, um—” I tore my gaze from Nik’s face and looked at my half-sister, standing near the table, brow etched with concern. “There’s this thing . . . I just remembered.” I edged around Nik, avoiding looking at him as I moved between a coffee table and a sofa, heading for the hallway that would take me out of there. Away from him and whatever the hell happened when I looked at him. “I have to go,” I said.

      Once past Nik, I rushed to the kitchen island to grab my sword, then fled into the hallway to the front of the house.

      “Don’t forget the Advil,” Lex called after me, but I raced straight past the door to the powder room, painkillers no longer a priority.

      Maybe it was because I wanted nothing more than to put some distance between myself and Nik. Or maybe it was because the possibility that my dreams were really echoes had distracted me from the pain.

      Or maybe, just maybe, it was because my headache was finally gone.
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      I paced from one side of my bedroom to the other, index finger tapping my lips. “You’re sure you haven’t heard anything about people being able to view echoes again?” I asked Dom.

      “Yes, I am certain.”

      Thoughts racing, I turned to face him—or, rather, to face the silvery image of him in the standing mirror in the corner of my bedroom—crossing one arm over my middle and pinching my bottom lip with the hand of the other. I sucked in a breath and pulled my hand away from my mouth, index finger raised, then shook my head and went back to the lip-pinching.

      “If you truly believe you have seen an echo in your dreams,” Dom said, “perhaps you should consult the cards. That may be the only place you can find the answers you seek.”

      I rolled my eyes in an unspoken “duh.” But before I reached out to the universe via my charmed deck of hand-drawn tarot cards, I wanted to think through the implications of echoes suddenly downloading to my sleeping mind. Specifically, the echo of me attending high school—apparently Newport High School—during a supposed haunting outbreak. The conversation I’d witnessed between Ms. C. and Blake had been strange, so I didn’t doubt that something really was going on there, but ghosts?

      Yeah, not so much. Ghosts can’t exist, not really. When humans die, their souls pass immediately into another plane of existence—Duat, the same place where I’d gone when I died. Nejerets pass right on through to Duat to Aaru, a mysterious place built to contain immortal beings like Nejerets, Netjers, and, apparently, the consciousness of the universe itself. I’d have scooted right on through Duat and been sucked into Aaru—and been trapped there until the end of time—if not for Isfet making a disembodied appearance through the soul-energy and rescuing me from that particular fate. But human souls don’t linger on the physical plane. They move on. They always move on.

      I moved to the window, staring out at the view of the woods behind the house and the choppy waters of the Puget Sound beyond.

      So, if the “haunting” was real, then that meant something was going majorly haywire in Duat. At least so far as I understood the layout of the multidimensional universe. Maybe something was up with the barrier between here and the literal land of the dead and soul-energy was leaking out, unintentionally wreaking havoc at an earthly high school.

      Possible, I supposed, but highly unlikely. There were just too many hows and whys to that explanation. How could the soul-energy have left Duat? Why would it come here, to the physical realm? Why would a high school be the center of this supposed dimensional leak? And why would the soul-energy be acting malicious, when it had always been so lovely and helpful when I interacted with it? The Duat–soul-energy explanation just didn’t add up.

      Or—I frowned—maybe there was a crack in the barrier surrounding Aaru, and that containment realm was no longer an impenetrable prison. Maybe the bas of deceased Nejerets were escaping . . .

      . . . and wreaking havoc at an earthly high school.

      I had a feeling that that last bit would trip up any and every theory. I couldn’t get caught up on the fact that this was happening at a high school. It just was, plain and simple.

      So I moved on.

      Say something otherworldly was wreaking havoc at the school—why was I the one receiving warning bells in my dreams? Was it the At and anti-At marbling my ba? Did my special connection to the universe allow me to override the echo lockout and view the flow of time once more? Or maybe dying, going to Duat, and coming back, had freed me from the twins’ ban on messing with the flow of time? Since Susie and Syris—this universe’s designated Netjer caretakers, were still traveling abroad—did the universe expect me to do something about whatever was going on at the school?

      Or were the dreams coming from Isfet? Did whatever was happening at the school have something to do with her and the whole prison-break quest?

      Hope had me leaning into the distant possibility that there was a thinning between realms—specifically between this dimension and Aaru. These echo-dreams could be Isfet’s way of communicating with me, of guiding me onto the right path. It sure as hell would make the task of freeing her a whole lot easier, because I had no clue how I was supposed to do that.

      I narrowed my eyes, staring out the window at the gloomy sky. It was darker now, though it was only half past one in the afternoon. A storm was coming.

      Regardless of the source, if the dreams really were echoes of the future—or of a possible future—then did that mean I was supposed to focus on figuring out what was happening at the high school instead of figuring out how to set Isfet free? Or would doing one lead to the other? There were just too many questions.

      I threw my hands up. “What am I supposed to do?” I asked the sky, like Isfet might appear in the rolling clouds just as she’d appeared in the swirling soul-energy. “Am I supposed to help you or them?”

      “She speaks,” Dom murmured, “but her words are nonsense.”

      I glanced at the standing mirror, slowly lowering my arms. I’d forgotten Dom was there.

      “Who are you speaking to, little sister?” he asked, dark gaze glinting.

      I looked away.

      “Does this have to do with what happened to you when you were dead?”

      I shot him a sideways glance.

      “I see.” He was quiet for a moment. “Did you have another encounter with Anapa?” he finally asked. “One you have yet to share with the rest of us?”

      After I woke from my record-breaking post-death regenerative sleep, I’d shared some of the details of my interaction with the powerful Netjer, Anapa, including a bit about Duat, Aaru, and the soul-energy—the others needed to understand where my new, ever-evolving powers came from—but I’d yet to mention Isfet or the mission she’d tasked me with. I’d thought about it, many times. But I just couldn’t.

      Inhale. Exhale.

      I couldn’t look away from Dom. I was a deer in headlights. Jump and run away, or confront head on. Those were my only two choices.

      Inhale. Exhale.

      I had to tell somebody—everybody—eventually. They deserved to know the truth about the universe and what the Netjers did to it. What they did to Isfet. The universe wasn’t just some place to be lived in, to be used. It had a soul, a mind. It was alive. And it had been pieced apart, its mind trapped in a place it would never escape from, unless I could do something about it.

      I needed help. And to ask someone for help, I first had to explain the situation. But even as I could feel myself giving in to the need to confide in Dom, to finally share my death story with the person I trusted most in the world, my heart rate spiked. My lungs seized up. My vision spotted over, the edges closing in until there was only an ever-narrowing tunnel to see through. I clawed at my chest and gasped for breath.

      “Little sister, what is it?” Dom said, his voice far away even though it was right there in my head. “Kat!”

      “I—” I strained against the invisible bindings tightening around my chest. “I can’t—” This made the panic I so often felt around Nik seem like a kiddie pool compared to the ocean I was now drowning in.

      I dropped to my knees, then slumped over onto my side. I rolled onto my back, writhing in search of the oxygen that was suddenly so limited in my bloodstream.

      “I’ll get Aset and Neffe,” Dom said. “Just hold on.”

      I stopped fighting and just lay there on the floor, staring up at the ceiling as I gasped for breath, tears streaking across my temples. The sound of my own blood rushing through my veins was deafening. The struggle to remain conscious became all-encompassing, and I forgot about Isfet and Dom and everything else.

      And ever so slowly, the constriction around my chest lessened, and breathing became easier.

      At the sound of the bedroom door creaking open, I angled my face toward the doorway, expecting to see Lex flanked by the two greatest Nejeret healers alive, Aset and Neffe. But it wasn’t her. It wasn’t any of them.

      Mei stood in the doorway, smiling kindly. Stride graceful, she entered the room, kneeling on the floor beside me and placing a hand on my shoulder. Her caramel eyes were a whirlpool of wisdom and secrets. Of the things she’d seen of the future but refused to share with the rest of us. She knew so much about what could happen, but not what would. Hers was a burden I didn’t envy.

      “You poor child,” she said, brushing a few stray strands of hair out of my face with gentle fingertips. “You cannot tell anybody of your terrible burden.”

      I blinked up at her. “You know?” Of course she did; she knew most of what might happen. If I hadn’t been so preoccupied with myself, I might have considered that possibility sooner. And the possibility that she might know how I was supposed to break Isfet out of Aaru. “Why haven’t you said anything?” I asked as I propped myself up on my elbows.

      A tiny, sad smile touched Mei’s lips. “I cannot tell a soul. Just as you cannot.”

      I frowned. “What? Why not?” There was a distinct note of defiance in my tone. I wasn’t a big fan of being told “no.”

      “Re and Apep must have built a fail-safe into the very fabric of the universe. It is impossible to speak of—” She sucked in a breath, squeezing her eyes shut and clenching her jaw. After a few, slow breaths in and out through her nose, she opened her eyes. “As you see, I am incapable of even breaching the subject. But I suppose it’s safe to say Re and Apep didn’t want any soul speaking of you-know-who.” She gave me a meaningful look.

      My eyes opened wide, and my lips parted. The universe wouldn’t let me tell the others? Like it had any control over me? I sucked in a breath, preparing to prove to Mei just how wrong she was. “Isfet—”

      The name caught in my throat. I tried to inhale, but my lungs wouldn’t work. There was no room for them to expand. And now that I knew this reaction was connected to the greater universe, I could feel the tendrils of At and anti-At coiling around my organs within my ribcage like a boa constrictor. My elbows slipped out from under me and my head banged back onto the carpeted floor. Stars fluttered across my ever-darkening vision.

      Lex burst into the room, Aset and Nik hot on her heels. “Kat!” she exclaimed. “Oh my God!” Her voice was the last thing I heard before the lights went out.
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      When I woke, I was alone. Someone had moved me to the bed and removed my shoes, leaving me lying there atop the comforter, confused as all hell.

      “You are awake,” Dom said.

      Groaning, I raised my head just enough that I could see him in the standing mirror. “Yep.”

      “I’ll alert Lex,” he said. “Aset will want to attend to you.”

      “No,” I said, maybe too quickly. “I’m fine.” Or, so long as I kept my mouth shut about the only shit that really mattered, I would be. “I just need to rest.” And to talk to Isfet, because it looked like she was the only one who would be able to guide me in the impossible task she’d given me, and I needed to know if she was the one sending me the visions of the school. I needed to know if what was going on there was somehow connected to Aaru . . . to her.

      Dom didn’t look convinced.

      “Please,” I said. “I’ll get up soon and let them know I’m alright, I promise. I just need a minute . . .”

      Dom’s features pinched in displeasure. “Very well. But if you have another fit, I’m alerting them.”

      “Be my guest,” I muttered, letting my head fall back onto my pillow. The only way I knew of to talk to Isfet was from within Duat, which made the path forward pretty clear. I just had to figure out how to get into Duat in the first place. No big deal. I’d been there twice—once with Anapa, and once on my own. Only problem was, to get there on my own, I was pretty sure I had to die.

      I chewed on the inside of my cheek for a few seconds, considering calling out to Anapa to see if he was lurking anywhere nearby. I could ask him to open a portal to Duat, and that would be that.

      Except my gut was telling me I couldn’t trust him. What if he ferried me into Duat, then the second he realized that I knew the truth about the universe—about Isfet and what Re and Apep did to her—he shoved me straight into Aaru? Obviously, to rescue Isfet I needed to get into Aaru eventually, but I wanted to have a solid exit plan before I dove in.

      Maybe I was looking at this all wrong. Maybe I didn’t even need to actually be in Duat to talk to Isfet. Maybe I just needed to be connected to that other, higher plane of existence. Only one way to find out.

      I took a deep breath, then closed my eyes and opened my mind, reaching out with my ba. I called on the soul-energy, just as I’d done onstage at the Tarsi Tiff concert at our grand coming out. This would only be my third time drawing on that mystical connection, and I did so with the greatest of caution; after the concert, I’d been able to feel the veins of At and anti-At that marbled my ba thickening and expanding. Even as it strengthened my connection to the universe and upgraded my power, it felt as though that primal matter was taking over my soul, and I feared that if I relied on it too much—if I let it get too strong of a foothold—it would, in time, drown out everything that made me me. After feeling those otherworldly strands constricting around my lungs and heart, I was even more reticent.

      Every cell in my body sizzled as I made contact with the endless swarm of personalities making up the soul-energy. The buzz of a thousand—million—billion voices filled my head. Bits and pieces of the consciousnesses of every human who had ever lived—of every being who had ever had a soul—flowed in that great river of energy that made up Duat, and thanks to the At and anti-At veins marbling my soul, I had a permanent connection to that great collective. I could feel the soul-energy filtering through my ba, awakening latent preternatural senses and making me more than I was.

      I opened my eyes. My skin now glowed with flames of every color imaginable, the colors reflecting off the white ceiling. Despite being expected, the appearance of the soul-energy burning through me still stole my breath. The beauty of it all. The wonder. It brought tears to my eyes. They spilled over the brim, streaking down my cheeks.

      I shut my eyes once more. “Isfet,” I thought as loudly and distinctly as I could. “I need to speak to you.”

      Just as the collective’s sight and voice merged with mine, so did their thoughts. I knew, in an instant, that it wouldn’t work. Isfet couldn’t hear me, not from out here in the physical realm. Not even through my connection to the soul-energy.

      “Come join us,” several voices whispered.

      “Yes,” others said, one on top of the other. “Together, we will call to her . . . we will find her . . .”

      Another pulled free of the humming, buzzing mass: my mom. “No, Kat! Don’t do it. Do not enter Duat! It’s too dangerous . . .” Her warning faded away just as quickly as it had come, and she was reabsorbed into the collective.

      The shock of hearing my mom’s voice knocked me out of my Zen state, and I lost my hold on the soul-energy. Didn’t really matter now. I’d found the answer I was looking for, even if I didn’t like it. The only way I would get another shot at talking to Isfet was to enter Duat. Which meant either trust Anapa or die. Neither was an appealing option.

      I rolled onto my side and curled up into the fetal position, hugging my knees to my chest. The tears wetting my cheeks were now for another reason entirely. I missed my mom, desperately. Hearing her voice had torn the scab off the wound in my heart caused by her death. It all became fresh, raw. The last time I’d heard her voice, it was Isfet who was truly speaking. But this time, it was all my mom. I could feel it. Feel her.

      “Little sister,” Dom said, voice soft. “Are you alright?”

      “I’m fine,” I said, wanting to keep him from running off to fetch Lex once more. Sniffling, I pushed myself up into a sitting position and nodded. I wiped the tears from the side of my face and cleared my throat.

      I stood and arched my back, arms extended over my head. I stretched to one side, then the other. I wasn’t quite ready to go diving back into Duat, death-first. But then, I had one final trick up my sleeve when it came to getting hard-to-find information.

      It was time to consult the cards.
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      Sitting near the foot of my bed, feet tucked under my legs, I drew the top card from the deck of freshly shuffled tarot cards. The deck crackled with otherworldly energy. It was charged and potent, and there was no doubt in my mind that this reading would at least give me some guidance. How could it not? I was so clueless at this point that a snail could give me guidance.

      I hesitated before flipping the card over. I was standing at a fork in the road, the way forward uncertain. Once I had whatever answers the cards offered up, it would be time for action. I would have to choose a path—go to the school and figure out what’s really going on there, or focus all of my attention on the Isfet issue. Specifically, figure out how to get back into Duat to have a little chat with Isfet herself. Based on my lack of progress on the latter, I was really hoping the cards would indicate that the two were linked. That the school would bring me closer to fulfilling my promise to Isfet. That I wouldn’t have to die—again—just to figure out what to do next.

      Crossing my fingers, I took a deep breath and set the card down.

      Judgment, reversed. Traditionally, when reversed, this major arcana card represents a sense of being trapped, possibly even stuck in the past. Of repeating old patterns but refusing to see it.

      The design on the card had changed since the last time I drew it, not that the change was surprising, considering the power emanating from the deck. A woman levitated above the ground near the top of the card, arms outstretched and back to the viewer. Her long, dark hair floated all around her, and the mere scraps of clothing hanging from her body left little doubt as to her identity: me. The tattoos were unmistakable. Her skin glowed with a gentle golden soul aura, no sign of the black and white anti-At and At veins rooted in her ba.

      Beneath her—me—a half-dozen people stood on parched earth, dressed in similarly bedraggled clothing, reaching up to her. Beseeching her. Nik was the closest, then Dom. Lex and Mari stood farther into the background, Heru, Susie, and Syris a ways beyond them.

      “What the hell does this mean?” I muttered to myself.

      Nothing good, that was for sure. But was the card telling me that my inability to move on from the past would lead everyone, myself included, to ruination? I could be stubborn, sure, but I couldn’t imagine ever endangering the people I loved because of it.

      Pressing my lips together and breathing in and out through my nose, I flipped the next card, hoping it might shed a little more clarity on the situation.

      Wheel of Fortune. Another major arcana card. Traditionally, this card is almost entirely positive. It represents fate and the positive changes that will come to those who surrender to fate’s will. It’s a sign of good luck, of fortune changing for the better.

      In the design, a circle took up the center of the card, black as night and filled with impossibly dense and detailed clusters of light. Stars, I thought, or possibly galaxies. It was as clear a representation of the universe as the cards could’ve given me. An image of myself lay curled around the top half of the circle, not a stitch of clothing on me, and Nik lay in a similar position—and in a similar state of undress—around the bottom half.

      There was no other imagery on the card. Just the two of us, encircling the universe. Fate. Surrender. Us.

      My heartbeat sped up, and I licked my lips. This card appeared positive—felt positive, too—but, even so, it scared the shit out of me. “Nope,” I said under my breath. “Not going there.”

      Needing to move on, and fast, I flipped the next card and frowned. Three major arcana cards in a row—unusual, but not unsettling on its own. The specific card and its imagery, however, left me more than a little uneasy.

      The Devil. Traditionally, this card represents temptation, and sometimes even enslavement. It shows up when too-good-to-be-true people or opportunities shed their masks and show their true faces. It’s the worm inside the pristine, ruby-red apple. It’s the wolf in sheep’s clothing that goes unrecognized until too late. It’s the destruction that comes from following the wrong path, even when it looked so right.

      As I studied the imagery, a shiver shimmied up my spine, giving rise to goose bumps all over my body. Once again, I was featured, and once again, I was nude. The image of me stood near the bottom edge of the card, wrists and ankles chained together by cords of moonstone and onyx At and anti-At, spirit clearly broken.

      Where the devil should have been, towering over the smaller figure, was an image of Isfet instead. On the card, she took on the general shape of my mom, her skin glowing with light of every possible color, black and white threads of anti-At and At writhing around her like snakes. It almost looked like those threads were moving.

      I picked up the card, tilting it to change the lighting. Squinting, I brought it closer to my face. Those threads were moving.

      “What the hell?” I whispered.

      The image of me began to change, the tiny, sad figure’s hair lengthening and skin thinning, then becoming leathery.

      I dropped the card, covering my mouth with my hand. The ink on the cards had never changed right before my eyes like that.

      I watched in horror as the image of me continued to change. Her lips retracted and eyes became hollow caverns, and then she—I—crumbled into a crusty pile of bones.

      “Oh God,” I shrieked and shoved the cards away, scuttling backward on the bed. I clutched my chest with both hands. I could feel my heart pounding, hammering so hard against my sternum it felt like it was trying to beat its way out of my chest.

      Unlike the other cards, The Devil’s message was clear as day. Isfet would lead me to my death. I didn’t know how or why, but somehow, she would deceive me. And as a result, I would die.

      I supposed that meant I had my answer. I couldn’t free Isfet. Not ever. Breaking a promise was abhorrent to me, but this was life and death. My life and death. Despite my recent brush with the afterlife, I wasn’t suicidal.

      Unless . . . what if it was my refusal to help Isfet that led to my death? If she discovered my betrayal, she would have every right to be pissed. What if she somehow managed to break free from Aaru on her own—something that was maybe not impossible if the haunted high school was a result of a breach between worlds. If she escaped and learned that I’d betrayed her, who knew what form her vengeance would take. Maybe I had to free her, and soon, if only to keep her from killing me.

      I bit my lip.

      And then there was the big, bad impending threat to our universe. The one that Isfet claimed only she could defend us against. Was that her big lie?

      While this card’s meaning had seemed straightforward initially, the more I thought about it, the more convoluted it became until it was the most confusing of the bunch.

      Frustrated, I slid off the edge of the mattress and made my around to the foot of the bed to retrieve the scattered tarot cards off the floor. I froze when I saw the pattern they’d fallen in on the carpet. Every card lay facedown, save for one. The worst one.

      The Tower.

      “Oh shit,” I breathed. Slowly, I crouched down to pick up the card.

      The Tower is arguably the most ominous card in a tarot deck, it’s meaning pure and simple: destruction. It never leaves me with warm fuzzies, upright or reversed.

      This time was no different, and the card’s current design certainly didn’t help matters. In place of the traditional, high-reaching stone tower, the dual buildings making up Newport High School lay sprawled across the card. And instead of a couple of bodies falling from the tower, hundreds—maybe thousands—of skeletons were strewn across the school’s grounds in heaps and piles. So many bodies . . .

      I closed my eyes and lowered my hand, the card slipping from my fingers.

      Whatever the deal was with Isfet, the way forward was chosen. High school, here I come.
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      Sitting at the edge of the cushy armchair in the corner of my bedroom, I tied my running shoes. After one last double knot, I stood and combed my hair back from my face with my fingers, knotting it up in a high, messy bun with the hair tie on my wrist. I grabbed the charcoal-gray fleece headband from the arm of the chair and put it on over my head, covering my ears, then approached the standing mirror.

      “Well, what do you think?” I asked Dom.

      Since Nik had converted the glass to At, it didn’t really reflect more than a shadow of my image anymore, but I could still see enough of myself to know it was a pretty damn good disguise. I doubted many people’s minds would make the leap from this young, yuppie jogger to “the Goddess.” I was planning on heading over to the high school to scope it out. I didn’t want to broach the subject with Heru and the others until I had more information on what exactly was going on there.

      “It might work . . .”

      I scoffed. “Oh, come on.” I stared down at my attire—gray and purple spandex running pants, a gray, fitted zip-up hoodie, and a purple down vest—all “borrowed” from Mari’s closet. She probably wouldn’t notice any of it was gone, and if she did, I doubted she’d care. All of my tattoos were covered save for the Eye of Horus on my palm, but gloves would easily take care of that, and my makeup was barely there, a far cry from the heavy eyeliner I preferred. I looked like a high school senior heading out for a brisk evening jog. I was hardly recognizable, even to myself.

      “I don’t think this is the best idea,” Dom said for the hundredth time.

      I rolled my eyes. “I’m aware,” I said as I retreated into the bathroom to add the finishing touch—a layer of rosy pink lip gloss. I was going to the school, end of story. The cards had all but mandated it. I rubbed my lips together, then blew myself a kiss in the mirror. The disguise was perfect. Finally, being eternally eighteen was coming in handy.

      I snuck out of the house through a side door, then jogged to the garage to get my bike. By half past five, I was parking the Ducati in the crowded lot of a Mexican restaurant in the southeast corner of the shopping mall a block down the street from the school. I’d opted to take a gateway to downtown Seattle rather than straight to Bellevue; it had been so long since I’d last felt the rumble of the Ducati’s engine between my legs, and the ride had been well worth the extra half hour of travel time.

      I dangled my helmet from the handle and fixed my bun, then walked out of the parking lot, away from the mall and its satellite buildings. When my feet reached the sidewalk, I broke into a run.

      The streets were jam-packed with cars as people headed home from work and from the school just up the street. The string of cars clogging the road made me self-conscious, and I pulled up my hood as I ran. I probably looked like a gnome, but at least my hair color was hidden.

      I made a circuit around the high school, then veered onto the campus when I reached the entrance to the staff parking lot, almost back at the point where I’d started. Thanks to my recurring dreams, I had a solid grasp of the school’s layout.

      There were still a couple dozen cars parked in the lot, plus the handful I’d seen in the bigger student lots on the other side of the school. I figured those belonged to students here for sports practices and the like. Perfect. In the latest dream-echo, Ms. C. had said that an excited atmosphere amplified the weirdness. There weren’t too many people here, but hopefully there were enough to rile up whatever thing was making everyone think this place was haunted.

      I slowed to a walk as I drew closer to the school’s main entrance, a series of five pairs of sturdy, glass-paned doors with NEWPORT HIGH SCHOOL embedded into the brick above them in big, silver lettering. I unzipped the vest and sweatshirt a good six inches so Dom could see, too. “Let me know if you spot anything weird,” I told him, voice low and lips moving the barest amount.

      “Of course.”

      “Thanks,” I murmured. I was pretty sure I was already breaking some law just by being on the school campus without any kind of an actual reason; I didn’t want to draw extra attention to myself by having a full-on conversation with nobody.

      Though, I figured, if somebody called me out, I could probably blame any weird behavior on the “ghosts.” Besides, I looked young enough to be a student. Nobody should have any reason to think I didn’t belong.

      When I reached the doors, I tugged on the handle of the leftmost door. It barely budged, the clang of the lock’s latch jarring my arm. I reached for the next door, but it was locked, too.

      “Damn it,” I hissed when the final door proved just as immovable. I needed to get into the school; that’s where all of the weird shit was supposedly happening. I hadn’t planned on the place being locked up tight. After-school activities were still a thing, weren’t they?

      Hands on my hips, I backed away from the doors, scanning first the left half of the school, then the right. The school was broken up into two main, autonomous buildings—the one in front of me, containing the main office and all of the communal spaces like the cafeteria, gymnasium, and theater, if the blocky shape and crazy-high roofline was anything to go by, and the other building, a sprawling single-level structure off to the right looking as though it housed all of the classrooms. I’d been able to gather that much about the layout from my lap around the school, piecing my observations together with what I recalled from the dreams.

      I drew my lip in between my teeth. Assuming all of the doors were locked and I would be relying on good old breaking and entering to get inside either building, I thought it would be safest to pick just one part of the school or the other. Figuring the gym-and-theater half would still be filled with students practicing whatever the hell they practiced after school—and thus would lead to a higher probability of me being spotted and recognized—I opted for breaking into the building holding all of the classrooms.

      Thankfully, it was dusk, which would make it easier for me to spot people through the windows of classrooms that were still lit up . . . and would make it harder for those same people to see me, lurking around the school like an über-creeper.

      I headed around the right side of the building, walking at a steady pace and scoping out the classrooms from the corner of my eye. The windows of the first two were dark, but that corner of the building was way too out in the open for any kind of window-breaking to be anything other than stupid. The wing of classrooms ended in a pair of double doors, but a quick check proved that, just like the main doors, these ones were locked.

      After that first wing, the side of the school recessed into a deep, narrow courtyard area, and the floor-to-ceiling windows beyond gave me a view of what looked like the school’s main hallway, the opposite wall lined with lockers and handmade posters advertising the school’s upcoming winter formal: A Night to Remember. I gagged a little.

      Two students, a boy and a girl maybe sixteen or seventeen years old, stood near the edge of the windows, the girl gesticulating with sharp gestures. Looked like they were having a bit of a fight. Perfect. I just hoped their excitement was enough to get some ghostly action going.

      The next wing of classrooms ended in another set of double doors, and I’d just planted my foot on the bottom cement step leading up to the doors to check if they were unlocked when I heard the sound of heels clacking on hard flooring from within the school. Someone was approaching the doors.

      I skipped backward a few steps and ducked down in the courtyard between the school’s brick exterior wall and a rhododendron bush growing near the stairs. That door was about to open. This was my chance to get in to the school without committing a major crime.

      Frantically, I searched the ground for something—anything—to stick into the hinge-side crack of the door to keep it from shutting all the way, when whoever it was left the building. I found an empty plastic soda bottle and tossed it aside, then did the same with a slightly slimy banana peel. The next thing I picked up was a twig about a half inch at its thickest, and I was about to throw it away, too, when the door creaked open.

      Out of time, I stood and shoved the stick into the crack, then crouched back down. I crossed my fingers and held my breath, waiting for the impending snap of wood.

      It didn’t come. I dared to hope that the twig was fresh and springy enough to withstand the pressure.

      I watched from my hideout as a young, female teacher emerged from the school carrying what appeared to be a bucket of rolled-up maps. She craned her neck, peering around the bucket at the stairs as she descended, and I recognized her immediately: Ms. C., from my dream. She was so focused on her footing that she didn’t notice when the door didn’t shut all the way behind her.

      She headed for a car parallel parked beside the sidewalk, maybe a dozen paces up from the base of the stairs. I waited until the entire upper half of her body had disappeared into the backseat of her car to make my move.

      I snuck out from behind the overgrown bush and hurried up the stairs, easing the door first open, then shut. The hallway ahead was long, lined with lockers broken up by recesses for the classroom doors. At the end of the wing, there was a wide opening to that main hallway I’d seen through the windows in the courtyard.

      I wasn’t sure if Ms. C., who’d so kindly and unknowingly let me in, would be coming back to grab more stuff to load into her car, so I hurried up the hallway.

      Now that I was inside the school, I could hear the two teens I’d seen through the window. Definitely an argument.

      “. . . not the point!” the girl said. “You should’ve told me she was there. You know how I feel about her, and she totally has a thing for you!”

      When I heard the creak of the door at the end of the wing opening once more, I sidestepped into the final recess on the left. I hunkered back into the corner and forced my breaths in and out, quiet and even, cursing myself for the guilty reaction. If I’d just kept on walking up the hallway, cool as a cucumber, the teacher probably wouldn’t have called me out. But if she found me like this, skulking in a corner, she’d sure as hell know something was off.

      Clack clack. Clack clack.

      I crossed the first two fingers of both hands and glanced up at the ceiling, wishing and hoping and praying that Ms. C.’s classroom was closer to that exterior door than I was. I held some clout with the universe now. I just hoped the universe would pull through.

      “Which is why I didn’t say anything about it, babe,” the boy said. “I didn’t want you to freak out.”

      I rolled my eyes. It was such a guy-ish thing to say, trying to excuse his lies to his girlfriend by claiming he was trying to protect her. That, right there, was why I didn’t do love. You could never fully trust another person. Not ever. Trust only leads to pain and heartbreak. In the end, we’re all on our own.

      Clack clack. Clack clack. Ms. C. was drawing nearer. Damn it. I needed her to be gone so I could sneak around less sneakily.

      “Oh my God,” the girl laugh-shouted. “I can’t even—ugh!”

      “Come on, babe,” the guy said.

      I shivered, glancing down as I pushed my sleeve back a few inches to reveal that the hairs on my arm were standing on end. On my next exhale, I was stunned to see that my breath was faintly visible.

      Clack clack. The sound of Ms. C.’s heels stopped maybe twenty paces back down the hallway.

      “Don’t touch me!” the girl snapped.

      I caught movement out of the corner of my eye—something dark—but whatever it was passed my nook before I actually saw it.

      “Everything alright down there?” the teacher called, and I could hear her taking a few more steps toward my hiding spot.

      I held my breath.

      Not a second later, a dark, ominous figure swept past my hiding spot, heading in the direction of the kids.

      What the hell? I shrank back, plastering myself against the classroom door behind me, eyelids opened about as wide as they could go.

      Another figure glided into view, this one pausing just a few feet away from me. I had the sense that it was looking at me, though it didn’t have anything more than a rough, humanoid outline to delineate body parts. Certainly nothing resembling a face or eyes.

      “Mon dieu,” Dom said. “What a frightful creature. Little sister, I would highly suggest not moving a muscle.”

      I didn’t. I didn’t even breathe. I was pretty sure my heart didn’t even beat while that thing was staring at me. But I did get a damn good look at it.

      It wasn’t larger than an average human, but the malice coming off of it in waves made it seem enormous. The darkness of it was unrelenting, seeming to suck in the light from the florescent bulbs overhead, but it was somehow transparent at the same time, more a shadow than a person. Oddly, that darkness reminded me of the barrier surrounding Aaru.

      I couldn’t believe Ms. C. wasn’t freaking out. She couldn’t have been more than a dozen steps away from the—the thing. Unless, I realized a moment later, she couldn’t actually see it. As I stared at the shadowy figure, unable to look away from its malevolent, sightless stare, I shivered again, wishing I couldn’t see it either.

      But I could, and holy shit—maybe ghosts were real.

      “Yeah, Ms. Cramer, we’re fine,” the teenage boy said. I’d almost forgotten about him and the girl.

      Another shadow being passed by my hiding spot.

      “I’m not fine, Jake,” the girl hissed, and it was like her voice snapped the shadow frozen mere feet away out of its fixation with me, and it followed the others.

      “Babe . . .”

      “Alright,” Ms. Cramer said, “what’s going on?” The clacking of her heels resumed, and she moved farther up the hallway. Toward the kids. Toward the shadows. Toward me.

      “Don’t babe me!” the girl said.

      Ms. Cramer was maybe four steps away from my hiding spot. Three.

      Metal clattered and clanged in the main hallway, the sound increasing and moving closer like rushing wave.

      Ms. Cramer was two steps away.

      The lockers across from my hideout started to rattle. I balled my hands into fists. This was it—one of the incidents they’d talked about on the news.

      It seemed to be centered around the fighting couple, and I was just seeing the very edge of the action. I needed to get closer if I was going to have any chance of understanding what was going on here.

      Ms. Cramer stopped just around the corner, barely out of sight. “Jake, Melanie . . . you both need to calm down.” Her voice was impressively steady. “No sudden movements. Deep breaths. Very slowly make your way toward me.”

      The teens seemed to take her advice, falling silent.

      A moment later, the rattling stopped, but the temperature dipped ever lower. I had the eerie sense that we were in the eye of the storm. It was going to get worse before it got better.

      All of a sudden, the door to every single locker in my view burst open, spilling out books, papers, drink bottles, and items of clothing.

      “Ah!” the girl—Melanie—screamed. “Something grabbed my hair!” She screamed again.

      “Mel!” Jake yelled.

      Ms. Cramer ran past the opening to my hideout, eyes only for the scene ahead of her.

      Shit was getting real, fast, and we’d just flown past the time for subtlety. I followed Ms. Cramer, rounding the corner to the main hallway a couple seconds after her.

      Melanie was on her butt on the floor, swatting at the grabbing hands of the shadow people surrounding her. One had hold of her ankle and was dragging her slowly down the hallway, while her boyfriend swung at the thing with what appeared to be a metal music stand. It was clear that he couldn’t see the shadow being like I could; he missed more often than not, and when he did luck into landing a hit, the music stand just passed right through it. At least a half dozen other shadows swarmed around the couple, more closing in from farther up and down the hall.

      I pushed Ms. Cramer out of the way and launched myself at the shadow dragging Melanie away, hoping without reason that because I could see the thing, maybe, just maybe, I could touch it, too.

      Bingo.

      It felt like a sack of ice-cold sand when I slammed into it, but my momentum dislodged the shadow’s hold on Melanie even as it knocked the wind out of me. I rolled over the thing, tucking my shoulder and pressing off the floor with my hands to land on my feet just out of reach.

      My attack seemed to have stunned the shadows surrounding the teens, rendering them momentarily immobile.

      Not one to waste an opportunity, I met Melanie’s terrified eyes and shouted, “Run!”
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      Melanie scrambled to her feet, snagged the sleeve of her boyfriend’s letterman jacket, and was dragging Jake out of there almost as soon as the word “run” left my mouth.

      Ms. Cramer, on the other hand, stood just as paralyzed as the shadows seemed to be, her eyelids opened wide, her eyes locked on me.

      Because, damn it, I was glowing again. Faintly, but enough to let her know exactly who I was.

      “You—you’re her.”

      I huffed out a breath. She could gawk later . . . when we weren’t under attack by these creepy-ass ghosts, or whatever the hell they were.

      I sprinted straight at Ms. Cramer, grabbing her arm and pulling her back into the wing of classrooms we’d both come from. By the time we passed the first classroom door, she was running full on beside me. That she could keep up with me at all was impressive; that she could do it in those heels was outright astonishing. But then, adrenaline can make athletes of us all.

      We shoved through the doors leading to the outside world and rushed down the cement stairs.

      “Get in!” Ms. Cramer yelled, gesturing sharply to her sedan.

      With the prospect of those shadow things being hot on our trail, I wasn’t about to argue. I yanked open the passenger side door of the car and threw myself in, peering through the back windshield at the school as I yanked the door closed. Shadowy figures poured through the school’s thick metal doors like those barriers were no more solid than water.

      “They’re coming!” I said.

      Ms. Cramer fumbled with her keys, hands shaking. “Come on . . . come on . . .”

      The shadows were closing in on us.

      Ms. Cramer finally singled out the right key and fit it into the ignition. The engine rumbled to life, and she slammed her foot on the gas pedal. The tires squealed, we hung in place for an infinite moment as the wheels spun—the shadows yards, feet, inches away—and then we were barreling out of there, leaving burnt rubber and angry ghosts in our wake.

      By the time we stopped at a red light a block from the school, my skin had stopped glowing. Ms. Cramer gripped the steering wheel so tightly that her knuckles were bone white and I could hear the creak of the leather against her palms. She was breathing hard—we both were—and her dirty-blonde bob was in disarray, her cheeks flushed with color.

      “I need a drink,” she said, staring ahead at the light. “Do you need a drink? ’Cause I really need a drink.”

      I laughed breathily. I kind of liked this chick. “Sure,” I said, that increasingly familiar dull throbbing settling in at the base of my skull. Looked like my headache was returning. A drink was exactly what I needed.

      Ms. Cramer turned left at the next light and continued on for another few blocks. We drove past the shopping mall where I’d parked the bike, then pulled into the lot of a smaller strip mall on the opposite side of the street. She parked in the first of many rows of parking spots, then turned off the car and stared straight ahead through the windshield, fingers still gripping the steering wheel.

      “I quit,” she said, less to me than to the world in general. “It’s too much—this crazy haunting shit.” Ever so slowly, she shook her head. A faint, hysteria-tinged laugh bubbled up from her chest. “I can’t do it anymore. I quit.”

      I wasn’t sure how to respond, so I didn’t say anything at all. Sometimes, no words was best.

      Ms. Cramer looked at me. “Do you have any idea how many teachers called in sick today?”

      “Um . . .” I frowned, brow scrunching. “No?”

      “Twenty-three,” she said breathily. “That’s almost a quarter of the faculty. The district doesn’t have enough subs as it is—the rest of us have been covering classes during our open periods—and the number of call-ins is growing every day.” She returned to looking straight ahead. “And you know the worst part?”

      I shook my head.

      “I love my job.” Her chin trembled. “The district has plenty of funding, and my students are . . .” She cleared her throat. “They’re so wonderful, and their parents care. They actually take an interest in their kids’ education. Do you know how hard that is to find as a teacher these days?”

      Again, I shook my head.

      A tear snuck over the brim of her eyelid, and she wiped it away angrily. “This is such bullshit.” She speared me with a glare. “Is it you guys? Did you do something? Or call these ghosts or whatever they are into the world?”

      I raised my hands defensively. “Hey . . .”

      “Because we never had any issues like this before you Nejerets were around.”

      I returned her glare with one of my own. “That’s not fair. We’ve been around all along; you just didn’t know about us.”

      She sniffed, once again looking through the windshield.

      I took a deep breath, telling myself not to take her little accusation outburst personally. She’d just experienced something insane, and she was upset. As she had every right to be.

      “Listen,” I said, reaching out to touch Ms. Cramer’s arm. She flinched after barely the slightest contact, and I withdrew my hand. “I don’t know what’s going on at your school, but I’m going to figure it out, and I’m going to fix it—that’s why I came here tonight.” I paused, considering my next words. I didn’t see that I had much of a choice; I couldn’t waste this opportunity. “And I need your help to do it,” I finally said. “So why don’t you buck up, get out of the car, and grab a drink with me. You can tell me more about the crazy shit that’s been going on. The more I know, the faster I’ll be able to make sense of this insanity.”

      Ms. Cramer seemed to deflate as she exhaled, shoulders slumping and head hanging. “You’re really here to help us?”

      I shrugged. “Somebody’s got to.”

      She looked at me, considered my response, and sighed. “Alright.”

      I waited until she was out of the car before opening my own door. I couldn’t risk her driving off as soon as I was out of the car. She was afraid, which made her a flight risk, and she had information I needed.

      I followed her to a narrow storefront with flickering neon beer signs in the tinted windows. The sign over the place read Dog House.

      “It’s kind of a dive,” Ms. Cramer said, “but it’s probably the last place anybody’d expect you to be.”

      I smirked and pulled the hood of my sweatshirt up, angling my face downward. “Perfect,” I said as she held open the glass door.

      The place was half dive bar, half sports bar, with chintzy alcohol regalia crowding the walls and scattered shelves and flat-screen TVs hanging in each corner playing football games, basketball, or some sort of car racing.

      There were a couple of pool tables in the right half of the bar, a row of mismatching dartboards on the wall beyond them. The left half of the bar was all tables and chairs, most filled by groups of three or four college-aged guys, though a few lone middle-agers had staked out stools at the bar proper.

      We made our way to a table tucked away in the front right corner of the bar, giving me a good view of the whole place, plus a solid line of sight on what was going on outside through the glass storefront. Nothing at the moment, but I’d know the second anything changed, whether it be shadow beings or the media.

      I sat at the corner table, but Ms. Cramer hung her purse on the back of a chair, then turned away, heading straight for the booze. “Hey, Joe,” she said, leaning her forearms on the edge of the bar. “Bourbon, rye, rocks,” she said, then added, “double.” She glanced at me over her shoulder, and when I nodded, she said, “Make it two.”

      The bartender, an attractive guy in his late thirties from the looks of it, with olive skin, a dark five-o’clock shadow, and a perma-smirk, looked up from the drink he was mixing in a shaker. “For you, Alison, anything,” he said, winking.

      I looked at Ms. Cramer—Alison, apparently—taking in her flushed cheeks and faint smile, then back at Joe, the bartender, who now stood just a smidgen taller. No wonder she’d brought me here—and it wasn’t just to help me lay low. She had a thing for the bartender. And from the looks of it, he had a thing for her, too.

      Joe finished the cocktail he was making quickly, then poured our doubles. He set the two glasses on the bar.

      “It’s been a rough day,” Alison told him. “Keep ’em coming?”

      “You got it, sweetheart.”

      “Thanks,” Alison murmured, picking up the drinks.

      As she made her way back across the bar, weaving around tables, I scanned the faces of each and every patron to make sure I hadn’t been recognized. So far, so good.

      Alison set our drinks on the table, then sat in the chair across from me with a heavy sigh.

      I raised my glass and took a long draw, downing half of the bourbon in that single drink. “Alright, Alison,” I said, setting the glass on the table, “tell me everything.”

      Alison sipped from her glass, then took a gulp before setting it down. “Where do I start?” She tucked her hair behind her ear, that hysteria-tinged laugh making an encore appearance. “It’s all going to sound so crazy.” She took another sip, then met Joe’s eyes across the bar and raised a finger, signaling to him that we’d need another round soon.

      “Why don’t you start at the beginning?”
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      According to Alison, the hauntings had been getting progressively worse over the past week or so. She wasn’t entirely certain when they started exactly. The first truly noticeable incidents had been a little over a week ago, but considering how quickly they’d been escalating, she figured there must’ve been tiny things that nobody really noticed two or even three weeks ago.

      Maybe the mug of coffee that had spilled all over her desk two Thursdays back hadn’t been knocked over by a student angrily throwing down his failing essay. Maybe it hadn’t been a student that shoved the guidance counselor when he’d been trying to break up a fight. Maybe the rash of “break-ins” in the school’s parking lots were little more than the spirits—or whatever the shadows were—getting riled up and causing chaos, like they had with the lockers just a little bit ago. There were so many strange things that had happened over the past few weeks that could’ve had mundane causes but, when all stacked up, had to have been caused by something else. Something other.

      And then there were the incidents that were very clearly super in the spectrum of what was natural. The sudden, unnatural drops in temperature when students became overly excited. Objects flying across rooms seemingly of their own accord. The student found unconscious in a bathroom in the main part of the school and the one found in the girls’ locker room.

      That last had been new this week, Alison told me, happening just the previous afternoon, and the school board was working hard to keep the incidents hush-hush. Buzz around the district email system was that there might be some sort of a gas leak—people were even speculating that such a thing could be the cause of mass hallucinations—but testing had come up negative. Apparently, parents were starting to pull their kids out of school; even if their kids’ reports of strange goings-on weren’t enough to tickle their parental spidey senses, the massive number of teacher call-ins sure as hell was. It was becoming nearly impossible for the administrators to allay parents’ fears when they could hardly control their own.

      That gas leak idea would’ve held a lot more weight in my mind had I not witnessed one of the haunting events myself. I’d only been on campus for a few minutes, and I’d had minimal exposure to any potential gases or chemicals tainting the air. Certainly not for long enough to make me hallucinate.

      Regardless of what people around the district believed, Alison was certain about one thing—these incidents occurred when student emotions surged.

      “What just happened back there,” Alison said, “that’s the worst I’ve seen it.” She gripped her glass. “It was so terrifying. Well, you know . . .” She waved a hand at me across the table, then raised her glass to sip the final dregs of her third bourbon. “You were there. It couldn’t have been clearer what was getting them so excited this time.”

      I ran a fingertip around the rim of my empty glass and said, “Melanie.” I didn’t think Alison was grasping at straws: the link between Melanie’s heightened emotions and the shadows’ excitement had been pretty damn clear. I nodded to myself. “That’s why you were trying to get her and her boyfriend to calm down . . .”

      Alison laughed bitterly, then downed the rest of the liquid in her glass. “Fat lot of good that did. If you hadn’t been there . . .” She shook her head. “It terrifies me to think what might’ve happened. What if it wasn’t just an unconscious kid this time? What if Melanie had been killed?”

      I frowned, thinking her fear justified. When I’d touched that thing, it had felt like I’d been struck with a sudden bought of the flu. I’d shaken it off quickly enough, but who knew what prolonged contact would have done.

      “Ugh.” Alison slumped back in her chair. “I’m drunk.”

      I laughed for the first time in hours and pulled my phone out of my pocket. “I’ll call you a car.”

      Alison waved the offer away. “No, no . . . I’ll just catch a ride with Joe. He’s off soon, anyway.”

      “Ah . . .” When she looked at me, I winked.

      Alison blushed. “It’s not like that.”

      I glanced over at Joe, catching him staring at us. Or, rather, at Alison.

      He averted his gaze to the shaker in his hands.

      “Maybe not,” I said, reaching across the table to pat the back of her hand. “But it could be . . .”

      Alison’s blush deepened.

      I gave her my number and told her to call me if she needed anything, then sauntered out of the bar, mood better than it had been in at least a week. And it wasn’t just the pleasant buzz of alcohol flowing through my veins, dulling that damn headache. I’d just proven that I didn’t have to be a shut-in. I could go out; I could do things. Maybe I had to dress a little different—go off-brand—but whatever. It was better than spending the rest of the foreseeable future behind the walls of the Heru compound. Don’t get me wrong—I love my clan, my family, but more often than not, a little distance is a damn good thing.

      The stroll back to the corner of the shopping mall’s parking lot where I’d left my bike was chilly, frigid wind freezing my ears even beneath the sweatshirt’s hood and the fleece headband. I didn’t really mind, though. Some cool air was exactly what I needed to enliven my senses after all the bourbon. Like Alison, I’d been in no state to drive—or ride—when I left the bar. Unlike Alison, my Nejeret metabolism meant I burned through alcohol at least four times as fast as the average human, and a fifteen-minute walk was plenty to get my head street ready.

      It was just past nine, late enough that I’d have expected the mall’s parking lot to have cleared for the most part as shops and restaurants closed down. Not so much. The place was jam-packed with cars. And as I rounded the corner of the block and neared the place where I’d parked my bike, I understood why.

      I stopped dead, immobilized by the sight ahead. “No fucking way . . .”

      The Ducati was surrounded by a sea of folding chairs and tents, like you’d see on Black Friday with shoppers camping out in front of a big-box store to be the first in the door to get all the best deals. Except these people weren’t looking to shop. They were looking for me.

      Vans with Public News System painted across the side in stylized lettering were scattered here and there among the tents, and an excited buzz drifted on the wind. I absolutely was not up to wading through that clusterfuck right now.

      With a soft growl, I turned around to head back the way I’d come.

      And spotted a guy standing a dozen paces down the sidewalk, phone raised toward me like he was going to take a photo.

      I stiffened. “Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me,” I breathed, then turned on my heel and ran into the four-lane road. I had to pause in the median to let a couple cars pass.

      “Hey!” the would-be paparazzo called after me. “I’m sorry, I just—”

      “Leave me alone!” I held up my hand, middle finger raised. Maybe not the most diplomatic gesture, considering the times, but I was having a shitty day.

      I’d just stepped foot on the sidewalk on the far side of the street when a car that I recognized pulled over a few yards ahead of me. It was a Tesla, one of the many luxury vehicles owned by Clan Heru.

      I took several steps closer to the car.

      The passenger side window rolled down, and I crouched to see which of my Nejeret friends had such impeccable timing. When I saw who was driving, my stomach did a flip-flop caused by an unsettling combination of dread and excitement. For a moment, I could see a crisp, clear image of The World tarot card in my mind: my naked form curled around one edge of the universe, Nik’s around the other.

      “Hey, Kitty Kat,” Nik said, the corner of his mouth lifted into a faint smirk. “Need a ride?”
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      “Listen, Kat,” Nik started, “when you died—”

      “Don’t,” I said, holding up a hand to stop him. “Just don’t.”

      And here I’d made it a whole three minutes sitting in a car with him without thinking about that day. Instead, I’d been focused on my memory of the image on The World, my thoughts veering into the naughtier implications. I was panic-attack-free in Nik’s presence, for once. Come to think of it, I hadn’t actually had a panic attack at lunch, either. Interesting. I chalked it up to time healing all wounds and all that. It was nice.

      But then he just had to go and bring up the dying thing.

      I shifted in my seat, angling my knees toward the passenger door and letting my head fall back against the headrest. “I’m not talking about that, Nik. I died. You brought me back. Period, end of story. There’s nothing more to say, so I wish everyone would just stop bringing it up.”

      The lie came easily, but it tasted bitter on my tongue. Now, more than ever, I wanted to avoid thinking about my second trip into Duat. Mostly because I was desperate to tell somebody, and frustrated beyond hell that I couldn’t.

      Nik inhaled, then held his breath for several seconds. I thought he might say more, but thankfully, he didn’t. Instead, he gave me some serious side-eye, then touched the screen on the dash, turning on the car’s stereo system. It was in old-school FM radio mode, tuned in to the local PNS news station.

      . . . while another Bellevue resident reports seeing her on Factoria Boulevard, getting into a Tesla, and claims he even has photographs to prove it. We’ve yet to see the pictures, but we’ll be sure to share them as soon as we do.

      I reached out, touching the screen with a fingertip to turn off the radio. I’d been deluding myself earlier, thinking I could ever again have anything resembling a normal life. I’d sacrificed myself to save humanity, and even though Nik had brought me back from the dead, my life was over. It sucked. I was grumpy and bitter and in no mood to chat, which Nik must’ve sensed, because we spent the rest of the trip back to Bainbridge in relative silence.

      To make matters worse, the emotional numbness brought on by the bourbon had almost completely faded away. On the upside, my headache seemed to be abating. Sometimes, it’s the little things that matter.
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        * * *

      

      “Upstairs,” Heru said as soon as I opened the front door. “Now.” He stood at the base of the grand staircase, arms crossed over his chest.

      I paused in the doorway, hand on the doorknob, eyeing him warily. Heru was one of those people I usually tried not to piss off—I wasn’t always successful, but I still tried. Most of the time.

      “I had to go out, Heru,” I said, taking a few cautious steps into the house. I felt Nik slip in behind me and heard him shut the door. “It was important.”

      “Well,” Heru said, voice cold and hard, “perhaps next time you find the need for an outing, you’ll remember that you now represent all of us, and that eyes are always on you.” He let his arms fall to his sides, and I instinctively backed up a step. His hands were weapons, and though the movement may have meant nothing, it felt threatening.

      “Caution, little sister . . .” Apparently Dom sensed the same thing.

      Caution, my ass. My blood turned molten. “Great,” I said, placing one hand on my hip. “Thanks for reminding me I’m living in my own personal hell.” And it was Heru’s damn fault—he was the one who’d been so gung ho on Nejerets revealing ourselves to the world in the first place.

      Heru’s hawkish features softened, just a little. “It is the price you pay for being a god.”

      I threw my hands up and stomped toward the staircase. “Well, I don’t want to be a god.” I passed Heru and started up the stairs, hands balled into fists. In my mind, I could see that disturbing scene from The Judgment card—me, floating over everyone I cared about, the world in tatters. I didn’t want this responsibility.

      Heru didn’t say anything for a few seconds. When I reached the top of the stairs, he gave a quiet command. “Meeting chamber,” he said. “We’ve been waiting for you to return. We have damage control to do.”

      “Fine,” I huffed. “But I need a minute.” I stomped to my room and slammed the door, then leaned back against it and crossed my arms.

      “Kat—”

      “Oh my God, not you, too,” I groaned, letting my head fall back against the door.

      Thankfully, Dom fell silent. Through the door, I could hear the murmur of the conversations taking place up the hall in the conference room. And I could just pick up on the hushed exchange Nik and Heru were having downstairs.

      “Cut her some slack,” I heard Nik whisper. Damn my sensitive ears—I did not want to hear him defending me. “She’s been through a lot lately.”

      “As have you,” Heru said.

      I held my breath, listening harder. I couldn’t help it. I had a feeling that Heru was referring to whatever Nik had been talking to Mei about back on the trail to the beach, and my desire to know was ravenous.

      “Did you speak with Mei?” Heru asked.

      “I did.” Nik was quiet for a moment. “She confirmed it.”

      “I thought as much,” Heru said. “Lex figured it out, too—with Reni’s help, apparently. Turns out she can see things like that.”

      Nik grunted.

      “Does she know?” Heru asked, followed by another moment of prolonged silence. “Well, she will soon enough, I’m sure. Eventually, the symptoms will be impossible to ignore. I would suggest telling her before she figures it out on her own. Trust me, nephew, I’ve been there. It’s best to be honest and open in situations like this.”

      I narrowed my eyes. Nik must have gotten some girl pregnant. It was the only thing that made any sense.

      Pat . . . pat . . . pat . . .

      I glanced down at the floor. Three little spots of blood stood out, stark against the pale carpet. I uncurled the fingers of my right hand, hissing in a breath at the sting. My nails had left behind four deep, half-moon cuts in my palm.

      Gritting my teeth, I wiped my hand on my pants, then turned around, opened the door, and stepped into the hallway. I could clean the blood spots later. I headed up the hallway to the conference room. The door was open, letting out the soft murmur of chatting voices. I could already feel the cuts on my palm closing up, itching as they healed. I flexed and straightened my fingers, helping the dried blood flake off and hoping nobody would notice.

      “Kat?” Lex called from the room ahead. “Is that you?” She poked her head around the doorjamb, smiling when she saw me, her warm, red-brown eyes filled with sympathy. “It is you.” She came out into the hallway, arms opened wide for a hug.

      I walked right into her arms, finding the first moment of comfort I’d felt in a long time.

      “Was Heru terrible?” she asked against my hair. “I was talking with Neffe and Aset, so I didn’t hear . . . but he was so mad.”

      “Eh . . .” I gave her one last squeeze, then released her and backed away a step. She let me go but maintained a loose grip on my arms. “He wasn’t so bad—just about right to be the perfect icing on my shit-tastic day.” I flashed her a tight, close-lipped smile.

      “Yes, well . . .” Lex tilted her head to the side, just a little. “How’s your headache?”

      I frowned. That was hardly the biggest problem right now. “Fine,” I told her. “Finally went away.”

      “Good, I’m glad.” She gave my arms a squeeze, then stepped back and held out her hand to the doorway. “Come on in. Let’s see what we can do to make this situation better.”

      “I’m really sorry.” I searched her sincere eyes, words tumbling over themselves in the rush to get out. “I swear I didn’t realize the Ducati was so well known, and I think you guys’ll agree that this is all worth the hassle, because I got all the details on the crazy haunting shit going down at that school.”

      “I knew it!” Lex said, snapping her fingers. She waggled a finger at me. “I knew that was why you were over there. Factoria was too random of a place for you to go, even if you wanted to lay low in some dive bar.”

      I raised my eyebrows. Somebody must’ve recognized me there after all. I was just grateful they’d kept their lips zipped until I’d left.

      “I’m eager to hear all about it,” Lex said, “but you should know—this has blown up. Big-time.” She nodded to the door. The pity in her gaze told me just how serious this was. “Go on, see for yourself.”

      Shoulders slumped and feet dragging, I walked into the conference room. Behind me, I could hear Heru and Nik ascending the stairs. The second I saw the images that were frozen on the paused monitor behind Heru’s chair at the head of the table, I gulped.

      The guy on the sidewalk had snapped a pic me giving him the one-finger salute as I ran across the street, and though my face wasn’t visible in the image, it was clear from the photo beside it—of me just moments earlier, standing there on the sidewalk, staring at him—that the girl flipping the photographer off was little old me. This was definitely not going to help Nejeret–human relations at all, and it was one hundred percent my fault.

      I turned toward the monitor completely, too ashamed to face the people in the room behind me. I really tried to act my age most of the time, but damn it all to hell if I didn’t get bit in the ass by my stupid teenage hormones at least once a day. And that was on the good days.

      “I hope it was worth it,” Heru said from the doorway. He stepped into the room, making his way toward me. Nik followed him in. “Because we’ve been scrambling to spin this since the photo came out.”

      He stopped beside me, well within arm’s reach. Again, this probably wasn’t meant to intimidate me, but that didn’t prevent it from happening.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I didn’t know he—” I caught the excuse while it was only partially formed and looked at the hardwood floor. “I should’ve controlled myself better. I know that, it’s just—” Again, I held in the excuse, hoping the sudden bout of maturity might earn me some brownie points. “I was wrong.” I looked up at Heru. “And I’m sorry.”

      He placed his hand on my shoulder. “I can see that you mean it—and I appreciate it, Kat, I really do—but it doesn’t change the situation we’re in now.” He removed his hand. “Sit. The others have some ideas for what you can do to lessen the damage.”

      Obediently, I trudged around the table to the open chair beside Dom’s mirror. I avoided making eye contact with anyone until I was seated. Sheepishly, I glanced at each face.

      Heru’s expression was stern, as was Neffe’s on his right. On his left, Aset wore her usual motherly look of compassion, and beside her—directly across from me—Nik stared down at the table, lost in thought about by gods-know-what. Garth—I wasn’t sure what he was doing in the inner sanctum, considering his freshly minted Nejeret ba—offered me a small, supportive smile, Lex a sisterly nod, and from within the standing mirror, Dom a pinched scowl.

      Of everyone there, Dom was probably the most disappointed in my lack of impulse control, since he’d been my teacher, my mentor, the one person here who’d spent literal blood, sweat, and tears teaching me how to control myself and avoid situations like this. On my left, Mari leaned back in her chair, arms crossed over her chest and expression smug. The final person seated around the table, Mei, wasn’t looking at me at all but was staring at her father, and she was staring hard.

      Curious, I glanced across the table at Nik, but I redirected my attention to the head of the table when Heru cleared his throat.

      “I believe Garth has had the best suggestion so far,” Heru said, looking at the man in question. “It would seem your recent status change from human to Nejeret may serve us well during this crisis . . .”

      Garth’s cheeks flushed, a hint of rosiness coloring his flawless tan skin. “Yes, well . . .” He coughed. “I’m glad to help, if I can.”

      “Please,” Heru said, “go ahead. Explain your idea to Kat.”

      Garth looked at me, flashing me an uncertain smile. “Honesty is the best policy, right?”

      Elbows on the armrests, I leaned back in my chair and shrugged. “That’s what they say.”

      “Right, well . . . they’re usually right.” He held his breath for a moment. “I think you should make an appearance. Go on live TV and tell the world what happened. Let them ask you questions. Show them your human side—so to speak. Show them that you’re a real person, and they’ll understand why you reacted the way you did in this photo.” He finished by pointing a thumb at the screen behind Heru.

      “Right, ’cause that works out so well for movie stars when they lose their shit . . .”

      “Called it,” Mari said in a singsong voice, and Garth flashed her a conspiratorial grin.

      “We figured you’d say that,” Garth said. “But just hear me out.” He leaned forward, hands clasped and forearms on the table. “You’re an enigma to people—to humans. You played this huge part in their lives—saving so many of them—yet they still know next to nothing about the real you. All they get from you is the canned speeches you make, filmed here, more like presidential addresses than anything close to personal. They swarmed to your bike today because they’re desperate to know you—and, through you, us. If you want to, you could flip this incident on its head and use it as a launching pad toward taking a big, positive step forward in Nejeret and human relations.”

      He believed it would work, that much was clear. And a quick look around the table at the handful of hopeful expressions told me he wasn’t alone.

      “There was another attempted bombing at one of Tarsi’s concerts—London this time,” Lex said. “We could really use some positive publicity . . . something to take the world’s eye off of all of the negative fallout of our ‘coming out.’”

      I looked from Lex to Garth and back, chewing on their reasoning. It was sound, aside from one little snag.

      “You’re a private person,” Garth said. “I know.” He looked around the table. “We all do. But giving the people a brief window into your life might be the only way to reclaim some of your privacy . . . and to get them to back off a bit.”

      I inhaled deeply, holding the breath. I wanted to make sure that what I said next didn’t sound like a trying-to-get-out-of-it excuse but merely a statement of the reality of the situation. “I agree with you, I do, but I don’t think it would be wise to choose this particular moment of my life to share with the public,” I said calmly, carefully.

      Lex blinked, and understanding lit her carmine eyes.

      “And why is that, Kat?” Heru prompted me.

      I shifted my gaze to our fearless leader. “Because I was in Factoria to visit Newport High School—”

      “The school that’s been reporting all the paranormal activity?” Garth said, sitting up straighter, interest lighting his eyes.

      I nodded, returning my focus to Heru. “Have you heard anything about it?”

      He shook his head, a tiny crease forming between his eyebrows.

      “Yeah, well, there’s some crazy stuff going on there, and it’s way worse than the news is reporting. I just had drinks with one of the teachers, and she filled me in on everything—even things the school district is trying to keep under wraps. Like that this past week, multiple kids have been found unconscious on school grounds, and they have no idea of the cause.”

      “This sounds like a matter for the human authorities,” Heru said.

      I rolled my eyes. “Like they’d be able to do anything about it,” I said, then glanced at Garth. “No offence.” He’d recently departed the human police force, stepping up to act as a diplomatic liaison between humans and Nejerets, due to his very fresh transition into immortality. “But this shit is real. I saw it myself—these ghosts or shadows or whatever they were attacked those two kids.” I shivered, recalling the way the one shadow being had stopped and stared at me for what felt like an eternity. “The kids couldn’t see them, but I could.”

      “While that is fascinating,” Heru said, “I fail to see why you felt the need to involve yourself in this matter . . . especially considering the risks.”

      I sat up, placing my hands on the table, palms down and fingers splayed. Time to play my trump card. “Because I’ve been dreaming about it,” I said. “Because I dreamt about it days before I heard anything about it on the news.”

      “You mean like an echo?” Mari clarified.

      When I nodded, Nik let out a long, low whistle. I met his eyes, just for a moment, looking away when the corner of his mouth lifted, causing a momentary spike in my heart rate. There was something akin to wonder in his eyes. And maybe a hint of pride.

      “I, um—” My voice was suddenly raspy, and I had to clear my throat before continuing. “I also consulted the cards, and they were pretty clear.” At least The Tower card been pretty clear about this particular matter: if I didn’t go to the school and figure out what was going on there, then a whole crap-ton of people were going to die.

      Heru’s expression was stony, giving nothing away of his inner thoughts. “The echoes have been closed to us since—”

      “I know,” I said, raising one hand partway to stop him from stating the obvious. “Trust me, I know. It doesn’t make any sense. Maybe it’s because of the At and anti-At running through my ba, or maybe it’s because that connection has been growing stronger . . . or maybe it’s because when I died, I—” I caught myself before the universe’s automatic gag order could shut me up.

      With a small headshake, I said, “It doesn’t matter. What does matter is that I have to go back to that school, and I don’t think we want the public to know that there’s any connection between us and whatever’s going on there until it’s no longer a problem. Nejerets being associated with unconscious kids—” I laughed under my breath. “Talk about bad press.”

      “Hmmm . . .” Heru rubbed the side of his face with his hand. “I see your point, but you’re too recognizable to go back to the school. We’ll send someone else to get to the bottom of whatever’s going on there. Once it’s taken care of, you’ll address the public, followed by an ask-anything Q&A. I suggest you spend the time until then figuring out what you’re going to say and coming up with a list of potential questions people might ask you.”

      “But—” I sat there, lips parted and tongue paralyzed. What if this really was tied to Isfet, and it was my only lead? I couldn’t just sit here doing nothing.

      Heru waited for several seconds, and when I said nothing more, he pushed his chair away from the table. “Unless there’s anything else, it’s been a long—”

      “It has to be me,” I blurted, voice sounding less certain than I felt. “The cards—I don’t think anyone else can fix this.”

      Heru offered me a placating smile, zero warmth in his golden irises. “Though it may not seem this way right now, Kat, the world does not revolve around you. Take a step back from this matter. We’ll handle it.” He stood and walked out of the room, but his voice drifted back in. “Lex? Are you coming?”

      I sat there, stunned, staring at the doorway.

      Lex reached across the corner of the table and grasped my forearm. “Don’t worry, Kat. We’ll figure this out.” Her lips curved into a secretive smile. “And if we can’t do it without you, we know where to find you.” She released my arm and stood, following after her husband.

      The others chatted as they stood and slowly made their way out of the room, but Garth hung back, standing behind his chair, expression hopeful.

      I leaned forward, resting my forehead on the backs of my hands on the table. I’d been sidelined, and it sucked. They wouldn’t be able to take care of this without me. I could feel it in my bones . . . or maybe in my soul. But a feeling wouldn’t be enough to sway Heru, so I would just have to wait until they came to me. I just hoped it wasn’t too late by then.

      “Kat,” Garth said. “I’d, uh . . . be happy to help you.”

      I raised my head a few inches and peered at him. “You would?” I wasn’t sure how having Garth plead my case to Heru would do much good, but I was up for trying anything at this point. I just wanted to prevent mass death at a high school. Was that so much to ask?

      “Of course,” Garth said, smile warm. “I mean, it was my idea in the first place. I feel like I kind of owe you.” He was talking about the PR spin thing, not about the school.

      My face fell. “Oh. Sure,” I said, resting my cheek on my hands. “That’d be great.”
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      I sulked in my room for a solid hour before getting sick of my own mopey ass and forcing myself to get up and do something. Not what Heru wanted me to be doing, and not sleeping, despite it being well past midnight. No, I had a loophole in mind, a way to figure out more about the root cause of the strange activity at the school without actually disobeying Heru and going there—yet.

      I swapped my yuppie jogger outfit for my own worn, once-black sweatpants and one of the ratty, oversized T-shirts I liked to sleep in, grabbed my laptop, and left the room. Barefoot, I padded up the hallway to Garth’s bedroom door and knocked gently. When I didn’t get a response, I knocked again, a little louder this time.

      Bleary-eyed, he opened the door. “Kat?”

      “Oh good, you’re up.”

      “Well,” he said, voice husky with sleep, “I wasn’t, actually—”

      I flashed him an apologetic smile, then pushed past him into his bedroom. “Did you mean it about wanting to help me?” Eva, his snooty calico cat, lay primly on the corner of his mussed bed, giving me the ol’ stink-eye.

      “Yeah,” Garth said. “Of course.”

      “Cool, because I need your help.” I set my computer down on one side of the little table set up in front of the room’s picture window. Garth’s laptop already rested on the far side. “Please”—I waved to the chair on the other side of the table—“sit. We’ve got a lot of work to do.”

      Garth yawned, slowly making his way to the chair. “Can’t this wait until morning? You won’t have to make your speech for another day, at least.”

      I pulled out the chair on my side of the table and sat. “That’s not what I need your help with. At least, not tonight.”

      Garth frowned, pulling out his chair and joining me at the table. “Oh?”

      “We need to do some research.” I met his eyes. “On ghosts.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Believe it or not, the authorities weren’t really taking the whole haunted high school thing seriously. Other than reports filed after a few unexplained incidents earlier in the week that resulted in minor injuries, there was no evidence that police other than the officer posted there full-time had even visited the school. There wasn’t even anything in their records about the kids who’d been found unconscious, and I couldn’t help but wonder if the school had even reported the incidents.

      “There’s nothing else?” I asked Garth as I stared at him over the screens of our laptops. He wouldn’t let me into the police database all by myself, so I had to settle for accessing the info through him, one of Seattle’s former finest. “No ‘we’re keeping an eye on it’ tag or anything like that?”

      Garth shook his head. He was sitting across from me at the little tea table in his room, minor awkwardness and genuine friendship the only other things between us. “My guess is they think it’s all a senior prank.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Seriously? You really think some teens could coordinate a hoax like this with the whole school?”

      Garth lifted one shoulder. “You’d be surprised what kids are capable of . . .”

      I snorted. “Trust me, bud, I know.” Considering that I’d been seventeen years old when I made the decision to sacrifice my ability to age further in order to activate my Nejeret traits and enter the echoes to save Lex, and I’d barely been eighteen when I decided that going after Mari was a peachy idea, I had a pretty good idea of the capabilities of teenagers.

      “I saw the ghosts—or whatever,” I reminded him. “This is real.”

      Garth rubbed the side of his face with one hand, his faint stubble making a scratching noise. “You know that,” he said, “and I know that, but they don’t.”

      I lowered my eyes to my own computer screen and started typing in the internet search bar: Newport High School haunting real.

      “What’s your plan?” Garth asked.

      “See what unofficial info is out there about this,” I told him, already skimming the search results.

      “I’ll help,” Garth said, refocusing on his computer screen.

      We spent nearly two hours like that, sharing what little useful information we found among the heaps of bullshit. I was about ready to give up and give the cards another shot—as daunting as that sounded after the last reading—when Garth leaned in closer to his computer screen. His eyes moved back and forth rapidly as he read through whatever he’d found. A gold mine, from the looks of it.

      “What?” I stood partway, craning my neck to get an upside-down view of his screen. He was on a message board of some kind. “What’d you find?”

      “A site called Super Truthers,” Garth said without looking up. “Apparently it’s a hub for people to gather and discuss conspiracies to cover up major supernatural phenomena.”

      “That’s a real thing?” Frowning, I pushed my chair back and came around to his side of the little table. Super Truthers, indeed, was a real thing. “Cool,” I said, coming to stand behind him. I bent over, resting my forearms on the top rail of his chair and skimming the screen over his shoulder.

      “See,” Garth said, pointing to the screen, “each of these threads is about a different ‘event’ that’s supposedly been covered up.” He touched his fingertip to the screen and scrolled down the page with a flick of his finger. There were hundreds—maybe thousands—of entries on the message board. With another flick of his finger, he scrolled back to the newer entries at the top of the page. “Look at that.”

      The topmost entry under the pinned “Rules of the Super Truthers Board” post was titled “Newport High School—Poltergeists or Shadow People?”

      “Shadow people?” I read aloud. It sounded pretty accurate. “What’s that?”

      Garth clicked on the thread, taking us to a new page. “It’s one of the seven classes of hauntings—intelligent, demonic, demonic possession, residual, poltergeist, elementals, and shadow people.”

      I stared at the side of Garth’s face.

      After a few seconds, he leaned away, meeting my confounded stare. “What?”

      “How the hell do you know that?” I narrowed my eyes. “Or did you just pull that out of your ass?”

      A faint flush colored Garth’s cheeks, and he looked away, returning his attention to the screen. “I watch a lot of shows about ghost hunting, alright? It’s just a thing that I find fascinating.”

      I was still staring at him. It was like I didn’t know him at all. Which, I supposed, I didn’t, not really. A few days of great sex hardly leads one to really get to know a person. Now that we were working on being just friends, no body parts to distract each other with, we were bound to learn all kinds of interesting—and surprising—things about one another.

      “Stop it,” Garth said without looking at me.

      I suppressed a laugh and turned my outward attention to the screen. “Stop what?”

      “Judging me.”

      I coughed to cover up the tiny, choking laugh that escaped. Garth liked ghost hunting shows. I don’t know why, but I totally loved that about him.

      “So,” I said, voice tight with restrained amusement, “tell me the truth—did you really just stumble upon this website, or did you already know about it?”

      Garth straightened his posture and cleared his throat, but he kept his mouth shut.

      “Fine.” I gave his shoulder a squeeze, then stood up. “Don’t tell me.” I headed back to my chair and sat, pulling up the Super Truthers website on my computer.

      We’d been perusing the NHS thread for fifteen minutes or so when I felt the distinct sensation of being watched. I glanced at Garth. He was staring at me, but his expression wasn’t one of “Ah-ha!” It was filled with concern, and my stomach turned into a bottomless sinking pit.

      “What?” I said, returning my focus to a post listing other locations reporting similar paranormal activity to Newport’s over the past couple weeks.

      According to the post, each and every location had been an overflow site for area hospitals during the Cascade Virus outbreak. And each place had had a pretty hefty death toll, if the numbers posted were to be believed. Each location was either a middle school, a high school, a college, or a community center—specifically youth-focused community centers. I knew for a fact that tons of other types of buildings had been used for hospital overflow; either the poster was only reporting handpicked information, or whatever was going on seemed to be centered around places that young people frequented. That thought sent a chill up my spine.

      I clicked on the poster’s name—ghoulgirl25—then chose the option from a pop-up menu to send her a message.

      Hi ghoulgirl25,

      I saw your post in the thread about the hauntings at Newport High School. Can you share where you got your information? And when you were researching, did you notice if other places like businesses or hospitals have been reporting similar occurrences?

      “So,” Garth said, drawing out the word, “since we’re on the topic of ghosts and dead people . . .”

      I looked at him over the computer screen, but just for a second before resuming typing.

      I’m writing an article for my school paper, and I’d like to have as accurate of information as possible. Us believers have to stick together, right?

      “And you’re the most recent person I know to have died,” Garth continued.

      Shit. Another person trying to get me to talk about that whole dying incident. Garth’s not-so-subtle subject change was my cue to leave.

      Can’t wait to hear back from you!

      I paused, not sure what name to sign off with. I didn’t need this chick to get any bright, suspicious ideas about who I really was. I quickly typed my mom’s name—Genevieve—then pressed send.

      “Well,” I said, snapping my laptop shut as soon as I’d sent the message. “Thanks for this.” I reached across the table and patted the top of Garth’s head. “It’s been real.” I tucked my laptop under my arm and headed for the door.

      “Kat, wait.”

      I paused with my hand on the door handle. “I can’t talk about it, Garth,” I said softly. Honestly. “I just can’t.”
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      I walk along the main hallway of Newport High School. It’s beyond abandoned; it’s devastated. Lockers hang open, many off their hinges, their contents strewn about the floor. The windows are broken, shattered pieces of glass covering debris on the floor like a layer of hail. Glass crunches under the thick soles of my boots with each step, and I have to pick my way carefully to avoid tripping.

      It’s dark out, and the air in the school is freezing, or maybe below freezing. Each breath brings a thick puff of white visible even in the darkness. I shiver, unconsciously hugging myself for warmth.

      I hear a whisper behind me and spin around.

      Nothing’s there.

      When I turn back around, I catch a glimpse of a tall, dark figure disappearing down the wing shooting off to the right, just up ahead.

      “Hey!” I call out, picking up the pace. It’s slow going, but I’m making progress. “Wait up!”

      I reach the corner and peer down the smaller hallway. It looks much the same as the main hall, with the spooky addition of a flickering light coming from one of the classrooms a few doors down on the right. There’s no sign of the person I just saw.

      Every cell in my body is screaming for me not to go down that hallway, but the flickering light beckons me. When I reach the door to the classroom and peer through the tall, narrow window, I suck in a breath. There’s someone in the room, alright, but not the person I caught a glimpse of just moments ago.

      It’s Alison—Ms. Cramer. She’s sprawled on the floor on her back, lying in a pool of her own blood. Her skin is covered in deep cuts, shards of glass still lodged in many. Her chest rises and falls with short, shallow breaths, open eyes searching the ceiling but clearly seeing something else entirely. Somewhere else.

      The window must’ve blown out right in front of her. The glass shrapnel plugging her wounds was probably the only thing keeping her alive this long; without it, she’d have bled out long before I found her.

      I try the door handle, but it’s locked, so I reach through the glassless window and unlock it. Once the door is open, I rush to Alison’s side, dropping to my knees on the floor. Shards of glass cut through my jeans and bite into my skin, but I don’t care. I’ll heal. She might not.

      “Alison?” I find her hand, one of the few untouched parts of her body, and give it a gentle squeeze. “Can you hear me?”

      She blinks several times, fresh tears streaking down over her temples. “Kat? Is—is that you?”

      “Yes,” I tell her, gripping her hand more tightly.

      She’s already lost her ability to see. Her brain is shutting down. She doesn’t have much time left. I think about calling 911, but by the time an ambulance gets here, she’ll be gone. Vengeance is the only thing left for me to offer her.

      “What happened?” I ask.

      “The field—” She’s struggling for breath. “I tried to—to get to my phone to—to call you . . .”

      “Shhh . . .” I stroke the back of her hand. “Just breathe.”

      She swallows painfully, making blood ooze from the wounds in her neck. “They—they came . . . for us . . . at the f—football field.” She coughs, sputtering out pink saliva. “You weren’t there . . . to stop them.” She sucks in a stuttering breath. “Too late—you weren’t . . . there . . .” As her breath leaves her lungs, her eyes grow unfocused.

      She’s gone.

      I stare at the body before me. Seconds ago, it belonged to a woman I knew. A friend. Someone who saved my life, once, not so long ago. And now I’ve failed to save hers.

      “Damn it,” I hiss, eyes burning. My emotions are all tangled up, and I have to force myself to think straight.

      I stare out through the broken windows, replaying her choppy explanation in my mind. The football field—something happened there. Something I was too late to stop. But what?

      I stand and jog to the wall of broken windows, hurtling over the jagged edge. Once I’m outside, the way is easier. I run around both buildings, heading for the football field. I slow to a walk as I drew near the chain link fence surrounding the track and field.

      “Holy shit,” I whisper.

      The green turf is barely visible underneath the layer of bodies sprawled over the one-hundred-plus yards of frosted green. Not a single person moves. Not a single person’s chest rises and falls. Just one heartbeat pounds in my ears—my own.

      I take one more step toward the field, then stop. Alison was right. I’m too late.

      I hear whispering behind me, the sound growing to a dull roar. Whispering accompanied by no other signs of life. No heartbeats. No breaths.

      I close my eyes, already knowing what I’ll find behind me—the things that did this. The shadows. I open my eyes, inhaling and exhaling shakily. My breath comes out in a puff of white. Fear paralyzes me. I have to turn around, but I can’t. I’m too afraid.

      Something brushes against my hair, and I scream.

      I was still screaming when I woke, sitting up and drenched in a cold sweat. The sheets were saturated, making them nearly impossible to untangle from my legs.

      Had it been just a nightmare? Or was this another echo—a vision of a possible future? Had the universe funneled another hint at what was to come into my dreams? What if this was the beginning of the big danger Isfet had warned me about? What if she was the only one who could stop it? What if that was the whole point of all of this?

      Someone pounded on my bedroom door.

      I jumped, scooting back on the bed, legs still knotted in the sheets. I clutched a pillow to my chest and stared at the door like it might start spewing shadows into my room.

      “Kat?” It was Nik.

      I exhaled, relief flooding my body.

      “Are you alright?”

      I stared at the door. Was I alright? Either I was so into myself that my subconscious had cooked up a scenario where my noninvolvement in the haunting situation would lead to a massive loss of life, or the dream was real. It was the future, or at least a possible future. I was absolutely not alright.

      “I’m coming in,” Nik called through the door. I could hear him fitting a key made of At into the lock on the other side.

      “No,” I said, finally finding my voice. I didn’t want him to see me like this. But it was too late.

      Nik pushed the door open and stepped into my bedroom. His eyes landed on me for only a fraction of a second before hastily scanning the rest of the room.

      “I’m fine,” I told him, fingers working to untangle the sheets. “Just a bad dream, is all.”

      Nik walked over to the nightstand and reached under the lampshade to turn on the light. His sweats rode low on his hips, revealing the band of his underwear, like he’d barely had time to pull them on, and is hair was disheveled from sleep. It only added to his sex appeal, which made me all the more self-conscious as his pale blue eyes took in everything—the sweat-soaked sheets, my struggle to free myself, me.

      “A dream,” he said, “or an echo?”

      At last, I managed to free my legs, but the nightmare’s terrifying hold on me remained, and I sucked in a shaky breath. “I don’t know,” I admitted. I glanced at the nightstand, thinking of the cards tucked away in the top drawer. They might hold the answers . . . or they might unveil more questions.

      “Was it about the school?” Nik asked.

      I sighed, brushing damp tendrils of hair back from my face. “Yeah,” I told him as I rolled to the far edge of the bed and stood. Could I risk that the dream had only been a dream? Not if it was real . . . not if it was a true echo.

      I marched around the bed, past Nik, and straight to the open doorway. Heru needed to know what I’d seen. I needed to unload the decision of whether or not to believe it was an echo onto his shoulders. If he wanted me to stay out of it, fine. But the consequences were on him, then.

      I stepped into the hallway and almost ran headlong into Heru. I stumbled back a few steps, planting a hand on the wall to stabilize myself. “Jesus . . .” I eyed him. “We need to get you a bell.”

      The corner of his mouth twitched.

      “Are you alright?” Lex asked, rushing past Heru and heading straight for me. “We heard you scream, and—”

      I held up a hand, keeping her away from my sweaty self. “I had another dream-echo,” I said, sounding surer than I felt. “The shadows—there’s going to be a massacre at the school . . . on the football field.”

      “When?” Heru asked.

      “I don’t know,” I said, shaking my head. “Nighttime—it was dark.”

      I closed my eyes, recalling everything I’d seen in the classroom where I’d found Alison. There’d been a clock on the wall, the plastic face cracked and the second hand frozen. “There was a clock stopped at 9:07,” I told Heru. Eyes still closed, I continued to search the walls of the classroom for any indicator of the date, but the whiteboard was wiped clean, and I hadn’t seen any form of a calendar. I pressed my lips together, once again shaking my head, and opened my eyes. “I don’t know the date.”

      Heru studied my face. I had no idea what he saw there, but whatever it was, it convinced him that the dream was real. “I’ll make some calls,” he said. “I’ll make sure the school gets shut down until we can figure out what’s going on there.”

      I exhaled in relief, some of the tension from the dream leaving my shoulders.

      “It may take a few days, though,” Heru added. “I want to be discreet. If we can avoid it, I don’t want this coming back to us.” He leveled his hawkish stare on me. “Let me know if you see anything new, anything that indicates the massacre will take place sooner, and I’ll do everything in my power to shut the school down immediately.”

      I nodded, then scrubbed my hands over my face. My skin was sticky with drying sweat. In five minutes, I would be crusted in salt. Shower time was imminent.

      “Do not go back there, Kat,” Heru said. “I know you want to help these people, but even once the school is closed, discretion is our number-one priority. The human world cannot be allowed to tie this to Nejeretkind, and you’re far too identifiable. It’s not worth the risk.”

      “But—”

      “I know you, Kat, and I know you’ll see this as a challenge.” He inhaled and exhaled through his nose. “You’re probably already planning your next move at the school.” He planted his hands on his hips. “For all our sakes, do not show your face there.”

      I snapped my mouth shut and crossed my arms over my chest. “Don’t you think you’re being just a little unreasonable?”

      “Promise me.”

      I stared him down for a solid five seconds. It had to be some kind of a record—people don’t stare down Heru. Those burnt-gold eyes will sear through your soul if you look into them for too long.

      Heru raised an eyebrow.

      I sighed, looking away. “Fine,” I said, letting my arms drop to my sides. “I won’t show my face there. I promise.”
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      I paced at the foot of my bed, one arm hugging my middle as I chewed on the thumbnail of my other hand. Every time I changed direction, I threw a furtive glance at the deck of tarot cards stacked on the comforter. My fingers itched to do a reading to find out if the latest dream had really been another echo, but panic fluttered in my chest every time I reached for the cards. What if I pulled The Tower again? Or Judgment? Or, worst of all, The Devil? What if the scenes depicted were the same as before? What if they were worse?

      I had to figure out a way to change the cards for the better. To change fate.

      “It’s not even a real thing,” I muttered. Fate didn’t exist, and nothing was predestined.

      “What isn’t real, little sister?” Dom asked.

      “Nothing,” I lied.

      My people knew, for a fact, that the future was never written in stone. Back when all Nejerets had had access to the echoes, those of us who could view the possible futures recognized those echoes for what they were—possibilities. There was no such thing as fate; there were just differing degrees of probability. There were if-thens, maybes, and probablys, but no absolutes.

      If I just knew how Isfet would pull the wool over my eyes, how she would turn deception into death, I could change course and stop it from ever happening. But I’d only spoken to her once, and the only other being I knew who might know something about her was Anapa—and his Netjer bias made him just as unreliable as Isfet herself.

      An idea tickled the edges of my mind. Were Isfet and Anapa really my only other sources of information? There was always the soul-energy . . . and the unique consciousnesses intermingling throughout that colorful miasma. Maybe I couldn’t trust most of them, but there was one who would always have my best interests at heart—my mom. And the last time her voice had come through, she’d made it pretty damn clear that she knew things I didn’t.

      I perched on the edge of the armchair in the corner of the room and placed my hands on my knees, closing my eyes. I reached out to the soul-energy, opening myself to it.

      Nothing happened. I was too agitated.

      I squeezed my eyes shut and gritted my teeth, trying my hardest to clear my thoughts, but it was about as useful as when I tried to will myself to sleep during my infrequent bouts of insomnia. I blew out a breath and opened my eyes, fingers clawing my knees. I needed to blow off some steam. Maybe then I’d be able to get through to the soul-energy. To my mom.

      Even so, the urge to know more—about Isfet, about the danger on the horizon, about my prophesied death, about my growing connection to the universe and what it was doing to me, about the latest dream and the shadows and the school, about countless things—became all-encompassing. I stood and stalked over to the bed, snatching the card off the top of the tarot deck before I could talk myself out of it.

      The Devil. The design on the card looked much the same as before, only this time, Isfet looked less like my mom and a hell of a lot more like me.

      I hissed and dropped the card before I could get a good look at it, backing away double-time. My butt hit the dresser, and Mercy rattled atop it. I reached behind me, grabbing the sword’s sheath without looking, stuffed my feet into my combat boots, and hurried to the bedroom door. Once I was in the hallway, I knelt and hastily tied my boots, then jogged downstairs and out into the fresh morning air.

      It was drizzling, the sky its usual winter gray. Gravel crunched under my boots, my steps quieting when I reached the mulchy trail to the beach. By the time I made it to the other end of the trail, the rain had picked up and my sweatshirt was nearly soaked through. I stepped one boot onto the rocky beach, and then I froze.

      Nik stood at the water’s edge, hands in the pockets of his long leather coat, the incoming wave just reaching the toes of his boots. “Hey, Kitty Kat,” he said without looking at me.

      I considered turning tail and running right back the way I’d come. Considered it, but didn’t do it. I hated the idea of following up one act of cowardice with another. Instead, my feet carried me down the beach, like some invisible force was pulling me toward Nik.

      He withdrew a pack of cigarettes and a lighter from his left pocket. He placed a cigarette between his lips and returned the pack to his pocket, then lit the cigarette and returned the lighter, too.

      I stopped a few paces behind him. “What are you doing out here?”

      He took a deep draw on his cigarette. “Searching for words,” he said, blowing out a cloud of smoke. He lowered his hand, the cigarette trailing a delicate chimney of smoke from between his fingers.

      “Huh . . .” I took a few more steps, coming to stand beside him, and squinted out at the choppy surface of the Puget Sound. “Find anything?”

      “Plenty,” he said. “But I’m not sure they’re the right ones.” I could feel his eyes on me. “What about you—out here to blow off some steam?” I looked at him, and he glanced down at Mercy, her sheath still gripped in my left hand.

      I shrugged.

      Nik turned to face me. “Up for a rematch?”

      I raised my eyebrows. Last time we’d fought—back in that cave out in the woods of Port Madison—he’d kicked my ass. The baser part of my mind craved redemption.

      “You might even be able to beat me with all your fancy new powers.”

      “No sheuts,” I said, the image of Isfet wearing my face far too fresh in my mind to make me willing to draw on the very powers that connected me to her. “No powers. No weapons—at all,” I added, tossing Mercy down onto the rocks. “Just you and me.”

      “Alright . . .” Nik dropped his half-smoked cigarette onto the beach, then shrugged out of his jacket. “Deal.” He rolled up his coat and set it down on top of Mercy, then backed away and rolled his neck. He bent his knees, dropping naturally into an easy ready position. “Show me what you got.”

      We fought, hard, skidding and sliding on the rocks and leaping over pieces of driftwood. I’d only fought Nik one other time without him tapping into his innate sheut abilities—back at the shop, when he’d first sauntered back into my life—and once again, I was amazed by how evenly matched we were when limited to our own bodies for weapons. He had thousands of years on me—thousands of years more experience—but all of that experience had been with his sheut, too. He wasn’t used to relying on only his physical body.

      I, on the other hand, was.

      I almost had him a couple times, once with him on his knees at the water’s edge, sea-foam licking at my boots and his jeans, and again with him bent awkwardly over a large, gnarly piece of driftwood. But in the end, Nik’s strength won out. He grappled me down onto the ground on my belly, his limbs trapping my arms and legs and his forearm pressing into my throat, cutting off my air supply. I had about twenty seconds until I lost consciousness.

      “Un—cle,” I gasped, the single word broken and barely audible.

      Nik relaxed his hold on me, and I rolled out from under him, crouching down on one knee as I waited for the blood rush to abate. Even through the dizziness, I was amazed at how invigorated I felt. The headache that had been plaguing me off and on this past week was still gone, and I felt energized and recharged as though I’d just woken from a perfect night’s sleep, which was far from the truth. Apparently, some solid exertion was just what the doctor ordered.

      Kneeling a few feet away, Nik slicked his hair back and cracked his neck, chest rising and falling rapidly. “Sure you don’t want to try again . . . with sheuts? Get all glowy and you might even be able to beat me . . .”

      I pressed my lips together, placing my hand on my knee and pushing up to my feet. “No thanks.” I turned my back to him and scanned the beach for our discarded things. Mercy and Nik’s coat were maybe fifty yards away. I headed that way.

      “C’mon, Kitty Kat,” Nik said. I could hear his footsteps crunching in the rocks behind me. “You’ve got to work out and train your sheut as much as you do your body. How else will you ever figure out all you can do?”

      I balled my hands into fists, steps turning into stomps.

      “You think I discovered all that my sheut is capable of by sitting around not using it?”

      It was a stupid question, so I didn’t even consider answering.

      “I had to train. To experiment and explore. To push myself.”

      I reached our little pile of things and toed Nik’s leather jacket aside, then bent down to scoop up my sword.

      “I can help you,” he told me.

      “No thanks,” I repeated, shrugging into the scabbard’s worn leather harness. The more I used my powers, the more I felt myself turning into that image of Isfet towering over my own decrepit body. That last glimpse of The Devil assured that my ever-increasing powers were off-limits until I figured out Isfet’s true intentions.

      Now that I’d burned off most of my agitation through good old-fashioned exertion, I felt a sense of clarity. Even reaching out to the soul-energy using my connection to the universe seemed too risky; anything that would strengthen the universe’s hold on me through those ever-thickening veins of At and anti-At was too risky.

      I closed my eyes for a moment, taking a long, deep breath, and then I finished buckling the harness. I’d have to find another way to get the answers I needed.

      “But your powers have been expanding exponentially,” Nik persisted. “With all of the At and anti-At running through your ba, aren’t you curious about what you’re capable of? I sure as hell am . . .”

      I looked at him sidelong, jaw clenched in irritation. Why couldn’t he just drop it? “I’m not in the mood, Nik.” I started up toward the trail leading back to the house. I was not running away; I was simply relocating to a less annoying location.

      Nik grabbed my arm, stopping my retreat. “Well, get in the mood, because it’s too dangerous for you to be sitting on all of that uncontrolled power.”

      I rolled my eyes, tugging my arm, but his grip was unyielding. “Let go,” I demanded.

      He tightened his hold on my arm until it was just this side of too painful. “You’re seeing echoes again, but they’re still closed off to the rest of us.”

      “You don’t know they’re closed off to the rest of you for sure.”

      He raised his eyebrows, the bar through his left brow glinting in the morning light. “Trust me, Kitty Kat, I tried to get into the echoes all morning. You’re the only one. What if it doesn’t stop there? What if you can move through time, too? What if you accidentally jump into the past and get trapped there? Then what?”

      I ground my teeth together.

      “That shit is dangerous as fuck, Kat. Don’t forget about what happened to Lex—she had all of the power of a Netjer and she still barely made it back alive.”

      I fought a frown. She hadn’t actually made it back alive. It had taken sixteen years and the combined power of two young Netjers—her children, Susie and Syris—to revive her.

      “Let me help you explore what you’re capable of.” Nik released my arm, then uttered a word I didn’t think I had ever heard him say before, at least not with that level of sincerity brightening his pale blue irises, turning them to quicksilver. “Please.”

      “I just—I don’t want to,” I said, looking up at the mouth of the trail but staying where I was. “I can’t.”

      Nik’s iron features softened. “This is who you are now, Kitty Kat. Stop running from it. Embrace it.”

      I stomped my foot. “It’s not who I am!”

      It wasn’t anything I’d been born with; it was what the universe was making me into. It wasn’t natural. It was a mistake. An accident. It was something that had been done to me . . . something that had started nearly twenty years ago, when Nik sent all of that At into my body to save me from the anti-At slowly eroding my soul.

      “It’s who you made me!”

      Nik narrowed his eyes to slits and opened his mouth, but I barreled onward before he could get a word in.

      I took a step toward him. “I never wanted this, Nik. I never wanted any of it. All I ever wanted was to be a normal Nejeret.” I threw my arms up. “Or an abnormal one who would never grow up. Hell, I’d rather be a human than this. Anything would be better than this.” I lowered my arms, taking another step toward him. “You’re curious about what I can do? Well, I’m not. I want it out of me. I want it gone.”

      I took one last step toward him, stopping well within his personal bubble and angling my face up toward his. “I wish you hadn’t saved me. I wish you’d just let me die.”

      Twice he’d saved my life when death was imminent, and I couldn’t help but wonder if I—if the whole world—would be better off without me. At least it would be less complicated. Sure, tons of people would’ve died of the Cascade Virus and the war between Heru and the Senate may have destroyed our people, but who’s to say those outcomes wouldn’t be better than whatever’s going to happen when—if—I break Isfet free from her prison? Or, if I left her in there, better than what would happen when Isfet’s looming danger arrived and she wasn’t there to stop it? With all of the changes happening inside me giving me access to a terrifying amount of power, part of me wondered if maybe, just maybe, that danger was me.

      For someone who had visions of the future, I couldn’t have had less of a clue as to what was going to happen.

      Nik crossed his arms over his chest, his pierced eyebrow arching higher. “Feel better?”

      I glared up at him. Ranting had made me feel a little better, and that pissed me off all the more.

      “Now that you’ve got the woe-is-me pity party out of your system, maybe you could stop sulking around all day and get back to doing shit that matters. I believe there’s a school that needs saving . . .”

      “But I can’t—”

      That brow arched higher.

      I snapped my mouth shut and huffed a breath out through my nose. Damn it, but he was right. Just because I’d made Heru a promise not to go back to the school didn’t mean I couldn’t help in other ways. Maybe I wouldn’t be the one to battle the shadows, but maybe I could get my people the information they would need to win. After all, I had access to a trustworthy information source that nobody else could reach—my mom—and I hadn’t done everything in my power to reach her. There was a way to do it without strengthening the universe’s hold on my soul.

      All I had to do was die.

      There was always the chance that Isfet would show up once I was in Duat, but you know . . . desperate times, desperate measures.

      Maybe this was my role in this shadow situation. Like Heru said, it’s not all always about me.

      I turned and stalked up the beach toward the trailhead.

      “Where are you going?” Nik called after me.

      “To do shit that matters.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “What are you doing?” Dom asked as I pulled the mirror pendant off over my head, moving my hair out of the way of the leather cord. Well over a month ago, when I first stuck his soul in the mirrors, Dom and I had struck a deal—I would only cut off his tie to me by removing the mirror pendant for one reason and one reason only: sex. He didn’t want to witness that, and I sure as hell didn’t want my half-brother as an audience.

      I hadn’t had to invoke the agreement all that often as of late. Or at all. Things had pretty much dried up where my sex life was concerned, with my recent fling with Garth being the one smoldering ember in my otherwise passionless existence. After him, my usual MO where getting laid was concerned—namely sticking with one-night-stands—just didn’t hold the same appeal. Besides, I’d been way too busy dealing with the frightening and increasingly cumbersome repercussions of dying to go on actually living.

      Dom knew all of that—or, at least, most of it—as well as I did, which is probably why he was so baffled by my answer.

      “I need to blow off some steam,” I told him, holding the pendant up so I could see his miniature visage.

      “But . . .” Dom shook his head. “Where will you go? Everyone knows you now . . .”

      I shrugged into my leather coat. “I’m sure I can find someone willing and eager to satisfy ‘the Goddess.’” Even saying those words made me feel skeezy, and I suppressed an ick-inspired shiver.

      “And then they will tell the whole world about it.”

      I set my jaw. “Let me deal with that.”

      “But—”

      “What I do with my lady bits is not up for discussion, Dom. This is happening. Deal with it.” I set the pendant down on my nightstand, silencing him by our lack of contact. Guilt riddled me; I hated lying to him, but if I told him what I was up to, he would try to stop me any way that he could.

      In a last-minute decision, I grabbed the drawstring bag containing my tarot cards and stuffed it into my coat pocket before heading for the bedroom door.

      I hurried downstairs, making a beeline for the door to the basement laboratory where Neffe, Aset, and my current target, Mari, spent most of their waking hours studying the Cascade Virus. I may have eradicated it from the human population with the help of the soul-energy a few weeks back, but we still didn’t fully understand what it had done to those infected or how it worked. Even Mari, who’d helped engineer the damn virus, didn’t understand why it had been so devastating . . . and so impossible to cure.

      I hurried down the basement stairs and burst into the lab. Mari was sitting on her usual stool at the center workstation, lab coat buttoned up and oversized protective goggles dwarfing her face as she dripped some neon green liquid from a pipette into a petri dish. Whatever was in the dish fizzled and popped for a few seconds, then went quiet.

      “Ballsack!” Mari exclaimed, slapping a hand down on the counter.

      “Having issues?” I asked, sidling up to her. I stole her discarded stool and sat.

      She looked at me, mouth pinched into a little rosebud, then yanked her goggles off her face and tossed them onto the counter. “This stupid virus doesn’t react to anything the way it’s supposed to. It’s like it can’t even be bothered to follow the natural laws of physics and chemistry.”

      “How inconsiderate of it . . .”

      “Shut up,” she snapped. She planted her hands on her hips. “What do you want?”

      I took a deep breath and gripped the edge of the stool between my legs. “Mars . . . I need your help.”

      “Oh really?” She narrowed her eyes, scrutinizing my face. “With what? Something dangerous?” She waved a hand, shutting down any response I might’ve given her before it could even form in my mind. “Who am I kidding; it’s you, so of course it’s dangerous.” She let her head fall back and groaned. “Oh my God, I’m so tired of this lab. I feel like a hamster running around on one of those stupid little wheels, going nowhere but not getting the hint. I need some adventure.” She looked at me. “I’m in.”

      I straightened a little, surprised at how easy it had been to get her help. “Really? Just like that?”

      Mari cocked her hip. “What? You think that just ’cause I spend all my time these days in a lab coat and sensible shoes means I can’t cut loose and get a little wild?” She shimmied her shoulders. “Like there’s no more room for spontaneity in my life?”

      “Um . . .” I leaned back on the stool, pretty sure she wasn’t actually looking for an answer from me and that anything I said would just annoy her.

      “Because there is. There’s room—right here, right now.”

      “OK . . .”

      She rubbed her hands together. “So, what’s the plan?”

      “Well, Mars . . .” I stood and leaned in to whisper into her ear. I couldn’t risk this reaching the other sensitive Nejeret ears in the room. “I need you to kill me,” I whispered, “just for a little while.”

      When I pulled away, her jade eyes were glittering like gemstones. “I knew it would be dangerous!” She clapped her hands together and hopped on the balls of her feet, making a faint squealing noise. “I have just the thing.”
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        * * *

      

      We gatewayed from Mari’s room into the unrelenting darkness of the tunnel just outside the secret-ish bunker she and her mom kept beneath Pike Place Market, in a forgotten portion of underground Seattle. Thanks to the anti-At Mari had laced through the walls surrounding the bunker, it was impossible for me to draw a gateway that led directly inside. At least the gateway was quick to create, since I could only include the barest details of the dark tunnel.

      Only after I felt the surge of otherworldly energy flowing through my sheut and into the drawing on the wall of Mari’s bedroom did I regret using my powers. Paranoia settled in, and I swore I could feel that all-too-familiar shift in my ba as the At and anti-At grew thicker and longer, feeding off that universal energy and rooting my connection to Isfet more deeply into my soul. Was it all in my head? Were gateways now off-limits now, too?

      From one moment to the next, Mari and I went from the perfectly comfortable room temperature of the Bainbridge house to chilly, damp, slightly stale air. Mari already had her phone out, and she turned on its built-in flashlight a millisecond after arriving in the tunnel. She headed straight for the huge old bank vault door and stuck her phone into her mouth as she got to work on the lock.

      I hugged myself, rubbing my arms as I waited for her a few steps back. The cold felt more intense than before. Or maybe it was the dread pooling in my belly that chilled me to the bone. I wasn’t looking forward to dying again. I especially wasn’t excited about the prospect of running into Isfet. But I had so many questions, and my mom was the only person—the only soul—I trusted who might have the answers.

      Something inside the vault door clanged, reverberating throughout the tunnel, and Mari spun the handle, pulling the door open with a grunt. “Come on in,” she said, waving me through with her free hand. “Light switch is on the right.”

      I crossed the curved threshold, fingers searching the edge of the wall to the right of the door. When I found the switch, I flipped it up. There was a sizzle of old wiring coming to life, followed by blinding light from overhead. I shielded my eyes while they readjusted from the darkness to the excessively bright light. “Maybe spring for some lower-wattage bulbs, Mars,” I murmured. “This is brutal.”

      She laughed. “It’s just that first one,” she said, pointing to the blue-tinged light directly overhead. “UV—I installed it right before the concert. I wasn’t sure what the humans’ reaction would be to the big revelation, and I wanted to make sure my mom and I wouldn’t get a vitamin D deficiency if all hell broke loose and we had to hunker down here for longer than a week or two.”

      Mari passed me, setting her oversized designer tote bag on the diner-esque kitchen table. “The storage rooms are stocked with enough food and supplies for six months,” she said. “Mom thought it was overkill, you know, since she can just pop in and out to get supplies whenever, but . . .” She shrugged. “You know me—I like to be prepared.”

      “Huh,” I said, frowning as I nodded to myself. Of course Mari had thought ahead, planning for the worst; she’d always been a planner, whereas I’d always been a doer. Usually without much forethought.

      “What would you have done?” she asked.

      “Hmmm . . . ?”

      “In the hell-breaking-loose scenario . . .” She reached into her bag, pulling out a small, brushed-steel medicine case and setting it on the table beside her bag, then reaching back inside to dig around some more.

      “Oh.” I turned around and reached through the circular vault doorway to pull the heavy steel and iron door shut. It made a deep gonging sound. “I hadn’t really thought about it.”

      “Shocker.”

      I side-eyed Mari as I spun the handle to lock the door. “I wouldn’t run,” I told her. “And I wouldn’t hide.”

      Mari snorted a laugh, pulling a few more medical-looking things out of her bag and setting them on the table. “Oh, okay . . .”

      I crossed the entryway to the table, planting myself behind the chair nearest Mari and gripping the top rail with one hand. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Mari inhaled and exhaled, then stopped rummaging and looked at me. “Running, hiding—isn’t that what you’ve been doing?” She raised one shoulder, then let it fall. “Don’t get me wrong—I totally get it. You died. You’re now literally the most famous person alive. Your whole world has been flipped upside down. Nobody expects you to bounce right back from that. But we also didn’t expect you to just give up.”

      I gawked. “Give up? I’m not giving up, I’m—” The words lodged in my throat.

      “What?” She faced me, placing a hand on her hip. “What are you doing, Kat? What are we doing? Why do you need me to induce your death? What good will you dying—even just for a little bit—do?” She inhaled and exhaled quickly, on a roll. “What happened to you?”

      “I—”

      “Because if I didn’t know any better, I’d think that part of you is hoping that once I kill you, I won’t be able to bring you back.”

      I closed my mouth, struck utterly dumb.

      Because I was afraid that maybe, just maybe, she was right. I hadn’t been lying this morning when I told Nik I wished he’d let me die. I set my jaw and shook my head. That didn’t mean I had a death wish now.

      “So,” Mari said, eyebrows raised expectantly. “What’s this really about? I’ll do it—I told you I would, and I’m not planning on going back on my word—but I need to know this isn’t just some sick form of assisted suicide. I need to know that there’s more to it.”

      I licked my lips, eyes searching hers. “Fair enough,” I finally said and swallowed roughly, settling on sharing a slightly amended version of the truth. “When I died, I went to Duat . . . and when I was there, I ran into my mom. Or my mom’s soul, I suppose.”

      Mari’s lips parted in surprise, eyes opening wide. “Your mom?” she mouthed.

      I nodded. “And she—she knew things. But the only way for me to talk to her more is to get back into Duat. And the only way for me to do that is to die.” I paused, just for a second. “This is about getting answers, Mars. That’s it, I swear.”

      She blinked, cocking her head to the side, studying my face. “Answers about what’s going on at the school?”

      I nodded, taking a deep breath and holding it. I wanted information about the school, but also about so much more. Not that she needed to know about any of that.

      “Alright,” Mari said, attention lingering on me for a moment longer before returning to her bag. “Good enough for me.”

      I exhaled slowly, immensely relieved.

      “Go grab a half-dozen bags of ice from one of the freezers in the storage room,” she said, nodding to the steel door on the other side of the kitchen. In the few times I’d been in the bunker, I’d never seen either Mari or Mei use that door.

      I crossed the kitchen and opened the door, once again searching the interior wall for a light switch. When I found it and the bulbs hanging overhead illuminated the space, I whistled. “Damn . . .” Six months of food, water, and supplies for two people was a lot.

      Mari had it all arranged on four rows of industrial shelving units that stretched to the back of the room, maybe fifteen or twenty feet. The entire length of the wall on the left was taken up by chest freezers, humming away gently.

      “Jesus, Mars, how’d you get this all down here?” Before she could answer, I said, “Never mind.” Mei, of course. She could teleport. Duh.

      I walked into the room and opened the first freezer, but it was filled with neat little paper-wrapped packages of meat—beef tenderloins, rib eye steaks, and racks of lamb among the items on the top. The next one appeared to be filled entirely with seafood, the next ice cream and other frozen treats. Mari certainly hadn’t been planning on slumming it down here, that was for sure.

      The fourth and final freezer contained neatly stacked bags of ice. I grabbed two and carried them back into the kitchen. “What am I doing with these?” I asked Mari.

      “Bathtub,” she said, picking up the metal case and carrying it into the lone bedroom. “This way.”

      I followed her.

      Like the rest of the place, the bathroom was very 1950s, with a canary-yellow tub, a matching sink and toilet, and white linoleum decorated with delicate buttercups in a grid pattern.

      I made two more trips to the storeroom and back while Mari set up her little kill-Kat station on the bathroom counter—three syringes and three corresponding glass medicine bottles containing some liquid or another, as well as a digital thermometer. Two of the syringes had long-ass needles. I eyed them suspiciously as I dumped the bags of ice into the tub.

      Mari reached down to turn on the bathtub’s faucet, twisting only the knob for cold water, then turned away from the tub and shrugged out of her lab coat. She folded it neatly and set it on the counter on the other side of the sink.

      “What now?” I asked, staring at the arctic tub and shivering in anticipation.

      Mari leaned her butt against the counter, fingers gripping the edge on either side of her hips. “Strip down to your bra and undies and hop in. We have to get your core temperature down to protect your tissues and organs while you’re out.”

      “I was really afraid you were going to say that,” I said, still eyeing the water. I stripped down in under a minute and stood by the tub, staring at the bobbing ice chunks. This was going to suck major balls. I lifted my foot. “Three . . . two . . .”

      I stepped into the tub and sank into the ice water before I could talk myself out of it. “Holy shit,” I squeaked, teeth already chattering. “Holy . . . fucking . . . shit . . .”

      “That bad?”

      I gritted my teeth, holding the edge of the tub in a death grip. “Worse.”

      Mari moved closer to the tub, lowering herself to perch on the edge. She nudged my hand free and gently submerged it in the icy water. “I need as much of you under water as possible.”

      “You swear th—this isn’t just to—to torture me?” I sank deeper into the water, until only my face and kneecaps were exposed to the air.

      “No, dork. This is to keep you safe and decrease the chance that you’ll need much of a regenerative sleep afterward,” she said, raising her right hand. “Promise.”

      Mari stood and retrieved the thermometer from the counter, sticking it into my mouth when she returned. When it beeped, she reclaimed it, read the temp, and said, “A couple more minutes.”

      “And then?”

      Again, she stood, this time picking up the less-terrifying-looking syringe and one of the glass medicine bottles. She stuck the needle in through the rubber portion of the cap, withdrew some of the viscous liquid, and set the bottle back down. “Then I inject you with this, inducing cardiac arrest.” She tilted the syringe so it was needle side up and squirted out a minute amount of the lethal liquid. “It’s going to hurt,” she said as she approached the tub. “But it’ll be quick, and the ice should numb some of the pain.”

      “Oh,” I said, breaths halting. “S—sounds super f—fun.”

      Mari snorted. “Oh yeah, it’s a great time. All the cool kids are doing it these days.”

      I tried to laugh, but with the way my lungs kept seizing up, it sounded more like a cry.

      “Once you’re out, you’ll have ten minutes before I dose you with epinephrine.” She stuck the thermometer back into my mouth. “Any longer, and the risk that I won’t be able to resuscitate you will increase drastically.” The thermometer beeped, and she checked the reading. “Almost there.”

      “What if—if the epineph—ephrine doesn’t w—work?” A tear leaked from the corner of my eye. The pain of the cold was just this side of unbearable, and I was no stranger to pain. I’d been stabbed—multiple times on multiple occasions—and I’d broken more bones than I could count. This fucking hurt.

      “Another shot of epinephrine, then it’s out of the tub and I get to electrocute you with the defibrillator.” She was joking around, but the attempt at humor couldn’t mask the concern in her eyes.

      “Ha,” I said, playing along. “Don’t s—sound so ex—excited.” It was better than the alternative—acknowledging that I might not make it through this. I’d gone through with dozens of plans before with less probability of survival. This one just sounded worse because of the whole dying part.

      Mari replaced the thermometer in my mouth, and this time when it beeped, she pressed her lips into a grim smile. “It’s time.”
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      One second, I was gasping for breath in that freezing bathtub, fingers clawing at my chest; the next, I was floating above my shuddering body, watching the icy water lap against the tub’s walls. Mari sat on the edge of the tub, leaning over my body and holding my wrist in her hand as she checked for a pulse.

      A moment later, she stood and walked to the counter, where she picked up her phone. I watched her set a timer for ten minutes, then lean back against the counter and cross her arms over her chest, eyes on me. Or, rather, on my body.

      “Good luck,” she murmured.

      I supposed I should’ve felt something—sadness or worry or anything beyond this mild curiosity. But I felt disconnected from the scene below, able to see it all, to observe, but not to react. Not to understand. I recognized this feeling from the last time I’d died. It was as though this odd sense of disorientation was standard with the whole death gig.

      Only when I had to squint to see Mari did I realize I’d been drifting away from her all along, away from my body, floating off toward the lands of the dead.

      There was a sound like the popping of a bubble, and suddenly I was in Duat, watching Mari through a shimmering translucent film. The most painful, discordant sound I’d ever heard bombarded me. I smacked my hands over my ears, not that it would do much good given my incorporeal state. I didn’t actually have ears to cover.

      The song of ma’at wasn’t doing so hot, it seemed. It was supposed to be resilient, and I’d figured it would’ve recovered from the damage caused by our human-to-Nejeret transformations. Apparently not.

      Unless . . . could something else be throwing off the universal balance? From what I recalled of Anapa’s lesson in universal truth, the song of ma’at changed for the worse when a permanent withdrawal was made from the ocean of soul-energy. But we hadn’t made any more Nejerets—not since I’d transformed little Bobby. Could someone else have figured out the procedure?

      I peered around, studying the soul-energy streaming past me, glittering and glowing in every shade of the rainbow. It was still vibrant and wondrous, but it looked somehow different than it had the last time I’d died, duller and thinner than before. Almost like the soul-energy was sick. But how could that be?

      The soul-energy was an absolute, like At and anti-At; the only thing that could cause permanent change to it was the creation of a new immortal soul, the ba of a Nejeret. From the looks of it, hundreds—maybe thousands—of Nejerets would need to have been created in the past few weeks. Even with the transformation procedure, such a thing would be all but impossible.

      The song of ma’at was so changed for the worse that I was surprised I’d yet to have a visit from Anapa, warning me that our universe was once again at risk of being cut off from the Netjer home universe like a festering limb being amputated. Unless we’d already been cut off, and the song of ma’at had changed so much because our universe was slowly dying.

      I frowned. I didn’t trust Anapa, exactly, but I didn’t not trust him, either. I didn’t think he would’ve sentenced us to death without at least giving us the chance to defend ourselves. He’d proved to be compassionate in the past, so why would that have changed all of a sudden?

      It had to be something else . . .

      I looked around, like the sickly soul-energy might have the answers.

      My eyes widened. Actually, it might. That was what I’d come here for in the first place, after all. With that thought, focus returned, banishing the disorientation of death. How much time had I wasted just floating along, wondering about the ailing state of the universe? I had more dire matters to deal with.

      “Mom,” I called out. “Are you here?”

      Beyond the vast river of soul-energy, the darkness that was Aaru loomed, growing ever closer. I tried to slow my steady drift toward that prison, flailing my black- and white-streaked golden arms and kicking against the flow of the soul-energy, but it didn’t seem to be doing any good. Aaru was closing in fast, and once it had me, it wouldn’t matter what Mari did. I would never wake up.

      “Mom,” I called out again. “I need your help!”

      The soul-energy stirred, swirling and eddying like I was stuck in a changing tide.

      “Please,” I begged, “I need your help.”

      Aaru was getting way too close for comfort. Another few seconds and it would swallow me up.

      This was a mistake. I’d been stupid and rash, acting without thought, caring little about the possible consequences. I could picture Heru’s reaction when Mari told him I’d died—and how I’d died. He would be angry, but not surprised. He’d always seen me for the reckless mess I was, and now I’d gone and proved him right.

      Those vibrant streams of energy writhed all around me, tendrils wrapping around my arms and legs, snaking around my waist, stalling my movement toward Aaru.

      A face appeared directly in front of me, the slivers of soul-energy forming a final, thin film between Aaru and me. It was my mom, her multihued features twisted in anger and fear. “You shouldn’t be here!” she hissed. “I told you to stay away. You have to get out of here! Leave before—”

      “I can’t leave,” I told her, “not yet. Mom—I need your help.”

      “Kat, my love, you must go,” my mom urged, “before she senses your presence here.”

      “Isfet?” I said, remembering half a second too late about Re and Apep’s no-talk fail-safe. Apparently, it didn’t apply here in Duat.

      “Don’t say her name!”

      “So she is evil?” I searched my mom’s familiar features. “Please, I have to know.”

      My mom’s face shifted in the soul-energy, almost like she was shaking her head. “Not exactly. She’s neither good nor evil; she simply is. Her sole purpose is to protect the universe using any means necessary. She has no conscience. No emotions, at least, not in the way that we do.”

      “How do you know this?”

      “When she took on my shape, she forged a direct connection between us. I could see and feel everything she thought. Everything she felt. This will not end well for you, sweetheart. She’ll use you up until there’s nothing left of you but ash and memory.”

      I gulped. That didn’t sound so good . . . for me. But what about everyone else? “Is the danger she talked about real?” I asked. “Or was she just lying to get out of Aaru?” I knew my mom well enough that she would try to save my life no matter what, even at the expense of everyone else’s. That was one place we disagreed.

      “She is not lying,” my mom said.

      “How do you know?”

      “Because she is not capable of lying.”

      I frowned, thinking of The Devil card. It spoke of deceit, but not outright lies. “Well . . . do you know what it is—the big ‘threat’? Is she really our only hope?”

      “I do not—” My mom’s eyes opened wide. “She’s coming,” she said just a moment before she disappeared.

      Something grabbed my arm. “Daughter?”

      I craned my neck to look behind me.

      The mass of soul-energy wore the shape of my mom, even spoke in her voice, but this being was not her. This was Isfet—or, at least, a spiritual hologram of her—the universe’s consciousness, speaking with me from her prison in Aaru. “Why are you here? Is it time?”

      “Time?” I swallowed roughly. Could she sense my doubts where she was concerned? Could she feel my fear? “Time for what?”

      She blinked multicolored eyes and tilted her head to the side, confusion warping her borrowed features. “Why, time for my escape, of course.”

      I shook my head, wanting nothing more than to get away from her. “No,” I said hesitantly. “No, not yet.”

      “Oh.” Her face fell, her grip loosening. “Then you must return to the physical realm.” She was already pushing me toward the barrier. “You cannot die. I need you alive.”

      “What?” I shook my head. “No, wait.” I frowned, thinking fast. I’d flubbed the meeting with my mom; this might be my last chance to get the answers I needed. “I—I have to know. What happens after I get you out of Aaru?”

      Isfet’s rainbow gaze grew distant. “Disaster is on the horizon. We must all fight if we are to survive.”

      “Fight what? How?” I couldn’t resist asking the thing I feared most. “Is it me? Am I the thing you’re so afraid of?”

      Isfet tilted her head to the side, once again displacing her—my mom’s—facial features for a fraction of a second. “You are not the enemy at the gate, daughter,” she said, reaching out a hand to trail her fingertips along my forearm, tracing the thickened veins of At and anti-At. “You are the sword I will use to defeat them.”

      “Them, who?”

      “The makers . . .” Her features grew unfocused for a fraction of a second, like her hold was slipping. “I must restore my connection to the rest of this universe, or they will destroy everything,” she said. And she couldn’t lie.

      So, the choice was to leave Isfet in Aaru to protect myself but leave the universe and everyone and everything in it to fend for itself against these “makers,” or to let her out. Let her use me. One last sacrifice. Third time’s the charm, right?

      I felt a sudden, sharp tug within my chest and heard three faint words echo all around me.

      Wake up, Kat . . .

      Shit. Time was up. Mari was trying to revive me, and I still didn’t have any answers about what was going on at the school. I’d been too sidetracked by the bigger-picture shit.

      I gritted my teeth and tensed every inch of my soul, fighting the pull to return to my body. “How do I defeat a shadow being?” I asked.

      “Shadow being?” Isfet repeated back to me. She stared off at the transparent barrier between Duat and the physical realm. Her gaze grew unfocused, and a moment later, her borrowed features contorted in rage. “Abominations!” she hissed. She gripped my arms, fingers like talons. “You must cleanse them, before they consume more of the soul-energy!”

      The shadows consumed soul-energy? Was that what was causing the current imbalance and making the song of ma’at so awful?

      The pull came again. Must’ve been the second shot of epinephrine.

      I groaned, fighting it. Mari’s attempts to revive me hurt worse than dying had.

      I reached out, gripping Isfet’s color-changing arms, hoping holding on to her would anchor me here for just a moment longer. “How?” It was hard to speak now, like my nonexistent lungs couldn’t suck in any nonexistent air. It was hard to do anything other than fight the pull. “How do I cleanse the shadows?”

      My fingers slipped through Isfet’s arms, my soul no longer as substantial as she was in this place. I was being dragged away from her. I had seconds left, max.

      “You must draw on your connection to the universe,” Isfet said, losing her form as the distance between us grew. “You must consume their darkness and free their souls.” She was little more than a voice now. “And then you must free me, or everything you love will be destroyed.”
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      I sucked in a breath, gasping for air like I was drowning. My heart drummed against my sternum—buh-DUM buh-DUM buh-DUM—threatening to break free. I was shaking, freezing but on fire from the inside out. I kicked my legs and scratched at my chest, my lungs and heart and whole body aching.

      Isfet’s words replayed in my mind.

      . . . draw on your connection to the universe . . . consume their darkness . . . free me . . . or everything you love will be destroyed . . .

      Nothing she’d said made much sense, and I was even more confused after talking to her and to my mom than I’d been before. I’d never been more pissed off to be alive. I needed more time in Duat. But it was too late now.

      “Stop, Kat,” someone said. Someone right on top of me, from the sound of it. Someone straddling my hips and holding my wrists, from the feel of it. Someone who wasn’t Mari. Someone who couldn’t possibly be real, couldn’t be here, because of all of the usual questions—how, why, and huh?

      “Fuck,” Nik hissed in annoyance. “Stop fighting me!”

      I opened my eyes, yanking my wrists free instinctively to cover my chest. “What the hell are you doing here,” I tried to demand, but the most I could get out was “Wha—” My lungs seized up, and my tongue refused to cooperate with the signals my brain was sending it. I was too cold from the ice bath, too jacked up from the epinephrine. It wasn’t a pretty combination.

      Shocking the hell out of me, Nik moved to sit on the floor beside me and scooped me up, hugging me to him. I felt like a limp noodle in his hold. A frozen, deep-fried, very limp noodle. And he felt like heaven, with all of that warmth and steadiness. My mind screamed for me to shove him away and demand to know what the hell was going on—for real, this time—but my frozen body and traumatized soul wanted nothing more than to soak him up.

      I clung to him even as he clutched me more tightly. Tears welled in my eyes. Not tears of anger or frustration or hate. These were a rare variety of tear, one I wasn’t sure I’d ever experienced before. One I couldn’t define as anything other than good. Great. Wondrous.

      My throat tightened, and my erratically beating heart swelled. This was the third time Nik had been around when I’d either died or been well on my way there. This was the third time I’d seen evidence that he really, truly gave a shit about my life. Specifically, that my life continued on. Third time—I couldn’t turn a blind eye to what was right in front of me. To what the tarot cards had tried to tell me. Not anymore.

      Nik cared about me. Deeply. And, damn it, much as I’d tried to ignore my own feelings toward him, I cared about him. A whole damn lot. Our complicated past, what felt for so long like an unbreachable barrier, no longer mattered to me. Neither did the fact that he’d led an insanely long, complex life way before I’d even been born. It didn’t matter that he’d been involved in some really damn important shit. Like, universe-saving shit.

      Because so had I.

      My anger at being yanked out of Duat before I’d had the chance to get a clear explanation from my mom or Isfet about anything evaporated. I would figure it out, just like I had figured out how to cure everyone who’d been sick with the Cascade Virus. I would do it, because I had to.

      And now, cocooned in Nik’s sturdy embrace, I was more determined than ever to get the job done without dying. To figure out how to deal with Isfet and the big, looming danger without losing my life. It had been a long time since I’d truly cared about my life, but it looked like Nik’s caring was rubbing off on me. I wanted to be around to see where this thing between us could go. Even if he ended up crushing my heart, I thought it would probably be worth it. If it felt this good to simply be held by him, it had to be worth it.

      Amazed by the thoughts spinning around in my mind, by the emotions making my soul sing, I placed my open hands on Nik’s chest and pushed away from him a few inches. I needed to see his face, his eyes . . . to confirm that what I was feeling between us was real. That it wasn’t all in my head, the wishful longing of a perpetual teenager.

      Nik resisted, but only for a moment. When I saw his face, his expression wasn’t one of wonder or tenderness, as I imagined mine must’ve been; it was thunderous. The tension turning every inch of his face to stone spoke of anger, the deep crease between his brow of pain, the wild cast to his pale eyes of desperation.

      “What the hell were you thinking?” he demanded, voice harsh.

      Plenty of things, but none that I wanted to tell him right then. At that moment, I only wanted one thing—him.

      With both hands, I reached up, gripping the sides of his head, and pulled his face down to mine until our lips touched. His lips were fire to my ice, making mine burn and tingle as I absorbed his heat.

      A low, rough noise rumbled up from deep within Nik’s chest. His hand clamped around the back of my head, and he opened his mouth, deepening the kiss. His stubble was rough against my face, and he tasted faintly of chocolate, coffee, and cigarettes.

      That first taste of him awakened something inside me, something raw and unbridled, savage and ravenous. Sure, I’d had lust-at-first-sight for Nik pretty much since the first moment I saw him, back when I was as afraid of him as I was intrigued by him. How could I not have wanted him? He was the single most stunningly beautiful person I’d ever seen, and his do-what-I-want, zero-fucks-given attitude only amped up his sex appeal.

      But what I was feeling now was way more than the eagerness of long-denied, bottled-up attraction. This was hunger. Need. Desire beyond anything I’d ever felt, and I’d felt a lot, with more people than I could remember. This was something different. More. New. This made everything I’d ever experienced before seem like a watery reflection of what real passion could be.

      And I needed more.

      Without breaking the kiss, I twisted my body, getting my knees underneath me, and crawled onto Nik’s lap. His arm wrapped around me as I straddled him, his fingers splaying across the bare skin of my lower back. I tugged at the lapels of his leather coat, trying to push it off his shoulders. I was practically naked, and he had a lot of catching up to do. Fair was fair, after all.

      But the coat wouldn’t budge, and I growled in frustration. I needed to feel his skin on mine as much as I needed to take my next breath. More, even.

      Nik grunted and released me to help, straightening as he tore off his coat and flung it off to the side. I gripped the bottom hem of his T-shirt and pulled it up, and Nik raised his arms, letting me yank the shirt off over his head.

      Bare from the waist up, Nik wrapped his arms around me, crushing my breasts against his chest. My skin zinged everywhere it touched his. My nerve endings felt electric, alive in a whole new way. I ran my fingertips up and down his back, memorizing the topography of his taut muscles, savoring the way his skin responded to my touch with the rise of an endless string of goose bumps.

      A feminine throat-clearing broke through the haze of lust, and we froze.

      Mari was in the bathroom with us. I’d forgotten all about her. Apparently, we both had.

      She sort of laugh-coughed. “So, this is awkward . . .”
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      “I hate to interrupt, but you’re blocking the doorway . . .”

      Mari’s words broke the spell woven by our combined desire, and heat of another kind entirely suffused my body, making my neck and cheeks burn. I hid my face in the crook of Nik’s neck, where one of the ancient goddess Isis’s wings stretched out over his skin in black ink, and waited for my breathing to slow down. Without the distraction of making out with Nik, I could feel the full effect of the epinephrine coursing through my veins. I couldn’t stop shaking.

      My thoughts raced, amplified by the drug. What had I been thinking? Doing this here, now . . . ever. Throwing myself at Nik like I had was bad enough, but that Mari had been there to witness the whole thing—that was soul-crushing. Knowing her, she’d never let me live it down.

      Nik chuckled, the laughter making his chest vibrate against me. Apparently, he wasn’t so put off by our audience.

      Mari crouched down beside us. I could feel the displacement of the air. “How do you feel, Kat?” she asked me.

      “Like I want to die,” I grumbled.

      Beneath me, Nik’s whole body stiffened. He didn’t seem too fond of my joke.

      Mari patted the top of my head. “Maybe give death a break for a week or two. We almost didn’t get you back.”

      I didn’t bother telling her I’d been fighting her attempts to revive me. Then they’d both think I was genuinely suicidal.

      I pushed away from Nik and stood, avoiding looking at him or Mari. “Well you did get me back,” I said, trudging out of the bathroom. I grabbed a throw blanket off the foot of the bed and wrapped it around my shoulders to use as a makeshift robe as I headed out to the kitchen in search of food. I was ravenous.

      The first cupboard I opened was filled with cups and dishes, the second spices and such. The third cupboard I searched was a gold mine of protein bars, dried fruit and nuts, and vitamin- and electrolyte-enhanced drink mix. I grabbed a bag of dehydrated pineapple, a few protein bars indiscriminately, and a container of drink mix, then turned to the fridge for a bottle of water.

      “Actually,” Mari said, emerging from the bedroom. Nik followed behind her, pulling his T-shirt on over his head. My eyes couldn’t help but linger on his inked skin. “I didn’t revive you.”

      “What are you talking about?” I asked, tearing off half of a ring of dried pineapple with my teeth. I twisted the cap off the water bottle as I chewed, dumping a packet of the drink mix—raspberry lemonade, it turned out—into the bottle and shaking it up.

      “Don’t get me wrong,” Mari said. “I tried to bring you back, but you wouldn’t wake.” She glanced over her shoulder at Nik, who was leaning against the doorframe behind her, arms crossed over his chest. “But the second he touches you . . .”

      Water bottle inches from my lips, I met Nik’s pale blue eyes. I could only hold his penetrating stare for a couple seconds. Lowering the bottle, I adjusted the blanket so it was covering me more securely. The entire back of the thing was drenched from my hair, but at least I wasn’t standing there in my underwear.

      “You’re like the princess in a fairy tale,” Mari said. I wished she would just shut up. “True love’s kiss . . .”

      I scoffed, rolling my eyes, and turned my back to both of them. I slammed the bottle of fizzing water, then tore open one of the protein bars, took a bite—carrot cake, or something trying really hard to taste like carrot cake—and inhaled deeply through my nose.

      This blanket wasn’t doing much for my self-confidence. I needed my clothes. And my boots. Then I’d be back on familiar ground, and I might—might—be able to face these two.

      Eyes glued to the floor, I pushed past Mari and Nik and through the bedroom doorway. My clothes were folded and stacked in a neat pile on the bed, my leather jacket laid out beside them and my boots nearby on the floor. Guess I knew what Mari had been doing to kill the time while I was out—organizing. How her of her.

      I dropped the blanket and grabbed my jeans, pulling them on over my wet underwear, then putting on my bra, tank top, and hoodie. I sat on the edge of the bed to pull on my socks in between bites of the protein bar.

      “Going somewhere?” Nik asked.

      I stuck my feet into my boots and bent over to lace up the right one. “Oh, you know . . . things to do, places to be . . .” I said without looking up. I couldn’t, not just yet. Not after that kiss. It had been the kind of kiss you don’t come back from—we would either be out of each other’s lives, for good this time, or really, really deep in them. I wasn’t ready to find out which it would be just yet.

      Finished with my right boot, I scarfed down the rest of the protein bar in two bites and got to work on tying my left boot. I double-knotted the laces, then stood and marched right past Nik and Mari again, snagging the other two protein bars and heading for the vault door.

      I needed to get out of there, away from Nik. Putting some distance between us would be the only way to clear my head enough that I would be able to think things through—Nik things . . . Isfet things . . . ghost things . . .  I had a lot going on at the moment. And now that I knew that taking care of the haunting situation really was one of those special things that only I could do thanks to my unique connection to the universe—yay!—I had to get back to the school, and fast. Heru was used to me asking for forgiveness rather than permission, anyway, so he’d get over it.

      I knocked my knuckles against the surface of the oak end table beside the couch once. Hopefully he would get over it.

      It was late enough in the afternoon that the high school should be mostly empty, especially on a Friday, and I had a massacre to stop.

      I knocked my knuckles against the corner of the end table on the other side of the couch. Hopefully the school would be empty. Hell if I had any real idea of what the schedules for high school activities looked like these days.

      I was almost to the vault door when Nik caught my arm, holding me back. “Where are you going?”

      “Dude.” I looked down at his hand, arched my eyebrows as high as I could, and raised my gaze to his face, expression about as pointed as it gets. “M.Y.O.B.” I tried to yank my arm free, but he held tight. He’d been making a bad habit of manhandling me lately, and it was getting old, fast. Except for when I wanted him to manhandle me.

      Nik set his square jaw, his nostrils flaring. “Don’t you get it, Kitty Kat? You are my business now.”

      A single, disbelieving laugh bubbled up from my chest, and I shook my head. One kiss, even an epic one like we’d just shared, hardly gave him any claim over me. “I’m my business,” I said. “Nobody else’s.” Stare hard, I dared him to keep this up. “Now, let go.”

      “I can’t risk you going off to do God knows what and get yourself killed,” he said. “Again.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Again,” I said, “that’s my fucking business. Mine, Nik. My life isn’t yours to protect. Let. Me. Go.”

      He laughed bitterly. “Don’t you get it, Kat?” He leaned in. “Don’t you see—the headaches that only go away when we’re near each other, the way you’re drawn to me even though you can’t stand me . . . the way that god damn kiss felt—your life isn’t just your business anymore. We’re bound together, you and I. If you die, I die.”

      I narrowed my eyes, pulling away. “What are you talking about?” My mind raced, my eyes searching his.

      Nejeret bonding is extremely rare, only happening when a pair of Nejerets have perfectly compatible souls. Their physical bodies translate this into a pheromone produced only by our species. That soul compatibility makes it so the two Nejerets’ bodies become attuned only to receiving their perfect pair’s pheromone, to the degree that they become dependent upon their bond-mate’s pheromone. They become addicted. It leads to immense closeness and mind-blowing pleasure—or so I’ve heard from Lex, who shares a soul-bond with Heru—but has one big downside.

      This isn’t the kind of addiction one can be weaned off of. If the bonded pair is apart for too long—more than a day or two—bonding withdrawals set in. And the withdrawals don’t stop until both Nejerets are dead. It could take weeks, but the outcome is inevitable.

      Was it really possible that Nik and I were a bonded pair?

      I thought back to each and every time that persistent damn headache had abated over the past week. I remembered the way our auras had flared when I’d been seeing through the lens of the soul-energy, and he’d touched me. It had only happened when he touched me. I replayed the conversation I’d overheard between him and Mei on the trail to the beach, then the one between him and Heru last night. I recalled what Isfet had said before sending my soul back to my body the last time I’d died . . .

      There is one with you in the physical realm whose soul resonates with yours. If you return to your body, the aura from his ba will merge with yours. It will revive you.

      Dread pooled in my belly, and I shook my head. It wasn’t possible.

      But that kiss really had felt too good. Best-kiss-ever good.

      Nik’s features softened. “We’re bonded, Kitty Kat—like Lex and Heru. Have been for weeks now. It happened when I brought you back to life.” He was quiet for a moment, letting me work through the nuclear bomb he’d just dropped on my life. “I’ve been trying to figure out how to tell you.”

      My eyes stung. The repercussions of this were so far-reaching I couldn’t see most of them beyond the whole I-die-he-dies thing. I blinked, setting a tear free. “Guess you finally found the words.”
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      I stared out the passenger window of the Tesla Nik had commandeered from the Heru compound once again. We were crossing Lake Washington on the I-90 bridge, and the water beyond the barrier at the edge of the floating bridge gleamed like anti-At in the moonlight. It was clear out—or clear-ish—for once, and the moon was in her full glory, shining bright.

      My thoughts were an ever-changing labyrinth. No matter what path I took, I ended up right back at the same place—a big, fat what the fuck?

      Nik and I couldn’t be bonded. A bond couldn’t just spontaneously form between two Nejerets, even if their souls were perfectly compatible. Having sex was supposed to be the only way to solidify a Nejeret bond, and we’d sure as hell never done that, much as I might have thought about it a time or ten. A couple kisses—literally, just two, and one nearly twenty years ago—hardly qualified as bond-sealing interactions.

      Sure, I bought that we were potential bond-mates, but that the bond between us was already fully formed—that it had formed the moment Nik’s soul merged with mine to resuscitate me twenty-five days ago—that I couldn’t accept. Bonding just didn’t work like that.

      Maybe the bond was partially formed. Maybe we weren’t a truly till-death pair just yet. Maybe the old standard still stood, and we would be safe from that huge whomp-whomp of a downside until we actually did the deed. And while a tussle between the sheets with Nik sounded like pretty much the greatest thing ever—like, it made me all tingly right then and there in the car just considering it—I couldn’t let it happen. If there was even the slightest chance that our bond was only partially formed, that we weren’t damned to spend the rest of our lives glued to each other’s sides, we couldn’t ever let that happen. Based on the gruesome scene of me dying on The Devil card, Nik’s life depended on it.

      I couldn’t—wouldn’t—bear the responsibility of knowing that my death would lead to his. A storm was coming, heading straight for me, and my chances of survival weren’t high. But if I didn’t let Isfet out on the hopes that I might save my own life—and Nik’s, if this bonding thing was legit—the universe’s chances would be even worse. There were no good choices, just varying shades of shittiness. And I couldn’t tell a damn person about it.

      But, if the bond wasn’t fully formed yet . . .

      I looked at Nik sidelong, then shifted in my seat so my knees were angled toward the driver’s side of the car.

      He raised his pierced brow, eyes never leaving the three-lane highway ahead. “Yes?”

      “It—” I cleared my throat. “It might not be fully formed—the bond. We can test it out . . . see how long we can spend separated from each other. Maybe the withdrawals will only get so bad, but not actually kill us. You know, like we’re only partially addicted. I mean, we haven’t even had sex, so . . .”

      “Won’t work.”

      I exhaled in irritation. “You don’t know that.”

      “I do, in fact.” He glanced my way, just for a fraction of a second. “When you were unconscious. It started with the headache, but that quickly got worse. After five days, my whole body hurt, and after a week, I was in so much pain that I was shaking nonstop and kept losing consciousness. I had no idea what was going on, and I was pretty fucking scared.”

      I bit my lip, brow furrowing.

      “Heru recognized the symptoms first and suggested bonding as a possible cause. And then, finally, I got the balls to ask Mei about it, and she confirmed it. Turns out she’d known about our bond—or our potential to bond—since before she ever met you. Said she’d seen it in a bunch of potential futures, back when she could travel through time.” He laughed, a dry, humorless sound. “Trust me, Kitty Kat, my reaction wasn’t any better than yours. I wasn’t overly eager to accept our new reality right away, either.”

      His admission stung, and I had to bite my tongue to hold back a bitchy retort about letting me die being the preferable option. Beneath the blanket of my wounded feelings, a lightbulb sparked to life in the logical part of my mind. Mei had seen—visited—futures where Nik and I were bonded. Which meant she might know what was going to happen with Isfet and the “makers” and whether or not Nik would die because of me. She tended to be tight-lipped about the things she’d seen, but I thought she might make an exception here. She might share a little of what she’d seen, if only to save her father’s life.

      “Like it or not, Kitty Kat,” Nik continued, “we’re stuck with each other.” He smirked. “It doesn’t have to be a bad thing . . .” The innuendo was clear in his tone. For all the suckage attached to that huge downside, there was one mother of an upside—mind-blowingly intense pleasure and a soul-deep connection to another being that most people only ever dreamt about.

      My cheeks heated, and I turned back to the window to hide my body’s reaction to the possibility of getting naked with him.

      We were quiet the final fifteen minutes to the school, but the tension filling the car’s interior was deafening.

      “Shit,” I breathed as we pulled into the school’s parking lot. It wasn’t packed, but there were well over fifty cars parked in the lot. I glanced at the clock. It was a little after seven. “Why the hell are there so many people here?” I asked, not really looking for an answer.

      “Friday night . . . February . . .” The way Nik said it made it sound like there was something obvious I was missing.

      “Nice job keeping track of the days and months,” I said.

      He sighed. “Basketball, Kitty Kat. There’s a basketball game. I didn’t go to high school, and even I know that.”

      “Well, I was never really into sports and stuff,” I said, reaching for my door handle.

      Nik pushed the child-lock button just before I pulled on the handle.

      “What are you doing?” I asked. “Let me out.”

      “You sure that’s such a good idea with all these people here?” he said, scanning the lot through the back windshield.

      I turned to him. “We don’t really have a choice. I have to stop the damn shadows before they kill everyone and eat their soul-energy, remember?”

      “Yeah . . .” Nik squinted, tilting his head to the side. “I’m still a little foggy on the details. Where exactly are you getting your information again?”

      Looking out through the front windshield at the football field, I jutted out my jaw and crossed my arms over my chest. “I told you, I got the info when I died. That was the whole point . . .”

      “Yeah,” Nik said, “I know where you got the info, but you left out the part about how you got it.”

      “I’ll tell you later,” I said, having no intention of doing any such thing. I couldn’t have, even if I’d wanted to. I tugged on the door handle once more. “Now let me out, or I’ll break the window and crawl out.”

      Eyebrows raised, Nik initiated a brief stare-down.

      I lifted my elbow and angled it toward the window, gripping my fist with my other hand for leverage.

      The child lock clicked off.

      Grin sly, I lowered my arm and patted Nik’s knee. “I knew you’d do the right thing,” I said before opening the door and hoisting myself out of the car with a hand on top of the door. It was so damn low to the ground. I pulled the hood of my sweatshirt up and stuffed my hands into the pockets of my leather coat, fingering the drawstring bag of tarot cards in my left pocket as I surveyed first the parking lot, then the school beyond it.

      I looked over my shoulder when I heard Nik shut his door. “You know, this actually might be perfect,” I said. “Part of the school will be unlocked, we won’t have to deal with any alarms, and all of those amped-up emotions coming off the kids in the gym should be getting the shadows all riled up. We just have to lure one away for me to practice on.”

      Nik rounded the trunk of the car, slicked his hair back, and placed a cigarette between his lips.

      I curled my lip. If I was going to have to spend the rest of my days with him, he was going to have to kick his smoking habit. I didn’t want to have to shower every few hours because my hair smelled like an ashtray.

      I was on him in two steps. “What are you, nuts?” I asked, plucking the cigarette from his mouth and throwing it onto the ground. “You can’t smoke here. This is a school. It’s illegal.”

      Nik snorted. “Since when has the legality of a thing ever stopped you?” he asked, but he didn’t make any move to pick up the cigarette.

      I pressed my lips together. He kind of had a point.

      Unfazed, Nik walked past me, heading for the gym. He wore his T-shirt and jeans like they were made for him. And damn but the man looked good when he walked, all lean muscle and attitude and zero fucks given. “Are you coming?” he tossed over his shoulder.

      I ogled Nik for another heartbeat or two, thinking maybe eternity with him wouldn’t be so bad—until I remembered that eternity wasn’t in our cards, not if we were bonded. Thinking about our mutual deaths sobered my libido, and I trotted to catch up to him.

      We walked all the way around the gym, searching for the external doors to the locker rooms. Maybe I was fine with risking being at the school, but I wasn’t crazy enough to go into the gym during what looked and sounded like a packed basketball game. I was wearing basically the same thing I’d worn during the coming-out concert, and I had no doubt that I would be recognized in an instant. Maybe I needed to be here, but I didn’t need to be noticed.

      We rounded a corner of the gym, and two doors came into view, evenly spaced along the brick wall. The nearest read “BOYS’ LOCKER ROOM,” the farther, “GIRLS’ LOCKER ROOM.”

      “Is it a guys’ game?” I asked Nik, since he apparently knew everything about high school sports.

      Nik gave me a look like I was a moron.

      “What?” Apparently, I should’ve just assumed that a girls’ game couldn’t draw a crowd like this?

      “Yes,” he said, shaking his head, “it’s a guys’ game. How are you so out of touch with your own culture?”

      I ignored that, bypassing the door to the boys’ locker room and heading for the girls’ locker room instead. It wasn’t being used right now, which made it the far safer bet where laying low was concerned.

      I tried the door, but it was locked. “Can you get it?” I asked Nik, stepping aside and pointing to the lock under the metal handle.

      After a quick glance around, he stepped up to the door and held his hand over the keyhole. A moment later, he twisted his wrist. There was a faint, metallic click, and he pulled the heavy door open. “Ladies first,” he said with a sweep of his arm and a bow of his head.

      “Charming as ever,” I said dryly, walking through the doorway into complete and utter darkness. “I suppose we shouldn’t turn the lights on?”

      Nik joined me just inside the locker room, easing the door shut behind us and shutting out what little light had been coming in from outside. “Probably not.”

      We both took out our cell phones and turned on their built-in flashlights. I held my light up and slowly scanned the way ahead and to the left, while Nik did the same on the right. To the left was a large, open communal shower area, and beyond that, a few bathroom stalls. Ahead, the space opened to a warren of benches and columns of basket lockers where the students stored their gym clothes. Their ripe, rarely washed gym clothes, if the odor filling the room was anything to go by.

      I waved my hand in front of my face, eyes watering. “I thought guys were supposed to be the smelly ones.”

      Nik coughed, bringing the back of his hand up to his nose. “Me too.”

      Clearly, we’d been wrong.

      “So, what’s the plan?” Nik asked, voice tight.

      I shrugged. I hadn’t thought that far ahead yet. “They’re drawn to strong emotions, especially emotional outbursts.”

      “No wonder they like teenagers so much.”

      I told myself not to be offended, but my stupid feelings didn’t listen. “Yeah, well . . . it’s not their fault. Their hormones are all over the place. They can’t help it.”

      Something darker than the mundane shadows filling the room shifted behind Nik, and I froze, eyelids opening wide.

      “What?” He turned around, illuminating the shower area, but there was nothing there. “Did you see one?”

      “Maybe,” I said, still not moving. With so little light making a dent in the darkness—and so many places for the tainted souls to hide—the locker room was creepy as hell.

      I heard a faint whisper behind me and spun around, raising my phone. But, again, the light revealed nothing but the benches and lockers that were supposed to be there. My pulse pounded, my breaths coming faster.

      “Come on,” I said, grabbing Nik’s hand. I pulled him over to the far corner, where two rows of lockers met, and sat on the bench. I wanted a view of the whole place; that way I could make sure none of the shadows snuck up on me from behind. I’d be no good to anyone screaming and running away.

      Nik stood beside the bench for a moment longer, scanning everything around us with his phone, then lowered himself to sit. He set his phone down on the short stretch of bench between us and leaned forward, planting his elbows on his knees. “Will I be able to see them, or do you think that’s just a you thing?”

      “I don’t know,” I admitted.

      “They were here, just then, weren’t they?” His eyes never stopped moving, never stopped searching the darkness surrounding us.

      I nodded. “I think so.” In such extreme darkness, the movement could’ve been a trick of the eye, but the whispering—that was unmistakable.

      I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and called out to the soul-energy. If I was going to be Isfet’s weapon—if I had to be—I figured I didn’t need to worry so much about bolstering the presence of the At and anti-At in my ba. Maybe the stronger and more powerful I was, the more likely it was that I might survive all this.

      Almost as soon as I reached out, the multitude of voices fluttered through my mind, and even before I opened my eyes, I knew my skin had started to glow with a faint rainbow luminescence. It was reassuring to know I could still forge a connection with the soul-energy, even in its sickly state. I was pretty sure I would need the collective’s help to cleanse the shadows and free their souls, just as I’d needed their help to eradicate the Cascade Virus from the millions infected.

      Or maybe I had the process entirely wrong. It was pure speculation until I actually got my hot little hands on one of the shadows. And to do that, I needed to draw one in, to set my trap.

      “Say something mean to me,” I told Nik.

      His endless search of every nook and cranny surrounding us stopped, and his attention turned to me. “I’m sorry?”

      “You know . . .” I turned to face him, drawing one knee up in front of me on the bench. “Hurt my feelings. Make me angry.”

      His face was a mask of confusion, until his eyes lit with understanding. “You want to use your emotions as bait.”

      I flashed him a tight grin. “Exactly.”

      “Well, does it have to be negative emotions?”

      I frowned. “I don’t know. I don’t see why it would . . .”

      “Well, then . . .” Nik placed his hand on my calf, the worn fabric of my jeans doing little to dilute the zing of pleasure caused by his touch. “Why don’t we try a different approach?” he asked.

      I looked down at his hand, then gazed at his face through my lashes. Was he really talking about what I thought he was talking about? My pulse spiked with anticipation. Despite everything I’d thought about during the car ride, despite my bone-deep resolve not to consummate our bond, potentially sealing it, I wanted to let this play out. It was dangerous and stupid and reckless. But then, reckless was my specialty. I’d always been fond of playing with fire.

      Nik stood partway, lifting his right leg over the bench to straddle it, and when he sat back down, he reached out, curving the fingers of one hand around the back of my neck.

      “But, what about—” I said, expressing what little resistance remained within me.

      Nik leaned in until his lips were barely an inch from mine. “I’m not scared.” His grip on my neck tightened, a gentle reminder that Nik’s tastes were far from vanilla. My pulse throbbed in my groin. “Are you?”

      I licked my lips and swallowed roughly. Yeah, I was afraid—of so many things. Of Isfet. Of the danger on the horizon. Of my connection to the universe and these powers that seemed to be taking me over. Of the scene on The Devil card, and on Judgment. Of the shadows and the chance that I would fail to stop them from killing hundreds of people. Of never getting my life back.

      But most of all, I was afraid of Nik and this thing between us that would become all-consuming if we let it. I was afraid that if we started something here, now, we might never stop. That terrified me down to my soul. And for some reason, that extreme fear excited me all the more.

      My heart stumbled as it raced. Nik pulled me closer, and I closed my eyes.

      A chill settled over me, making the hairs all over my body stand on end. Whispers surrounded us, a maligned choir of need. Of hunger.

      I opened my eyes, lips a hair’s breadth from Nik’s. He was watching me, curiosity overtaking the overt desire shimmering in his pale gaze. It was clear that he couldn’t hear the shadow’s eerie whispers but knew that I could.

      “They’re here,” I whispered, breath coming out in a white cloud. “Can’t you feel it—the cold?”

      Nik’s eyes widened, and he started to pull back, fingers trailing down my neck. “That’s them?”

      I nodded.

      Icy fingers brushed the back of my neck.

      Sucking in a breath, I jumped to my feet. I spun around, coming face-to-face with a shadow.

      Before I had the chance to call on the soul-energy for help, the shadow’s hand shot out, frigid fingers gripping my neck. Its touch seared my skin with cold.

      I grabbed the shadow’s freezing wrist and pulled, trying to make it let go of me. I knew there was something else I should be doing. I’d been trying to get my hands on one of them, and I had.

      Except panic set in, triggering a fight-or-flight response within me. All I could think about was getting away from this thing. This frightful abomination. The need to get away was all-encompassing, leaving no room for rational thought. At that moment, fleeing was rational.

      I kicked at the shadow, landing a solid knee to the groin, but the blow had little effect. I could feel myself weakening, like the shadow was draining my energy. Like it was stealing my life-force. I felt increasingly light-headed and dizzy.

      “Holy shit,” Nik said from behind me. “I can see it.”

      Another frigid hand grabbed my forearm, pulling my hand away from the first shadow’s wrist. Another’s icy fingers wrapped around my knee, burning cold seeping through my jeans in an instant. Another grabbed my ponytail, yanking my head back, and I was too weak to break free.

      I was supposed to be doing something, I knew that much. I was supposed to be fighting them in some way that didn’t involve actually fighting. But all I seemed capable of was struggling to get free.

      The face of the shadow gripping my neck grew more distinct, a yawning void appearing where its mouth would be and endless black holes sinking into the places where eyes should’ve been. I could see shimmering golden streams siphoning off of me and into its mouth. I was watching it feed on my immortal soul, and as I weakened, it grew stronger.

      A new wave of panic washed over me, making my heart flap around in my chest like a trapped bird. My vision darkened around the edges, and spots shimmered in front of my eyes.

      Out of nowhere, something gleaming with an otherworldly light sliced through the shadow’s arm, and its grip on my neck loosened. A moment later, the hand fell away.

      Nik was a blur moving around me, hacking at the arms of the shadows attempting to drag me down and consume the energy from my soul. I was so weak I could barely follow his movements. He seemed to be moving in fits and starts, going from one spot to another in a blink.

      I felt the icy grip on my arm drop away, then the one on my hair, then my leg.

      Nik’s very real, warm hand clasped my arm, and he dragged me away from the huddle of wounded, semi-corporeal shadows. His arm snaked around my back, and he hoisted one of my arms over his shoulders as we stumble-ran to the door. Once outside, we didn’t stop until we’d reached the car.

      Nik opened the passenger side door and sort of shoved me in, then ran around the front of the car to the driver’s side. We were racing away from the school in seconds.

      I leaned forward, elbows on my knees and head hanging, gulping in breaths of air. I heard the windows roll down, letting in cool, fresh night air.

      “Thanks,” I said, the word barely audible between panting breaths.

      After a minute or two, riding in the car while bent over like that started to make me feel nauseated, so I pushed myself up to a sitting position. I groaned, head spinning. The world was moving too quickly outside for my dizzy brain. I flopped back in the seat and closed my eyes.

      “What happened back there?” Nik asked.

      Embarrassed at how I’d reacted—or failed to react—I shook my head, ponytail rubbing against the headrest. “I panicked.”

      “You had every right to,” Nik said. “That was some freaky-ass shit.”

      I laughed weakly, letting my head flop to the side and opening my eyes so I could see his profile. His jaw was tensed, and he had a white-knuckle grip on the steering wheel. “Thank you,” I whispered. Then, sucking up my pride, I said, “I’m glad you were there.”

      Nik glanced at me sidelong, letting out a low, tense laugh. “Me too, Kitty Kat. Me too.”
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      “This isn’t the way to the ferry,” I said, the side of my head resting against the passenger window as I watched the familiar Seattle condos and apartment buildings fly by. I’d put the windows up on the bridge, my dizzy brain unable to stand the thump-thump-thump of the evening air breaking across the open window as we sped along.

      Nik had exited I-90 and was heading north on I-5. Away from the ferry. I was back on my home turf, and that knowledge comforted me. Other than my quick trip through the city yesterday, I hadn’t been back in Seattle since before I died . . . the first time. It had been nearly a month, and I missed my city, desperately.

      “I thought we could use a little vacation from the compound,” Nik said, and I looked at him. “We have some things to work out . . .”

      I narrowed my eyes, my cheeks heating. “I’m not sleeping with you,” I said, though my body, possibly even my soul, desired that exact thing. And sleep—actual, glorious sleep. My body desired a shit-ton of sleep.

      Nik chuckled. “I was actually talking about talking.”

      “Oh, right.” My cheeks burned hotter, the blush spreading down to my neck and chest. I cleared my throat and returned to staring out the window. “So, where are you taking me?”

      “Home,” he said, and I actually teared up at the prospect.

      I sat up straighter in my seat, fingers gripping the handle on the door. “But what about the gawkers?”

      It had become a well-known fact that Ninth Life Ink belonged to me, and the crowd that seemed to have taken up residence around my shop made the one surrounding my bike at the Factoria Mall parking lot look like child’s play. The police actually had to shut down that block of Broadway to traffic last weekend because of all the tourists, and so far as I knew, they hadn’t reopened it. At least business at the shop had been booming. During our last check-in, Kimi reported that we had a wait list over seven years long now. Unprecedented and absolutely insane. And this was just to get tattoos at the place that I owned, not by my actual hand.

      Nik took the Olive Way exit and started the steep trek up to Capitol Hill. “I’ll distract the crowd, and you can sneak in through the back door,” he said.

      I pursed my lips, thinking it might work. Since the big reveal, Nik had become a well-known and beloved Nejeret—he even had several online fan clubs devoted to him. Oh yeah, Nekure.com was a thing now. He was nearly as recognizable as me, though people didn’t quite have the same obsessive reaction when they saw him, since he hadn’t magically saved the majority of the human population’s lives. He was the bad-boy Nejeret, the James Dean of immortality, and the world loved him for it. If people spotted him heading into my shop, they’d go bonkers.

      “You better put on a good show and keep them away from me,” I told him, “because I’m way too wiped to be able to control what comes out of my mouth right now . . .” More bad publicity was about the last thing I needed. What I needed was for the world to get off my ass so I could save the damn thing. Again.

      When we reached the intersection of Olive and Broadway at the peak of the hill, Nik turned right instead of left, heading away from my place.

      I looked at him, eyebrows raised. Now where was he taking me?

      “Food,” he said and nodded to the orange sign just ahead. Dick’s Drive-In.

      My mouth started watering immediately. I could smell the grease from the fryer before Nik even parked, and when he opened the door and the delicious smell of my favorite delicacy wafted in—a Dick’s deluxe burger, with its perfect ratio of bun, beef, and melty cheese—I actually groaned.

      He pulled into a spot between two silver sedans, and I tugged my hood up and scooted lower in my seat. The Tesla’s windows were ultra-tinted, so somebody would have to put their face right up to the passenger side window to even know that another person was in the car, but still—couldn’t be too cautious. See, I wasn’t always reckless. In your face, Heru.

      “Wait here,” Nik said, grabbing his wallet from one of the cup holders in the center console and easing out of the car. He was moving carefully, conserving his energy. Looked like his short time spent grappling with the shadows hadn’t left him unaffected. I felt like an ass for not thinking of his well-being sooner; after all, now, his well-being was almost the same thing as my own.

      I watched him walk up to the line of patrons waiting to order, offering little nods or waves at each and every person who looked his way, recognition lighting their eyes. The cell phones came out as quickly as the whispers and nudges began, but Nik didn’t look the least bit bothered by all of the attention. He’d spent so many years hiding who and what he really was—not only from humanity, but also from our own people—that I thought he might even be enjoying all of the attention.

      Deep down, I yearned to be more like him, but I feared it just wasn’t in my nature. I was too used to being bitter about the things that set me apart from everyone else in the world to let people admire me for them.

      Nik only stood in line for maybe fifteen seconds before the young hipster couple at the front offered to let him cut in front of them in exchange for posing for a picture with them. He did so readily, arms lazily draped over their shoulders, just the hint of a smile touching his lips and pale gaze as intense as always, but somehow open and friendly, too.

      I watched Nik order through the window, envious of the easy way he chatted with the girl serving him. He leaned down, resting his elbows on the counter, and flashed the girl a devilish half smile. I couldn’t pick up whatever he said to her, but it made her blush prettily as she averted her eyes, gazing at him through her lashes.

      My admiration turned to white-hot jealousy in a heartbeat. My hand was tugging on the door handle before I even realized what I was doing, and I pushed the car door open a couple inches. I barely regained my senses in time to pull it shut again.

      Nik’s head tilted to the side, and he glanced my way, alarm flashing across his features. It disappeared as soon as he saw that I hadn’t actually stepped out of the car, but his gaze lingered, and I could’ve sworn the corner of his mouth lifted in the faintest of smirks.

      I gritted my teeth together and hugged my middle, fingers itching for the door handle. The fucking bond was messing with my head, making me feel way stronger things toward Nik than I ever had before—with him or with anyone else.

      I remembered, years ago, Lex telling me her bond with Heru made her feel like a crazy person at times, especially at first. She’d said the spikes of jealousy were the worst; when they struck, she’d almost completely lost control of her actions. And apparently it was the same on Heru’s side.

      Looked like it wasn’t any different for Nik and me. Oh, joy of joys.

      Clearly, Nik knew what was up, because he straightened and visibly toned down his charm during the rest of his interaction with the girl taking his food order. But I’d have sworn that hint of a smirk remained. Like he was enjoying this.

      He returned to the car maybe six minutes later, juggling three paper bags stuffed with food and a drink carrier holding four cups. He opened the driver’s side door and handed me the bags of food, then the drink tray, then got in. “I wasn’t sure what you’d want, so I got some of everything,” he said, slicking back the locks of hair that had fallen forward when he’d ducked down to get into the car.

      “I can tell,” I said, stomach rumbling.

      I set the bags of food on the floor under my legs. I was barely able to resist tearing into one, but the knowledge that we would be able to eat in peace, safely tucked away in the apartment over the shop, in a few minutes gave me just enough strength of will. With that heavenly smell wafting around inside the car, gods knew I needed all the strength I could get.

      I didn’t hold back on the drinks, however. I was thirsty as all hell, and I could see through the opaque lids that two of the cups were filled with a fizzing liquid the most perfect artificially colored shade of deep red. I shoved a straw through the X puncturing the center of one of the lids and took a deep draw. Moaning, I closed my eyes, savoring the sickly-sweet taste of Cherry Coke.

      When I realized the car had yet to move, I raised my eyelids and turned my head to look at Nik.

      He was watching me, pale eyes dancing with amusement.

      “What?”

      He pressed his lips together and shook his head once. “Nothing.”

      “Mm-hmm . . .” I took another drink of liquid heaven. “Why don’t you get a hair product with a little more hold? Keep it from falling into your face all the time.”

      Don’t get me wrong, the classic 1920s undercut looked hot as hell on Nik, fitting his tattooed, leather-coat-wearing, cigarette-smoking persona perfectly. I narrowed my eyes, just a little. In fact, it fit him so perfectly that I wouldn’t have been surprised if he’d started the trend, way back when.

      “Gee, thanks for the tip, Mom.” He eyed me wryly, hiding his thousands of years like a pro. “Are you going to start hounding me about my piercings, too? I can call my mom, and the two of you can gang up on me . . .”

      I snorted. I’d had no idea that Aset gave him a hard time for his rebel-without-a-cause appearance. I guessed a mother was a mother, whether her son was fifteen or five thousand.

      “No, dummy,” I said, flashing him a cheeky grin. I reached out to touch the silver ring piercing his bottom lip, near the corner. “I happen to like your piercings,” I said, just brushing the warm metal with the pad of my thumb.

      Nik’s expression changed, sobering until his stare became too intense.

      I swallowed roughly, withdrawing my hand and shifting in my seat. I was pretty sure that was the first time I’d ever complimented him, and it stunned me how easy it had been to just reach out and touch him. How easy we’d become.

      Was it the bond? Or was it just exhaustion from the shadows draining me, making my emotions less all over the place? Maybe Nik had always been easy around me, and my wild and wacky teenage hormones made me the difficult one. That possibility was a hard pill to swallow, though it sounded about right.

      “I’m sorry,” I said softly, surprising myself. “I don’t mean to be so . . .” I searched the windshield for the right words, not really seeing the scene of Americana beyond the glass. I shrugged. “Crazy, I guess.” I laughed under my breath, shaking my head. “I’d blame it on having the hormones of an eighteen-year-old, but that just sounds like an excuse.” I risked a quick glance at Nik, but the moment my eyes met his, I couldn’t look away.

      He was watching me—no, studying me—not a hint of his usual smirk in sight. His eyes searched mine, the pale blue of his irises turned silver in the dim light. “You never cease to surprise me, Kitty Kat,” he said and raised his hand, molding his palm to my jaw and running his thumb along the line of my lips. “Please don’t ever stop being crazy.” That smirk made a brief appearance. “It’ll keep things interesting after a few hundred years . . .” He slipped just the tip of his thumb between my lips, making my pulse spike and my groin throb with need.

      I gripped my knees, nails digging into my skin through my jeans.

      Nik’s nostrils flared, and his pupils dilated, desire raw on his face. He licked his lips, his tongue lingering on his lip ring, and I caught the faintest glimmer of a metal ball on his tongue.

      Nik had a tongue piercing? How had I never noticed? My need for him amplified as possibilities flitted through my mind.

      He drew in a shaky breath, and I thought I caught a brief flash of wild fear in his eyes. He withdrew his hand and pushed the button to start the car. The electric engine whirred with a gentle hum, likely only detectable to our Nejeret ears.

      I couldn’t stop staring at him. There’d always been a strange connection between us—now I recognized it as our souls’ perfect compatibility, the potential for us to share the oh-so-rare Nejeret bond—but this thing between us now . . . it was so intense that it was unreal. It was alive, almost like it had a will of its own. It was like I wasn’t in charge of myself anymore, and neither was Nik. Like we overrode the individuals we’d always been.

      Was that where Nik’s thoughts had gone, too? Had that been the thing that sparked his fear? Because I wasn’t afraid.

      I was terrified.
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      We parked a couple blocks away from Ninth Life Ink. I hopped out of the car and squatted down in front of a naughty goods shop, doing my best homeless kid impression. I figured that ought to make me pretty much invisible.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I watched Nik get out of the car. He emerged with his long leather coat and a pair of sunglasses, donned both, then reached back in through the open driver’s side door for the food. He shut the door and headed for the shop, more swagger in his little finger than I had in my whole body.

      All I could think was: What the hell is he doing with me? There was no accounting for a soul’s taste, apparently.

      Nik was in full-on superstar mode, and once a few people on the outskirts of the gathered crowd took notice, word that Nik—Nekure the Nejeret—was there spread like wildfire. People flocked closer to him, though it seemed like he was surrounded by an invisible force field with the way they all stopped short just out of arm’s reach. They might’ve adored him, but Nik gave off too much of a don’t-fuck-with-me vibe for the onlookers to get too close, let alone too grabby.

      He moved through the crowd like Moses, the parting of the sea of people practically a divine miracle. As he made his way up the sidewalk, he was much less chummy than he’d been in the line at Dick’s, and I thought that only enticed the crowd even more. He was like a magnet, pulling them along with him. And, thankfully, away from me.

      When he reached the block housing the Ninth Life, I stood, hands in my coat pockets and face angled down toward the sidewalk. Walking quickly, I rounded the corner of the block and headed for the alleyway behind the shops. The crowd was still sparse here, just a few stragglers heading in to join the fun or taking a break from all of the excited milling. I jogged across the street mid-block, ducking into the alley when I reached the other side. Just another block and a half to go.

      Up ahead, the back door of one of the restaurants opened, emitting a cloud that smelled like Chinese-food heaven. My stomach growled, and I had to remind myself of the greasy fast-food feast waiting for me when I made it home.

      Newly motivated by the rumble in my tummy, I hunched my shoulders, made my pace uneven, and cleared my throat every few steps, putting on my best junkie impression. That ought to keep whoever it was taking a smoke break from connecting the dots between the location, my apparel, and me.

      When I reached the end of the alleyway, I skittered back a few steps and crouched down behind a particularly rank dumpster. A charter bus had just pulled up in the street ahead, getting as close as it could to the crowd before opening its door and spewing out a whole new wave of gatherers.

      The crowd was still growing, and it was big enough now that it just reached the mouth of the alleyway. I couldn’t get to my home alley across the street without wading through the sea of people. Maintaining my junkie impression was probably my best bet if I wanted to continue on unnoticed.

      So I shrugged out of my leather coat—it was far too recognizable—and balled it up inside out, holding it against my belly like it was the most precious thing to me in the world. Then, in just a hoodie and jeans, I stood, leaning heavily on the slimy edge of the dumpster and making about a thousand mental notes about showering when I made it into the apartment over the shop.

      Crossing the street took forever, especially at my slow, seemingly aimless trundle. I took drug addict and made it into an art form. I coughed, sniffed, snorted, and groaned, playing the part for all I was worth. The promise of cheeseburgers lured me onward.

      Much to my annoyance, a few of the humans gathered had wandered away from the crowd into the alley behind the strip of shops that included the Ninth Life. The closer I came to the shop’s back door, the more and more anxious I felt. Each time I passed someone, my stomach knotted and my trembling increased, but my outward nervousness probably only lent credence to my druggie act. Must’ve, because I made it to the door without being noticed.

      Unfortunately, when I tugged on the door handle, I found that the door was locked. Of course it was. Kimi would’ve been a moron to leave it unlocked with all of the craziness out here. The only problem was—I didn’t have my keys.

      Cursing mentally, I turned away from the door and shuffled along the brick exterior of the building, searching my balled-up leather coat for my phone. I figured a text to Nik wouldn’t do much good right about now, considering his sole focus needed to remain on working the crowd, and he was damn good at it. I didn’t want to distract him from his pretty damn epic misdirection. So I texted Kimi instead.

      I’m at the back door. I need you to let me in. Now.

      I sent the text and blew out a breath, barely able to resist sending furtive glances around to check if anyone was watching me. The waiting seemed to take eons. After about fifteen seconds, I crossed the narrow alley, heading for the dumpsters and squatting down between them. I figured their stinky cover would at least hide me from prying eyes.

      “Hey, isn’t that the door to Ninth Life Ink?” one of the gawkers in the alleyway—a woman—said, voice hushed.

      “Think so,” another woman said.

      “Well, that chick just tried to open that door.” She and her friend were quiet for a moment, and I could only imagine the look they were exchanging. “Did you see her? Maybe I’m crazy, but I really think she could be her.”

      Fuck. I squeezed my eyes shut and clenched my jaw. “Hurry up, Kimi,” I breathed.

      I could hear two pairs of footsteps slowly drawing closer to my hiding spot.

      “Come on . . .” I bounced on the balls of my feet, elbows on my knees, ready to spring up and run for it if I had to.

      After a nerve-racking moment, the shop’s heavy back door creaked open a half of a foot, and Kimi’s face appeared in the crack. She peered through the opening into the dark alley.

      I jumped up and rushed across the alley to the door, passing the two curious women on my way. Kimi shoved the door open, and I slipped in through the space before it swung closed again. I flipped the deadbolt as soon as the door was shut, breathing hard and heart racing. I rested my forehead against the door and laughed under my breath. Gods, but I was sick of this celebrity bullshit.

      “Jesus, Kat, you look like hell,” Kimi said, touching my shoulder. She looked like your standard, trendy college chick, curly, brown hair pulled up in a loose bun, the vibrant ink on her exposed forearms giving her a slight edge. I was sure they loved that at the business school.

      Again, I laughed that humorless laugh. “Thanks.”

      Kimi was quiet for a few seconds. “What are you doing here?”

      I inhaled and exhaled deeply. “Oh, you know . . .” I straightened and looked at her. “Just tempting fate. The usual.”

      Kimi shook her head, her eyes opened wide. “Dude, it’s effing crazy out there today.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      “I don’t know what they’re all riled up about, but about ten minutes ago that crowd just went totally bonkers.”

      The bell over the door out front jingled as the shop’s main door opened, momentarily letting in the roar of the crowd.

      “That would be Nik,” I told Kimi and headed for the beaded curtain that had been in the shop since my mom’s day, back when it had been filled with all things mystical and magical. I peeked through the spaces between the strings of beads, double-checking that it was Nik who’d just come in. A tense smile curved my lips when I saw him. “Right on time.”

      Someone tried to open the door behind Nik, but he pulled it shut, twisting the lock. He readjusted the bags of food and the drink tray he was carrying, then headed for the beaded curtain.

      I backed away a step and turned to Kimi. “We’re going to stay here for a day or two,” I told her. “We’ll be upstairs. You won’t even notice we’re here.”

      Kimi bit her lip, expression uncertain. “Do you want me to close down the shop?”

      I shook my head. “Then they’ll know something’s up. Can’t have that.” I reached out and gave her arm a squeeze. “Just pretend we’re not here. That should keep things calm . . . ish.” I was a little worried about the two curious chicks from the alleyway—if they spread the word that someone who may or may not have been me had just slipped in through the back door, Nik and I would be taking off sooner rather than later.

      Kimi’s expression was still uncertain, but she nodded. “Kat . . . is everything okay?”

      I lowered my hand, meeting Nik’s eyes as he pushed through the curtain. “Nothing worse than usual.”

      “So, that’s a no,” Kimi said, a mixture of amusement and concern lighting her eyes.

      I flashed her a smile. “What can I say . . . I like to keep things interesting.” Turning away from her, I started to follow Nik up the narrow stairway to the door to the second-floor apartment, but I stopped on the third step up and looked back at Kimi. “Your sister goes to Newport, right?”

      Kimi nodded. “Yeah—why?”

      I frowned, brow furrowing. “Maybe tell her to play hooky for a few days.”

      Kimi narrowed her eyes. “Why?”

      “I can’t really say, Kimi, but it’s for her safety. Please, just trust me.” I waited for her to nod again, then climbed the rest of the way up the staircase.

      I may not have had the keys to unlock the multiple deadbolts barring the door, but when Nik was around, keys weren’t necessary. When I reached him at the top of the stairs, Nik handed me the food, then went to work unlocking the door.

      Thirty seconds later, we were inside my apartment. The air smelled stale, but then, the place had been sealed up for a few weeks. I wished we could crack a window open, but that would’ve just let the crowd below know that somebody was up here. It would only get worse from there. At least we would be able to gateway out of here when it was time to go—the apartment was about as secure of a place as any to leave an open gateway to the Heru compound on Bainbridge.

      Nik and I sat on the couch, pulling food out of the paper bags and spreading it out across the coffee table. He really had ordered a little bit of everything. There were deluxe burgers, cheeseburgers, hamburgers, fries, and a whole wad of ketchup packets, as well as the two paper cups filled with Cherry Coke and two more with milkshakes—strawberry, for him, and chocolate, for me.

      Begrudgingly, I offered Nik one of the Cherry Cokes.

      He declined with a shake of his head. “That shit tastes like chemicals,” he said, taking a sip of his milkshake.

      Hands on his knees, Nik stood and walked into the kitchen, grabbing a glass from the cupboard before moving out of sight. I heard him running the faucet, filling a glass with water, chugging it down, then filling the glass again. I’d already downed a deluxe burger and was halfway through a helping of fries by the time he returned with his glass of water and sat beside me on the couch once more.

      We ate in companionable silence, which was surprising, because I would’ve expected me to be freaking out about pretty much everything that was going on. The crowd should’ve only made it worse, proof that I really would never get my old life back.

      But I wasn’t freaking out. In fact, I felt surprisingly calm.

      Sure, I had all of the usual thoughts—the usual worries—but they weren’t overtaking my mind like they’d been hours earlier. It was like I’d transformed into a normal person, a version of me who could control herself. A version of me who didn’t have crazy emotions flailing all over the place all the time. A version of me who’d grown into a real live adult, shedding the shell of the eternal teenager. I wondered if the life-force-sucking shadow souls were to thank. Maybe they’d drained more than just energy from my soul; maybe they’d drained some of the excess emotional energy usually flooding my body as well.

      Inspired by my newfound maturity, I decided to do the most grown-up thing I could think of; it was time to stop hiding from my problems and start talking about them instead. I wiped the crumbs and grease from my fingers onto a paper napkin, then crumpled it up and stored it in the paper bag we’d been using as a garbage.

      “What are we going to do, Nik?” I asked, meeting his eyes. “About us, I mean—about the bond.”

      One corner of Nik’s mouth turned down in a partial frown, like my question had caught him off guard. Or maybe it was the straightforward, levelheaded nature of the question.

      “I don’t know,” he finally said. He was quiet for a moment, mulling over our predicament. “I know I said it wouldn’t work, but maybe when things calm down at the school, we can test out the separation theory and see if the bond isn’t fully formed yet. If there’s even a chance . . .” He paused. “I think we should try it.”

      His words were a jab at my heart, disappointment an unexpected lump in my throat. But even through the hurt, I knew his proposal was the sensible thing to do. Besides, I couldn’t be too upset; it had been my idea first, after all.

      “So,” I said, “we’ll cool things off for a bit.” I flashed him the tiniest of smiles.

      “Yeah.” He returned the smile, but it never reached his eyes. I doubted mine had either. “That’s probably for the best.”

      Business taken care of—for now—we cleaned up, which basically consisted of putting wrappers into paper bags and shoving the whole thing into the garbage can under the sink. I considered reaching into the booze cupboard over the fridge and spending the rest of the evening drinking whatever random bourbon was in there, but the idea was weirdly unappealing. I was tired. All I wanted was sleep . . . maybe a year or two of sleep. Or a hundred years.

      I showered, brushed my teeth, and changed into a T-shirt I’d borrowed from Nik, since all of my clothes had been moved to my room in the house on Bainbridge. The shirt was dark gray and reached midthigh, so it didn’t really matter that I was going commando when I emerged from the bedroom, a wad of dirty clothes in hand. I padded down the hallway to the closet that housed the washer and dryer, stuffed my clothes into the washer with some detergent, and spun the dial to get the washer started before heading back to my room.

      Nik was already settled on the couch, his eyes closed, the rise and fall of his chest shallow and even. He was either asleep or doing a damn good job pretending to be, so I did my best not to disturb him on my way back to the bedroom.

      I crawled into the bed for the first time in what felt like forever. The mattress wasn’t fancy or new, and the sheets weren’t a very high thread count—hell, they probably weren’t even clean, since Nik had been staying at the apartment off and on in my absence—but it was my bed. And it felt awesome to be lying there.

      I missed my home. I missed my life. I missed me.

      I rolled onto my side, hugging a pillow to my chest and curling my legs up into a loose fetal position. The bond between Nik and me was a problem, but one that we would have to solve later. The same went for the Isfet dilemma. The shadows were the more urgent issue. If I didn’t figure out a way to immobilize them long enough for me to cleanse them, the massacre on the football field wouldn’t just be an echo of a possible future. It would be reality. All of those people would be dead—Alison would be dead—because I’d failed.

      I closed my eyes, inhaling and exhaling deep, even breaths. There was no use in panicking. No use in expecting failure. I would figure it out. I always did.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      I stand in a long hallway, brick walls on either side of me. There’s an alcove to the left just ahead, and in it, there’s a door—GIRLS’ LOCKER ROOM.

      A group of three teenage girls runs down the hallway behind me, giggling. I step into the alcove and out of their way, turning to watch them pass. I feel a twinge of envy at their carefree happiness. That had been me, once upon a time, a long, long time ago.

      Once they’re gone, I turn my attention to the door. I reach out, curling my fingers around the metal handle, and pull the door open.

      A girl sits on one of the benches near the door, knees hugged to her chest and face buried against her legs. She’s crying.

      I head for the bathroom area in the back right corner, trying not to disturb her as I pass between rows of lockers and pick my way over the backpacks and messenger bags spilling out from under the benches. When I’m almost to the stalls, I turn and look in the mirror over the three porcelain sinks.

      The girl staring back at me in the reflection looks nothing like me. She’s blonde and blue-eyed, her features delicate and pixie-like. For whatever reason, I’m not surprised to see this stranger reflected in the mirror instead of myself.

      I lean in over the middle sink and raise my hand to tap my fingers on the glass. The girl in the reflection raises her hand, her fingers meeting mine.

      “Dom,” I whisper. “Where are you?” His name is scratched into all four corners of the mirror, turning it into another anchor point for him to move to and from as he pleases.

      The ghostly figure of my half-brother appears in the mirror, standing beside the unfamiliar girl. Beside me. “I am here,” he says. “Are you ready?”

      I nod, and the girl in the mirror nods, too.

      A scream startles me.

      I turn, running in the direction that it came from.

      The girl who’d been crying on the bench is struggling to fend off a greedy shadow. I recall the feel of the shadows draining me of my life-force and hesitate, just for a moment.

      And then I lunge at the feasting shadow. “Leave her alone, dickwad,” I say as I soccer-kick the thing in the face. Not my most elegant move, but it does the trick.

      The shadow soul releases the girl, its featureless face angling towards me.

      “Oh, I’m sorry . . . did I disturb your snack?” I say, taking a skipping step backward before turning and running toward the mirror.

      

      With a gasp, I woke. My eyes popped open, and I sat up, totally confused.

      It had been another vision—another echo—I was sure of it. I could recognize the feel of them now. But nothing had really made sense. Why was Dom in the mirror in the locker room? Why did my reflection look nothing like me? And why had I been luring the shadow soul to the mirror?

      I’d fallen asleep hoping for a vision that would tell me exactly how to immobilize the shadow souls long enough that I could cleanse them without them sucking me dry. I thought that maybe, just maybe, I had my answer—the world within the mirrors. In an odd way, it made sense to my sleepy mind.

      Grateful that I finally had an answer of sorts, I laid back in the bed and closed my eyes, letting sleep reclaim me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      I woke early the next morning, irritated beyond words. I was irritated about the way the conversation with Nik had gone the previous night. I was irritated about the echo-dream I’d had, giving me answers veiled in more questions. I was irritated about the fact that I was irritated. I was pretty much irritated about everything, which was, in all fairness, kind of the norm for me. Which, again, only irritated me. Looked like the calm maturity of the night before was gone, barely a memory.

      I lay in bed, staring up at the ceiling, thinking about the most recent echo-dream. I felt far less certain about my interpretation than I had in the middle of the night—that shoving the shadows through the mirror was the way to trap them so I could cleanse them. My doubt definitely stemmed from my memory of the stranger reflected in the mirror. It just didn’t make sense.

      The only logical conclusion I could come up with was that I would, somehow, figure out how to create a magical disguise for myself like Anapa had done back in the Ouroboros boardroom. That seemed pretty obvious. Only problem was, I had no idea how to change my appearance like that.

      I could reach out to Anapa and ask him for help, but after Isfet’s mention of the “makers” being the enemy looming on the horizon, I was even less eager than before to call on him. The “makers” had to be her term for the Netjers—they were the original creators of this universe, after all.

      An idea popped into my head. Nik had been full of surprises where his sheut was concerned lately. The entire time I’d known him, I’d only thought he was capable of manipulating At. Turned out, he could manipulate anti-At as well. And he could get into people’s heads, making them more compliant to his wishes. I didn’t think it was too much of a stretch to consider the possibility that he could use his magic to alter his appearance as well.

      I tossed back the covers and scooted to the edge of the bed. Only one way to find out.

      I left my bedroom and headed straight for the living room, stopping at the mouth of the hallway and staring at the couch. At Nik.

      He still lay there, right where he’d been when I’d retired the previous night. His arm was thrown over his eyes, his lips parted. At some point during the night, he’d kicked off the blanket he’d been using, revealing his less-is-more sleeping attire. All he wore was a pair of navy-blue boxer briefs.

      My eyes scoured every inch of him greedily. I’d never seen so much of his body before. Almost no part of his skin was untouched by ink. There were patches with less and patches with more, but almost everything was covered in some design or shade of gray. He was absolutely stunning.

      In my mind, I replayed our brief conversation from the night before. He wanted to try to break the bond; we’d agreed it was for the best. It was for the best—I knew that. Hell, I’d been the one fighting the bond the entire time. But hearing Nik’s proposal, hearing him express his desire to be away from me—that fucking hurt. Tears welled in my eyes. Not tears of sadness, but tears of anger. Of frustration. Of hating my stupid, traitorous heart.

      So, yeah, I’d say the calm of the previous night was definitely gone.

      “Why don’t you take a picture,” Nik said, his voice husky with sleep. “It’ll last longer.” The faintest hint of a smirk touched his lips.

      I rolled my eyes, the threat of tears abating. I could always count on Nik to derail my thoughts and upset my emotions.

      I lifted my foot and nudged his knee with my toes. “Would you wake up already?” I nudged him again, harder this time. “We need to talk.”

      Nik moved his arm up a couple inches and squinted at me. “Looks like somebody’s back to normal.”

      He recovered his eyes with his arm.

      With a tiny growl, I stomped my foot and turned away from the couch, stalking into the kitchen. My stomach was all grumbles and rumbles again, probably because of all I’d put my body through the previous day. Dying really took a lot out of me. I supposed I should’ve been grateful that I hadn’t gone into a regenerative sleep—that could’ve lasted days—but I wasn’t stocked up on much gratitude at the moment.

      I rummaged through the cupboards, pretty pleased when I found an untouched family-size bag of Flamin’ Hot Cheetos and two liters of Cherry Coke. The pop was warm, making it extra fizzy, but I didn’t care. I cracked a bottle open and guzzled about a quarter of it, eyes burning.

      “You’re upset,” Nik said. “About last night?”

      I choked on Cherry Coke and turned away from him. “I don’t want to talk about it,” I said, coughing.

      Nik moved further into the kitchen, closer to me. “You just said you wanted to talk.”

      My back was to him, but I could hear his quiet footsteps bringing him closer to me. Biting back a snide retort, I set the bottle of Coke down on the counter and reached for the bag of Cheetos, doing my best to ignore Nik’s slow approach. “I don’t want to talk about that.”

      “Do you want to do something else about it?” he asked, right behind me. His breath rustled my mussed hair. His heat skimmed my skin. And damn it all to hell, but I felt a faint, tingly caress that could only have come from his soul brushing against mine.

      I hung my head, fighting the urge to lean back against him. I put down the bag of Cheetos and pushed it away, placing my palms on the counter and focusing on taking deep, even breaths. “We agreed, remember?” I said, my voice slightly hoarse and tinged with more than a little bitterness. “You don’t want to risk making this permanent, do you?”

      Nik touched my shoulder. “Kat—”

      “No, I’m not doing this right now.” I slipped out from between Nik and the counter before he could say more, grabbing the bag of Cheetos and the open bottle of Cherry Coke, and retreated into the bathroom.

      Nik was messing with my head, just like he’d always done, taunting me with something I knew he didn’t want to give me. Something I didn’t even want. There were too many strings. Too many repercussions. He didn’t know what I knew. He hadn’t seen the cards. He didn’t get that I was trying to save his damn life.

      I locked the bathroom door, not that the lock would do any good against Nik if he really wanted to get in, and shut the toilet, setting my breakfast on the lid. Not the cleanest of tables, but I’d read the studies—not the dirtiest, either. When I looked at myself in the mirror, I was surprised at the relief I felt in seeing my own face reflected back, not that stranger from the dream.

      “Get it under control,” I told myself, voice barely audible. This was no time to start falling apart.

      Fifteen minutes later, I reemerged from the bathroom, bottle drained and bag of Cheetos empty, more or less in control of my emotions. Nik was back on the couch, feet up on the coffee table and arms stretched across the tops of the cushions on either side of him. He still wore next to nothing.

      I tromped past him to the closet housing the laundry machines and moved my clothes over from the washer to the dryer. The dryer hummed along, sending slight vibrations through the floor. After I shut the closet doors, I turned to Nik. “Would it hurt you to put some clothes on?”

      Nik arched his pierced eyebrow higher, but the rest of his expression remained surprisingly blank. He lowered his feet to the floor, then stood. “If you’re done in the bathroom, I’d like to shower.” What—now he was pissy with me?

      Fine, whatever. I nodded, gesturing to the hallway that led to the bathroom and bedroom. “Be my guest.” I regained my senses a moment later and blurted, “Wait, Nik, I—”

      He paused in the doorway to the bathroom, turning partway to look at me.

      “I don’t need you to tell me all of your secrets,” I said. “Or any of them, really. But . . . I had a dream—an echo—last night, and what I saw made it pretty clear that I’m going to need to figure out how to disguise myself more than just changing my clothes and dying my hair before I go back to the school.” I raised my eyebrows, giving him a meaningful look. “You know, like how Anapa did it . . .”

      Nik blinked but didn’t say anything.

      “So . . .” My index finger tapped against my thigh, a nervous tic. “Do you know how to do that kind of thing?”

      Nik pressed his lips together into a flat line and shook his head. “Sorry, Kitty Kat. That’s not one of my tricks.”

      I blew out a breath. “Alright, well . . . I’ll just find another way, then.” I narrowed my eyes, staring at the ceiling. My thoughts raced around my mind, but they kept returning to the same conclusion.

      “We can brainstorm when I get back out,” Nik said.

      I nodded, not looking at him. “Yeah, sure.” But I already knew what I was going to do.

      Nik retreated into the bathroom, shutting the door gently.

      I continued to tap my finger against my thigh. There was only one other option, only one other being in this universe capable of disguising his appearance in such an otherworldly way, at least that I knew of—Anapa, the real-life Netjer who was the inspiration for the ancient Egyptian god of the dead, Anubis. Eager as I wasn’t to trust him, he was my only hope. If I was to fulfill the future shown in the echo, I needed his help.

      Plan forming, I hurried into the second bedroom that had functioned as my sanctuary for the past three years to retrieve a sketchbook and something to draw with. Once I had everything I needed, I sat at the kitchen table, opened the sketch pad to a blank page, and started to draw.

      Anapa, I thought. Where are you?

      I kept my thoughts focused on the elusive Netjer as my pen moved. I hadn’t seen him since our little trip into Duat some three weeks ago; I didn’t even know if he was still around. For all I knew, he’d returned to the Netjer home universe. It would explain why he’d yet to come to me about the sickly state of the soul-energy in Duat.

      Even so, I had to try.

      Lines formed on the white paper, my pen seeming to move of its own accord, and I studied the image as it formed.

      A table. This table. Me, sitting at the table. I felt the corner of my mouth lift as another figure appeared at the opposite end of the table in the drawing. Looked like Anapa was still in town, and a hell of a lot closer than I’d even dared to hope.

      I set down the pen and raised my eyes, looking across the table. “Anapa,” I said. “I know you’re here. Show yourself.”

      The air beyond the chair at the opposite end of the table shimmered, wavering as the Netjer took on form and substance. After a few seconds, Anapa stood behind the chair, tall and lanky, his elongated, too-sharp alien features placid.

      “You’ve been spying on me,” I said, commenting more than accusing. “Why?” I asked, then narrowed my eyes. “And for how long?” Did he know about my interactions with Isfet? Did he know that she wanted me to break her out of Aaru? Did he know about the threat to this universe? If the “makers” were, indeed, the Netjers, was he in on it?

      Anapa gestured to the chair in front of him. “May I?”

      I nodded.

      He pulled the chair back and sat gracefully. He looked around, eyes taking in everything. “Your home is very . . . you.”

      “Thanks.” I leaned forward, elbows on the table. “How long have you been spying on me?”

      He continued to look around for a few seconds longer. Finally, he focused on my face. “Since your latest death.” He tilted his head to the side, studying me. “What exactly were you looking for in Duat?”

      I pulled my elbows off the table and sat back in my chair, crossing my arms over my chest and chewing on the inside of my lip. “You didn’t follow me there?”

      Anapa shook his head. “You would have known if I had. There are not many places to hide in Duat.”

      “Huh,” I said, surprised.

      I was tempted to ask him about Isfet and the threat on the horizon—to confirm that Isfet’s “makers” were the Netjers. I wondered if he knew anything about it, or if Isfet was sensing something yet to develop. The only way to find out would be to ask, but that might be giving away my—our—position to the enemy, and in that case, I figured it best to keep my mouth shut.

      I inhaled and exhaled deeply, opting to broach a safer subject instead. “Since you’ve been watching me for the past day or two,” I said, “you must know what’s been going on.”

      “At the school?” Anapa said. “Yes, quite disturbing, that.”

      “Tell me about it.” I took a deep breath, considering my next words. “The shadows are consuming the soul-energy. Did you know?” I paused, waiting for his response.

      After a few tense seconds, Anapa nodded.

      “Duat is looking pretty shaky, and the song of ma’at sounds like shit,” I told him. “Are we in danger of universal amputation?”

      Anapa didn’t say anything, but he did give a slight nod.

      “And you didn’t think it might be nice to give me fair warning?” I said. “Or was that just a one-time deal?”

      He clasped his fingers together, hands resting on top of the table. “You were already involved in the situation. There was no further guidance for me to give you. You must remember, I am not supposed to interfere. I am only here to observe, to—”

      “To observe, to learn, and to decide,” I said, interrupting him. “Yeah, yeah . . . I remember the spiel.” I pushed back my chair and stood, needing movement to help keep my irritation at bay. “Listen, Anapa—I called you here because I need your help. I have to go back to the school—during school hours—but I can’t risk going there looking like, well . . .” I waved a hand up and down my body. “I need a disguise. One that nobody will see through,” I said, raising my eyebrows for emphasis.

      Anapa lifted his chin, studying me. “You are capable of creating such a disguise yourself. Your unique connection to this universe affords you virtually all the power of a Netjer.” He paused for a moment, expression considering. “Maybe more.”

      “Seriously?” That was news to me. “Well, can you help me do it? Or at least tell me how to do it?” Before he could refuse, claiming something about not interfering in the happenings of this universe, only being here to observe and blah blah blah, I rushed on. “You wouldn’t technically be doing anything.” I watched him, gauging his response. “Just sharing information . . .”

      Anapa didn’t say anything for a long time. He just sat there, breathing slowly and staring at me. He didn’t even blink. I was about to launch into begging mode when he said, “Very well, Katarina, I will assist you in this.”

      I opened my mouth but shut it without saying anything. I didn’t want to risk accidentally talking him out of helping me.

      Anapa pushed back his chair and stood, then approached me. He raised a hand, reaching for my head.

      I took a step back, eyebrows drawn together.

      “What is the matter?”

      Eyes locked with his, I shook my head. “Nothing.”

      Anapa touched the first two fingertips of his right hand to my forehead, and I felt a surge from deep within my sheut. “Imagine how you would like to look,” he said. “Hold that image firm in your mind.”

      I did as instructed, picturing the blonde teenage girl I’d seen reflected in the mirror in my dream the previous night. An oily energy washed over me, slipping over my skin and conforming to my shape. I could feel it changing me.

      Anapa withdrew his hand a moment later. “It is done.”

      Not quite believing him, I retreated several steps into the kitchen and looked at my weak reflection in the microwave door. Sure enough, the blonde, blue-eyed teenage girl from my dream stared back at me.

      It was a bit of a shock, seeing another face reflected where mine should have been. A shock, but also surprisingly exhilarating. That girl staring back at me was nobody. She could walk down the street, and not a single person would notice her. She could live her life unbothered. She could live her life.

      “Did you feel what I did?” Anapa asked. “Do you think you can do it yourself?”

      I nodded, mesmerized by my reflection.

      “To reverse it, simply pull the energy into your sheut and picture yourself the way you truly are.”

      Again, I nodded. “Thank you,” I breathed.

      “You are welcome, Katarina,” Anapa said. “Be well . . . and be careful. The path you walk is not an easy one.”

      I frowned at my reflection. What did that mean? “Anapa, wait—” I managed to tear my eyes from the microwave door, but when I looked at the place where he’d been standing, he was gone.

      I could hear the shower running in the bathroom. Nik wouldn’t be out for a few minutes yet.

      Making a split-second decision, I raced to the closet housing the washer and dryer and yanked the door open. I pulled my half-dry clothes out of the dryer and put them on, not caring that they were still damp. I grabbed my leather coat off the back of one of the kitchen chairs, slipped my arms through the sleeves, stuffed my feet into my boots, and headed for the door.

      There was no way to know what would happen in the future. There was no way to know if the flurry of attention around me would abate or if it would only get worse. There was no way to know what would happen with Nik and me—with our bond—or what would happen if I freed Isfet. When I freed her. I honestly didn’t see that I had much choice in the matter.

      With everything piling up on my shoulders, there was no way to know how many more days I had left. What if this was my last chance to taste freedom before giving myself over to fate? What if this was my last chance to feel what it was like to be normal . . . to have a life that was all mine? If it was my last chance, I couldn’t waste it.

      I left the apartment, raced down the stairs, and took off through the back door, chasing down freedom. One last time.
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      I may have gone a little crazy, drunk on anonymity. Nobody knew this face; I was totally unrecognizable, and I reveled in it.

      Nik would be just fine without me for the rest of the weekend; the bonding withdrawals, if they even started within that short of a time, would be minimal. And the high school would be fine, too; in my latest vision of the future, it had obviously been a school day, which meant the massacre wouldn’t happen until Monday night at the earliest. It was only Saturday. I would have all day Sunday and Monday to sleuth around the school and figure shit out.

      Maybe it was reckless and selfish not to spend the whole weekend lurking around Newport, trying to lure shadows out for me to practice on, but damn it, my life was basically over. The Devil card pretty much guaranteed that. And if I was going to sacrifice myself, I needed a reminder of exactly what I was sacrificing myself for. I deserved one last hurrah, damn it.

      I spent the day wandering around Seattle. This city was a dear, old friend of mine, and I gloried in reacquainting myself with her. I meandered around the International District, snacking on dumplings in a little hole-in-the-wall Vietnamese restaurant, wondering if I would ever get the chance to taste them again. When hunger told me lunchtime had rolled around, I sat down for noodles at my favorite Thai place.

      I perused the endless line of stalls at Pike Place Market, moving among the throng of weekend tourists and shoppers. I blended in with the crowd for the first time in a long time, almost like I belonged—like I wasn’t the other—and it felt amazing.

      When I got bored at the market, I made my way down to the waterfront. I grabbed fish and chips at Ivar’s, then sat on a bench in the ferry terminal while I ate and watched the ferries come and go, not once worrying about anyone recognizing me. I felt like me for the first time in weeks, which was extra strange because I didn’t look a thing like me.

      When darkness fell, I retreated back into the city, in search of more food and a less wholesome form of entertainment. I ended up at an eighteen-and-over dance club in historic Pioneer Square. I didn’t have an ID for this face, so I couldn’t spend the evening holed up in one of my usual bar haunts. I even had to bribe the bouncer to let me in to the club without a driver’s license proclaiming my age as over eighteen. Couldn’t blame him—this face looked seventeen, max.

      In the heart of the throng of bodies crowding the dance floor, I jumped and swayed, writhed and spun, losing myself to the thumping rhythm of one techno-fied alternative classic after another. That seemed to be this place’s shtick, or at least this DJ’s.

      I’d just rejected my ninth potential dance partner when a young woman in her early twenties approached me, her touch soft, her smile free and open. She was pretty in a girl-next-door-gone-bad kind of way. Her wholesome look clashed with the wicked glint in her eyes, and I liked her immediately.

      We laughed as we danced, fingers entwined and hands held high over our heads, hips swaying with the rhythm of the music. She was about the furthest thing from Nik, and I lapped up her attentions. Nik and I weren’t anything to each other. We never would be—never could be—anything to each other. His life depended on it, and I felt the sudden, dire urge to prove to myself that that was true.

      About halfway through our second song dancing together, a guy closed in on my new friend. He gripped her hips, pressing his pelvis into her backside, and grinned at me over her shoulder. She leaned against him, her body language telling me that they were together.

      I let my head fall back, my long, straight blonde hair swaying as I moved to the rhythm of the music. Lips touched my neck, soft and gentle, and I closed my eyes.

      It took maybe another half of a song for the guy to work his way around to me. He was handsy where his lady was hesitant, pushy where she was gentle. I didn’t mind. I liked the attention, both of them focused on me.

      “What do you say we get out of here?” the guy said from behind me, his mouth a hairsbreadth from my ear. One hand curved around my waist, the other slid over the swell of my hip.

      I met the woman’s eyes, and she grinned, her nod eager. “Let’s go have some fun!”

      I was lost in the moment, hypnotized by their excitement. “Alright,” I said. “Sounds good.” I leaned in closer to the woman, bringing my lips inches from her ear. “I just have to go use the little girls’ room real quick,” I said, then pulled away.

      She drew the side of her lip in between her teeth, her expression turning from eager to unsure.

      “I’ll be right back,” I assured her, giving her arm a squeeze. “Don’t worry.”

      It took some doing, but I managed to extract myself from the couple. I weaved between dancers, searching the perimeter of the dance floor for clues to where the bathroom might be. Finally, I spotted a sign hanging from the ceiling near the hallway in the back corner.

      Thankfully, there was no line for the ladies’ restroom. I did my business, and when I stopped at the sink to wash my hands, I looked at myself in the mirror. The girl staring back at me was a stranger. Not just her face—her. She wasn’t me. This irresponsible, reckless girl who was about to leave with a couple of random people she’d just met to do gods-knew-what wasn’t me. Maybe a couple months ago, but not anymore.

      I bowed my head, fingers gripping the edge of the porcelain sink. “Get your shit together, Kat,” I muttered under my breath and turned away from the sink, avoiding looking into the mirror. I didn’t like who I’d become wearing this face . . . who I’d reverted to. I wanted to get out of there, away from her.

      I hurried to the bathroom door and yanked it open, rushing out into the hallway. I looked to my left, then to my right, and was relieved when I saw a glowing green exit sign over a black door at the end of the hallway. Mind set on getting outside for some much-needed fresh air, I made a beeline for the exit.

      I’d made it about three steps when door to the men’s bathroom opened, and the male half of my admiring couple stepped into the hallway. I paused for a fraction of a second, just long enough for the guy to recognize me.

      His eyes widened, and he grabbed my arm, halting my retreat. “Ready to go?” he asked, leaning in like he was going to kiss me. Where his touch had been tolerable before, it felt slimy now. I wanted his hands off of me.

      “Let go,” I said as I backed away, trying to pull free of his grip.

      His other arm snaked around my waist, his hand slipping underneath my coat. “Oh, come on, baby . . . we were having such a good time.” His hand slid up the front of my tank top to grab one of my breasts. “You can’t back out on us now.”

      Who the fuck did this guy think he was? Nobody told me what to do.

      I leaned in like I was even remotely open to the creep’s advances. Gripping his shoulders, I hiked my knee up, hard. It hit home in his groin.

      He grunted, doubling over. “Bitch,” he hissed. And then the bastard had the bright idea to take a swing at me. Oh, it was on.

      I ducked under his clumsy backhand, then swung my elbow straight into his jaw. There was a sharp crack, and he collapsed onto the sticky hallway floor.

      “Shit,” I muttered. I hadn’t intended for that to be a knockout blow.

      Shooting a quick glance over my shoulder to make sure nobody had seen what just happened, I crouched down and touched the side of his face. There was a definite, jagged lump—broken jaw. He was in for a world of pain when he woke up.

      I bowed my head and took a deep, soothing breath. Wearing this stranger’s face was making me crazy, and I needed to get control of myself. Somewhere else.

      I put my hands on my knees and stood.

      “Hey!” someone shouted from down the hallway, her voice half drowned out by the music but still vaguely familiar.

      A quick glance back confirmed my suspicions—it was the chick from the dance floor. And I was standing over her fella’s unconscious body. Which meant it was past time for me to get the hell out of there.

      I leapt over the guy’s legs and ran to the exit without a backward glance, slamming my hands into the push bar to open the door. The back door spat me out into an alley behind the club. Cool night air crashed into me, and I inhaled deeply, walking away from the club at a quick clip. The ground was paved with old, uneven cobblestones, edges worn smooth by time. I headed for the mouth of the alley but stopped when I saw a man standing there, shoulders leaned against the club’s exterior brick wall, one foot drawn up, the sole of his shoe flat against the wall.

      I sucked in a breath, missing a step. I was certain it was Nik.

      The man looked at me, but his features were unfamiliar. I felt more of a letdown than a relief. Almost like I wanted Nik to track me down.

      I pulled up my hood, zipped my leather coat, and stuffed my hands into my pockets, fingering the drawstring on the bag holding my deck of tarot cards as I continued on my way. The fingers of my other hand curled around my cell phone, but I didn’t pull it out of my pocket. I’d felt it vibrating all night, and it was easier to pretend the missed calls and messages weren’t there if I didn’t actually look at who they were from. If I didn’t actually see his name.

      Nik had already proven he could track me through my At ink, anyway, so if he really needed to find me—if he really wanted to—he would.

      I took a left at the end of the alley. I figured it was probably too late for a bus, and I wasn’t really in the mood to walk all the way back to Capitol Hill from Pioneer Square in the middle of the night. I could always call a car, but I had another destination in mind. Kimi’s building was a block away, and I doubted she would mind if I crashed on the couch for the night.

      It wasn’t a great time for a teen girl to be out on the streets alone. Seattle’s streets were notorious for hosting junkies who loitered by storefronts and under covered alcoves during the late night and early morning hours. That, on top of the usual Saturday night, kicked-out-of-a-bar crowd that populated Pioneer Square in the wee hours of the morning, meant I was fending off catcalls and other unwanted attention every ten feet or so. It was an effort not to punch anyone. Else.

      Kimi’s building was one of the old, brick warehouses built around the turn of the century that had been converted into a posh apartment building. I’d been to her loft a couple times before, though never this late. When I reached her building’s exterior door, I found Kimi’s name on the list on the call box and pushed the corresponding button.

      It rang. And rang. And rang.

      I rested my forehead against the rough brick and pressed the button again. More ringing. “Come on, Kimi . . .”

      After the third round of ringing and waiting and hoping, I gave up. But I still wasn’t willing to resort to using my phone. What if it hadn’t been Nik who’d been calling and texting me all night? It was easy to be annoyed thinking he was trying to keep tabs on me, but the possibility that he wasn’t—I didn’t think I could handle that right now.

      I scouted around Kimi’s building, eyes looking upward, searching for the balcony to her second-floor unit. I spotted her fuchsia-painted wrought iron patio furniture three balconies in and knew I had the right spot.

      Taking a step back, I looked first up the road, then down, then up at Kimi’s balcony. The base was maybe fifteen feet up. If I stood on the railing of the unit below hers, I estimated that I would only have to pick a half dozen handholds in the brick wall to reach her balcony. I was far from an expert climber, but I could manage scaling a story or two up a brick wall.

      I hoisted myself up onto the railing, balancing as I slowly moved closer to the wall. The old brick provided the perfect climbing medium, with deep grooves where the mortar had worn away between the bricks. My first four moves were easy. I found good handholds and footholds right away.

      But on my fifth move, I grabbed a loose brick. With the crunch of brick against mortar, it slipped out of its slot in the wall and thumped into my shoulder on its way down to the sidewalk, where it shattered into a spray of chunky red pieces. I dangled from the wall by one hand, my heart hammering in my chest. A fall now probably wouldn’t cause major damage, but it would still hurt.

      Gritting my teeth, I put my hand in the recess left by the brick and pulled myself farther up the wall, using the other hand to grip the iron bar at the bottom of the railing lining Kimi’s balcony. I dragged myself higher, more or less falling over the top of the railing.

      Righting myself, I peered in through the glass sliding door, hands over my eyes to make it easier to see into the dark apartment. No lights were on. It didn’t look like anybody was home. Or, at least, not up.

      I tried the handle of the sliding door, but it was locked.

      “Dammit,” I hissed.

      I wasn’t about to break through Kimi’s door, so I settled in one of the padded chairs on the balcony instead, stretching out my legs and tucking my chin against my chest as I hugged myself for warmth. Looked like I would be spending the night outside.

      I glanced up at the night sky. It was overcast, no sign of stars or the moon through the thick cloud cover.

      I just hoped it didn’t rain.
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      “Hey!” The single word sliced through my shallow sleep.

      I groaned. My whole body was stiff, chilled to the bone, and I ached everywhere.

      Something nudged my leg—something that felt an awful lot like toes. “Hey! Wake up!” someone said. The owner of the toes, I assumed. The voice was female, and familiar.

      The events of the previous night and the reason I was so cold and uncomfortable came flooding back. “Kimi?” I said, voice rough. I cracked open my eyelids, raising a hand to guard my eyes from the painful burst of sunlight peeking around the neighboring building.

      Kimi stood in the doorway of the sliding glass door, one foot in her apartment, the other nudging my leg. Her hair was up in a loose bun, and her sweats looked oh so cozy compared to my damp clothes. Her arms were raised partway and her hands were outstretched, fingers curled around the handle of a Taser that was aimed directly at me.

      “Who the hell are you,” she said, “and how do you know my name?” Her brow furrowed, and she shook her head, planting her raised foot back on the hardwood floor inside. “And how the hell did you get up here?”

      I sat up, joints stiff and moving slowly, and scooted my butt back in the chair, rubbing my face with frozen fingers. “It’s me, Kimi,” I said, irritation lacing my voice. What was she playing at?

      “Me means nothing to me,” she said. “I don’t know you.” She shook the Taser for emphasis. “Now, get up and get out of here, or I swear to God I will use this on you.”

      I held my hands up, palms to her and fingers spread. Slowly, I stood. “Kimi, what the fuck? It’s me, Kat . . .”

      She stared at me, her face a mask of confusion. The faint wrinkle between her eyebrows deepened, and she shook her head. “But—but you look . . .”

      Oh, right—the disguise. I’d forgotten I was wearing a stranger’s face. No wonder she didn’t recognize me. I didn’t look like me. “Magic,” I told her. It was the easiest explanation and, depending on your understanding of the universe, more or less true.

      Kimi lowered the Taser, and I took that as a cue to lower my hands as well. “At least your voice sounds like you,” she said. “I might not believe it’s actually you, otherwise . . .”

      I pushed the hair out of my face with one hand, the thin, blonde strands feeling foreign. “Sorry if I scared you. I just needed somewhere to crash.”

      “No, it’s fine,” Kimi said with a wave of her Taser. “Just a minor heart attack.” Her eyes skimmed the length of my body. “Did you stay out here all night?”

      I nodded. “Yeah.”

      “Jesus. You must be freezing.” She took a backward step, gesturing for me to follow her into the apartment. “Come on, get in here. Take a shower or bath or whatever you want to warm up. I’ll make some coffee. Are you hungry?”

      “Yes to all?” I said, feeling like a stray dog as I followed her in.

      I wasn’t usually a fan of baths, but the bone-deep chill made me crave one. The hot kind, not the icy kind. If I never took another ice bath, it would be too soon.

      I soaked in Kimi’s claw-foot tub for at least a half an hour, an oversized mug of coffee on the tile floor nearby. The sounds of bacon crackling in a pan on the stove in the kitchen was just audible through the door, creating the most delicious anticipation. The water felt so good that I could’ve stayed in there for hours, but the lure of bacon was undeniable.

      When the water started to cool, I figured it was time to get out. I stood and dried off while the tub drained. Kimi had lent me her bathrobe and offered me some clothes, but she was very much on the petite side, and nothing she owned would fit me. I didn’t even try. I’d tossed my things into the washer while the tub was filling up. In an hour I would have fresh, clean, dry clothes. Until then, the fluffy bathrobe would do just fine. I cinched the robe’s belt tight around my waist and pulled on a pair of Kimi’s socks, then bent over to wrap the towel around my hair.

      Feeling like a whole new person, I left the bathroom. The smell of bacon smacked me in the face as soon as I opened the bathroom door, and I was drooling immediately. I crossed the vast living area, the high ceilings making the space feel cavernous, and made my way to the kitchen.

      “Do you like pancakes?” Kimi asked. She was standing at the stove, spatula in hand. “I hope so, because I’m already making them.” She flashed me a smile over her shoulder, then turned back to her cooking.

      “Dude, I will eat anything you put on a plate at this point . . .” I headed for the coffeepot, mug in hand. It was nearly empty. “But, yeah, I’m a big fan of pancakes.” I refilled my mug and wrapped the fingers of both hands around its almost-too-hot surface, then turned, resting my butt against the edge of the counter. “I buzzed to get in last night, but you must’ve been out. Late night?”

      Kimi shook her head. “I sleep with earplugs.” She glanced behind her at the rest of the apartment. “The windows here suck. They do literally nothing to keep the outside noise outside.”

      I raised my mug, taking a sip of steaming coffee. “I guess that’s the price you pay for a sweet spot like this,” I said.

      Kimi laughed. “It’s the price you pay when you don’t actually pay that much for a place like this,” she corrected. “So . . .” She flipped the three pancakes on the griddle. “What’s going on?”

      “What do you mean?”

      She faced me, expression skeptical. “You look like Miss Teen USA, and you spent the night on my balcony,” she said. “So cut the BS, Kat. What’s up?”

      I returned her stare, considering what exactly to tell her. Not everything, obviously. I certainly wasn’t about to admit that I’d crashed on her balcony because I was avoiding Nik. “I need a favor,” I finally said, thinking through the bullshit I was about to spew her way, surprised to find that it was actually a good idea. It worked with what I’d seen in the latest echo, and it just plain old made sense. My best work tended to be when I improvised, so I really shouldn’t have been surprised. “Your sister,” I said, “she goes to Newport, right?”

      “Yeah,” Kimi said. “We established that yesterday. Why?”

      I tapped the nail of my index finger against the side of the mug, the ceramic making a faint clink. “Do you think she’d be able to bring me to her school as, say, a cousin visiting from out of town?” If I could slip into the school relatively unnoticed during the school day tomorrow, the shadow souls would be too distracted by the students and I could dispatch them before they had a chance to attack me. I might not even need to try the whole stuff-them-in-the-mirrors tactic.

      Kimi cleared the three pancakes off the griddle, stacking them on a plate beside the stove, then ladled fresh batter onto the hot surface. “This has something to do with all that weird stuff going on there, doesn’t it?” She glanced at me sidelong. “Is it related to your people?”

      “Sort of, but not really. It’s complicated . . .” I set my mug down. “Remember how I told you to tell your sister to play hooky for a couple days?”

      Kimi nodded, returning the ladle to the bowl of pancake batter.

      “Well, something really awful is going to happen there,” I said. “And soon. But, if your sister can get me into the school during the school day, I think I have a way to stop it.”

      Kimi leaned her hip against the edge of the counter, concern shining in her eyes. “Is Nina in danger?”

      “Every single kid at that school is in danger,” I told her. “But the thing that’s going to happen—the bad thing—that won’t happen until nighttime, so it’s safe enough for her to go to school tomorrow . . . just so long as she’s gone before dark.” I took a single step toward Kimi. “I swear I wouldn’t ask you to do this if it wasn’t important, Kimi. People are going to die. A lot of them.”

      Kimi’s eyes opened wide, showing the whites all the way around her hazel irises. “Shit. Yeah, okay.” She nodded numbly. “It shouldn’t be too hard to get you in there,” she said. “Our parents are out of town, so they won’t be around to ask any questions, and Nina worships me. She’ll do pretty much anything I say.”

      “Awesome,” I said.

      Kimi inhaled, holding her breath for a few seconds. “I’m going to have to tell her who you are and why you’re there,” she finally said. “She knows me too well—she can tell when I’m lying, and she’ll only agree to do this if I’m being honest with her.”

      “Fine with me,” I said. I reached for my mug and brought it up to my lips, taking a sip. “So long as she doesn’t spread the word to all her friends, feel free to tell her anything you want.”

      “Alright,” Kimi said, turning back to the stove. “We’ll eat, and then we’ll head over to my parents’ house.”

      I nodded. “It’s a plan.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      The headache started that afternoon, a dull throbbing at the base of my skull. I thought I was imagining it, at first, making myself think I could feel the early onset of bonding withdrawals, but by the time I went to bed in the guest room at Kimi’s parents’ house, it was pretty clear that withdrawals had started. It had taken a little over a day for my separation from Nik to affect me physically. Maybe thirty hours. Good to know.

      When I woke the next morning, I was disoriented and in a moderate amount of pain. It took me a solid ten seconds to remember where I was and why was there. The bedroom I’d slept in was small but cozy. The sheets were soft, and the curtain was of the blackout variety, leaving the room almost entirely devoid of light. I had no idea what time it was. I propped myself up on one elbow and glanced at the clock on the nightstand.

      Just after six in the morning. It was almost time for my alarm to go off.

      I flopped back onto the bed and rested my palms on my forehead, fingers twined together. My head throbbed, and I had no doubt that Nik was feeling the effects of withdrawals too. Because of me. I felt a twinge of guilt at knowing that I’d caused him pain.

      I wondered if he was worried about me—if he cared that I’d left, beyond the physical pain my absence was causing him—until I remembered that he was fully capable of tracking me down whenever he wanted, thanks to the At ink on my left palm and both forearms. Even if it was currently invisible, it was still there; I could feel it. Which then led me to wonder why he hadn’t found me yet. Much to my annoyance, it bothered me that he hadn’t.

      Stupid, I know. I hadn’t run off wanting to be chased. But now, I wanted to be found.

      I scooted to the edge of the bed and lowered my feet to the floor. Standing, I made my way over to the window and pulled the curtain to the side. The neighborhood street outside was dark, with pools of light pouring down from streetlamps every fifty yards or so.

      I couldn’t help but wonder if Nik was out there, somewhere. If he was watching me. Part of me very distinctly hoped he was.

      With a sigh, I let the curtain fall back in place and walked to the bedroom door, flipping on the light switch on the wall. I rubbed my eyes, wiping away crusty sleep, and yawned. Moving more slowly than usual, I changed out of the T-shirt I’d borrowed from Kimi’s little sister, Nina, to sleep in and back into my jeans, tank top, and zip-up hoodie. I opted for leaving my leather coat here, figuring the sweatshirt would draw less attention at the high school. Ready for school—something that earned an internal chuckle for its sheer ridiculousness—I made my way downstairs.

      Breakfast was boxed cereal, fruit, and yogurt, and Nina and I both filled up to-go mugs with coffee. She added milk and a pack of hot cocoa to hers. Thinking that looked like a pretty damn fantastic idea, I did the same. Instant mocha. Yum.

      I’d never met Nina before coming to stay at her house, but I’d have pegged her as Kimi’s sister in an instant had I run into her pretty much anywhere. She looked just like Kimi, only bigger—not older-looking, just larger. Apparently, she was super athletic, with broad shoulders and narrow hips and muscles toned enough to make even me envious—and I spend a crap-ton of time training my body. She would’ve made one hell of a fighter.

      “So, what should I call you?” Nina said as she drove us through the streets of her neighborhood on the way to school. The people who lived here really didn’t want anyone speeding; there were speed bumps every one hundred yards, it seemed. “I mean, like, around other people.” She snickered. “I assume ‘Goddess’ is out?”

      I shifted my attention from the window to Nina’s face. She was biting her lip, holding in more laughter. I was impressed with her ability to not freak out around me. I chalked it up to the fact that she hadn’t actually contracted the Cascade Virus, so she and I didn’t share that extra-special connection.

      “Hilarious,” I said dryly. “But seriously, just call me Kat. No one will make the connection between me and, well, me.”

      Nina eyed me, none too certain. She knew who I really was, so clearly the rest of the school would figure it out, too. That was the way teenage brains worked, after all. Trust me, I’d been dealing with mine for nearly three decades now.

      As it turned out, Nina’s doubts were unfounded. Meek, angelic Kat Danley flew under the goddess radar perfectly. And Nina was a popular girl. She had a lot of friends, and they all wanted to meet her mysterious cousin who she’d brought to school seemingly on a whim. Not a single person uttered the name “Kat Dubois” or whispered the G word in my earshot. I just had to keep my skin from glowing, and this would be easy.

      It was surreal, walking the halls of a high school I’d already spent so much time at in my dreams. Making it doubly strange was the fact that I’d never had the chance to finish my senior year, at least, not actually at school. I’d been in Egypt, helping fend off another mystical catastrophe, and Heru had pulled some strings to make sure I received my diploma, and, well . . . it was a long story. Point is, it had been a while.

      High school now was both different and the same as I remembered it. My high school in Seattle had been a single brick building, with multiple floors and classrooms laid out in a very traditional 1950s layout. Newport, on the other hand, had more of a 70s vibe with its single, sprawling level, the classrooms spread throughout the wings branching off from the main hall. But the locker-lined walls, the buzzing crowd, the eclectic array of teachers watching the organized chaos—that was all the same.

      I spotted Alison—Ms. Cramer—monitoring the halls as Nina and I headed to her first-period class. After the dream of her dying, it was an insane relief to see her alive and well. Or well enough.

      I was tempted to go talk to her—I really wanted to find out what happened with her and Joe the other night—but she wouldn’t have recognized me, and it would’ve taken too long to explain who I was and why I looked so different. The shadows under her eyes were visible even through her makeup, and her features were tensed, stare searching. This place was wearing her down. I didn’t think she would be able to stick it out much longer.

      If I did my job right, she wouldn’t have to.

      Nina had Spanish first period, and the teacher made her introduce me to the class in Spanish. Now, I’d taken Spanish back in high school, but that was over twenty years ago, and I barely remembered even the most basic words. All I could manage was a quick wave and a weak “Hola.”

      And can I just say that standing up in front of a classroom of high school kids sucked when I was an actual teenager, and it was just as bad now that I was a confident, kick-ass thirty-eight-year-old. Just proof that high school is the worst.

      The rest of first period flew by in a flurry of incomprehensible words and not a single sign of an ominous, soul-sucking shadow. I figured that maybe the kids were too tired to drum up the heightened emotions that tended to get the shadows all riled up. I worried it would take hours for the sluggish teens to wake up enough to make things start to happen, and I wanted to get to testing my distraction theory sooner rather than later. There was no way to predict which night the massacre was slated to happen—could be a week from now, could be tonight.

      While the Spanish teacher conjugated verbs on the whiteboard, I stared dreamily at the fire alarm. Just one little tug of that red switch was sure to cause a spike of adrenaline that would wake everyone up. My fingers itched to pull the alarm, but somehow, I managed to resist.

      Nina had chemistry second period, and the class split up among their lab stations to work on an experiment that involved Bunsen burners and stinky chemicals. I’d enjoyed science back during my own school days, and I was having a genuine good time helping Nina measure out the right amount of this or that liquid using pipettes and test tubes.

      The shadow appeared suddenly, moving through a wall into the chemistry room. I caught the movement out of the corner of my eye and froze, pipette in hand.

      “What?” Nina asked, staring at me. She leaned in closer and whispered, “Is it one of them?”

      I nodded, never taking my eyes off the thing. “Here,” I said, handing her the pipette. “You do the rest.” I shifted on my stool to get a better view of the shadow.

      It moved to the opposite side of the classroom, stopping to lurk in the space between two girls at neighboring lab stations passing a note back and forth. For minutes, I watched the thing just hover there, wondering what had drawn it to that specific spot.

      One of the girls unfolded the note, face reddening as she skimmed the words on the notebook paper. Her features tensed, and her chin quivered. Whatever the other girl had written had clearly upset her. She tore the note up and wadded the pieces of paper into a ball, all the while glaring at the other girl, who seemed to be ignoring her, though her smug expression suggested otherwise. I nicknamed her bitchface in my head, and man oh man was I rooting for the other girl—the sad one—to march straight over there and smack the smug smile right off her face.

      On sad girl’s next exhale, her breath was faintly visible. The temperature was dropping.

      The shadow moved closer to her, and she hugged herself, shivering. I could see faint tendrils of her emerald-green soul being leeched off of her by the shadow.

      I gripped the edge of the counter, fighting the urge to tackle the thing, if only to get it away from the poor girl.

      She held out for a solid thirty seconds, but finally her hand shot up. “Mr. Hale,” she said, waving her hand for attention.

      The chemistry teacher, Mr. Hale, looked up from the lab station two over from the girl’s, where he was helping a couple of students relight their Bunsen burner. He raised a finger. “Just a minute, Marcy.”

      The girl—Marcy—lowered her arm and slumped forward on her stool, her elbows resting on the counter in front of her. The angry red in her cheeks from minutes before was gone, leaving her face washed out, her lips the palest pink.

      The shadow hovered directly behind her, almost seeming to curl around her. Nina kept looking from me to Marcy and back, eyes squinted and mouth pinched, like she was trying to see what I could see. It was crazy to me that I was the only one who could see it—could see the thing draining the soul-energy out of this poor girl. It seemed even crazier to me that I was just sitting there, watching it happen.

      How much longer until Marcy passed out? I wasn’t eager about taking on one of the shadows in the middle of a classroom full of students, but I couldn’t just sit there and watch it consuming this girl’s soul.

      “Shit,” I breathed. I had to do something.

      I stood and, as nonchalantly as possible, wandered over to Marcy’s lab station. I crouched nearby, like I was stopping to re-tie my bootlaces. Face angled downward, I watched the shadow out of the corner of my eye. I took a deep breath and reached out until my fingertips were barely a centimeter away from the shadow’s smoky ankle.

      I could feel the cold wafting off of it, but even this close, it didn’t seem to be stealing any of my life-force. I thought I might just be able to pull this off. So long as the shadow remained focused on Marcy . . . so long as I didn’t actually touch it.

      I willed the strands of At and anti-At streaking through my ba to extend out of my fingertips. “Don’t glow,” I thought to myself. “Don’t fucking glow.” If I was going to stay under the radar here, I couldn’t call on the collective soul-energy for help. Lighting up like a Christmas tree would make this whole charade useless. It was all on me, now. Just me.

      Slowly, almost painfully so, those otherworldly strands emerged from my skin. They were thicker than before, more like yarn than thread. It was a little disturbing, but at the moment, I hoped the increased amount of otherworldly material marbling my soul would lend a little more oomph to my cleansing touch.

      Those moonstone and onyx strands latched onto the shadow’s ankle, wrapping around it and climbing higher like an impossibly fast-growing vine. And everywhere they made contact with the shadow, cracks appeared in that unrelenting darkness, letting the pristine teal of healthy soul-energy peek through. It was exactly like what had happened when I’d cured all of those people infected with the Cascade Virus.

      Which led to me believe the post on the message board was right about this being directly related to the Cascade Virus, and that these shadows, these poor, tainted souls, were the virus’s victims. The people I’d been too late to save. I supposed it didn’t really matter now.

      What did matter was that my plan was working. The taint was being pulled out of the shadow, leaving the true brilliance of the soul beneath to shine through. I could feel that taint flowing through my ba, following the twisting, winding paths of At and anti-At marbling my soul, then leaving me, rendered inert by the process.

      After ten seconds, the shadow’s leg was almost entirely teal. After twenty, almost the whole left side was transformed.

      “What are you doing?” someone said, tone snide and voice loud enough for at least everyone on this side of the classroom to hear. It was bitchface. I recognized her sneakers, planted just a few feet off to my right. “Freak.”

      Shit. The strands of At and anti-At snapped back into my hand, and I shot a quick glance around the classroom. At least a third of the eyes were on me.

      Thinking fast, I cupped my hands together like I was holding something between them. “There was a moth,” I said, standing. I looked at bitchface, but only for a moment. “Hey,” I said, nudging Marcy’s arm with my elbow, careful not to touch the shadow soul still hovering over her. “Do you mind opening the door so I can let this thing outside?” If I couldn’t cleanse the shadow right then and there, at least I could get the girl it was feeding on away from it before it drained her of her soul-energy completely.

      Marcy glanced up at me, eyes partially glazed over. “What?” She was running out of time.

      “Can you get the door?” I asked again, nodding toward the back corner of the classroom. “You know, because every life matters.” I raised my cupped hands a little. “I’ve got a moth . . .”

      “Oh,” Marcy said, scrunching her brow. “Sure.” She pushed her stool back a couple inches and stood, her legs visibly shaky. Not surprising, considering a damn ghostly leech had just been sucking the life out of her.

      I followed Marcy to the back of the classroom, pleased the shadow wasn’t following. It floated in the other direction, disappearing through the wall, probably lured by some more bountiful feast. So long as it stayed away from Marcy, I was happy. For now.

      Marcy pushed the door open, and I stuck my hands out through the opening to release my nonexistent moth.

      “Fly free, little friend,” I said, then turned to Marcy.

      She was staring at me, her eyelids opened wide and mouth forming a tiny “O.” Recognition lit her hazel eyes. It was almost like she knew who I was. Like she could see the real me, even though my reflection in the door’s narrow window told me my disguise was still in place.

      Not a second later, Marcy’s eyes rolled back into her head and her knees gave out. I barely managed to catch her on her way down.
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      Marcy fainting pretty much put an end to Chemistry class. The nurse came straightaway, Marcy’s parents were called, and the class watched anxiously as one of their peers was wheeled out on a stretcher fifteen minutes after she first passed out. She was still unconscious. At least she wasn’t dead.

      Even though the shadows had yet to drain a living person of their soul-energy completely, that horrifying vision of the future left me with little doubt that they could—and would—eventually kill. But I wasn’t about to let that happen. Not now that I knew how to cleanse them. I just needed to figure out a way to do it away from prying eyes.

      As Nina and I headed out of the main building for her third-period class—P.E.—I wondered if creating a holding cell for the shadow souls out of sight of the masses was the true meaning behind the locker room echo. Was that why I was supposedly going to charm the mirror, transforming it into a portal to Dom’s private afterlife?

      “So, I don’t know what you want to do about that,” Nina was saying as she led me toward a string of cement stairs winding down to a set of doors leading into the gymnasium.

      “Do about what?” I asked, only half listening. The more I thought about the mirror plan, the more it sounded like a genuinely good idea. Gosh, I was chock-full of spontaneous light bulb moments these days.

      “About gym class,” Nina said. “I mean, I’ve never seen anyone bring, like, a friend or whatever to school before, so I don’t really know what happens at gym class.” She reached for the door handle, pulling the door open.

      “Thanks,” I said, passing through the doorway ahead of her and stepping into the gym.

      I was surprised by Nina’s resiliency—she’d just watched one of her classmates fall prey to a soul-sucking spirit. Even if she hadn’t actually been able to see the shadow, knowing what had caused Marcy to pass out should’ve been enough to leave her shaken to the core. That is, if it hadn’t already happened a handful of times.

      Apparently, Nina had found one of the girls who’d been drained to unconsciousness in the girls’ bathroom last week. She was an old pro at this.

      The kids at this school were amazing at turning a blind eye to these overt displays of paranormal activity. From what I’d seen, they were less afraid than the adults.

      “Like, do you participate?” Nina continued, prattling on about our gym class dilemma. “Or do you just sit there on the floor watching us and, like, looking sad?”

      We crossed the corner of the gym, heading for another set of double doors on the other side.

      “I’m perfectly happy just to sit and watch,” I told her.

      High school dodgeball—what it looked like Nina’s class was about to play, based on the rolling racks of red and yellow rubber balls lined up haphazardly against one wall—hardly sparked bouts of nostalgia within me. More like shuddering revulsion and possibly a slight case of PTSD.

      “No FOMO,” I added. “I promise.” I was planning on ducking out of class near the beginning anyway. The locker room would be empty, making it the perfect time to test out the mirror shadow trap.

      Nina shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

      We passed through the doors on the other side of the gym and entered a hallway lined with brick walls, the top half painted a glossy white. A thick crimson and yellow band divided the whitewashed brick from the natural red.

      I froze, recognizing this particular hallway. It was the one from the locker room vision. The one where I’d first seen my altered appearance in the mirror.

      I glanced over my shoulder. I could almost hear a ghostly echo of the laughter of the girls I’d seen running down the hallway in the dream. If I’d had any doubt that the locker room dream was yet another true echo, this moment would’ve vanquished it.

      Nina stopped and turned partway to look at me. “Something wrong?”

      I returned her stare and shook my head. “Just déjà vu.” Or would that be pre-jà vu if the thing I was reexperiencing had yet to happen?

      I shook myself out of that eerie, dreamlike state and followed Nina into the locker room. While she changed into her gym clothes, I sat on a bench nearby, staring at the mirror in the back corner and rubbing the back of my neck in a useless attempt to ease the ache in my skull.

      Girls were using the mirror to fix their ponytails and touch up their makeup. My half-brother’s ghostly silver figure was nowhere in sight. Not surprising, considering I’d yet to etch his name anywhere around that mirror. Right now, it was just a plain old mirror. Soon, it would be a whole lot more.

      One of the girls touching up her powder—why she was doing this before heading out to sweat and dodge balls being thrown at her for an hour was beyond me—made eye contact with me in the mirror. I averted my stare to the floor and fiddled with my fingers.

      It took Nina a couple minutes to change, another minute or two to gossip with her friends about the Marcy incident, and then our little gaggle of girls left the locker room. We made our way into the gymnasium, where the group split up to sit in what appeared to be a predetermined order along the wall. I figured this was probably some form of a seating chart and sat down on the floor beside Nina, propping my elbows on my upraised knees and leaning back against the wall as we waited for the gym teacher.

      We’d been waiting for a few minutes and the class was starting to get a little antsy when the teacher, if you could even call him that—even “substitute” was being too generous—walked in through the doors on the opposite side of the gym.

      My heart rate sped up as soon as I saw him, and I couldn’t help but sit up straighter. “Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me,” I said just a little bit louder than I’d intended. Plenty loud for the quote-unquote teacher’s sensitive Nejeret ears to pick up my words.

      A few of the girls nearest me giggled and I could feel Nina looking from me to the “teacher” and back. “You know him?”

      “Of course I do,” I whispered. “Don’t you recognize him?”

      She shook her head. “Should I?” she asked, then shrugged. “He’s not a sub I’ve ever seen before.”

      “Because he’s not a sub,” I muttered.

      It was Nik, dressed in tennis shoes, athletic shorts, and a gray T-shirt. He wore a baseball cap—Washington Huskies—and a whistle on a cord around his neck. He’d removed all of his piercings, and somehow, it looked as though he had removed his tattoos as well, though I had no idea how that was possible. He’d claimed he couldn’t alter his appearance magically. I narrowed my eyes. Had that been a lie?

      It seemed so obvious to me that this man waltzing into the gym like he belonged there was Nekure the Nejeret, but I could see why the rest of the class didn’t see what I did. When most people looked at Nik, they saw the modifications he’d made to his body. They didn’t see him, not like I did. I saw him. I always had.

      Just because the kids didn’t recognize Nik didn’t mean they were unaffected by him. I could hear girls all the way down the line whispering and tittering.

      “Have you seen him before?” one asked.

      “No, I would definitely remember him. He’s so hot.”

      “I’d dodge his balls all day long,” another girl said.

      Her friend responded with a hushed, “I don’t want to dodge his balls.”

      The girls burst into a bout of giggles. They cut off when Nik looked their way. I imagined how embarrassed they’d be if they knew he could hear everything they were saying about him.

      “I’m Coach Nicholas,” Nik said, taking up a wide stance on the basketball court’s boundary line. “I’m going to be your sub for today, and since Ms. Bartel didn’t leave any sub plans, I figured we’d stick to an old classic.” He placed his hands on his hips. “Dodgeball.”

      He looked at me, gotcha flashing across his not-so-pale eyes. He must’ve put in contacts in an effort to make his striking appearance just a little bit less other. It warmed my heart a bit to know that he’d come after me, going so far as to find his own way into the school. And by “a bit,” I meant that it caused a heat wave to roll over my body. I could feel myself flushing and looked down at the glossy floor in an attempt to hide the reaction.

      “Alright,” Nik said, “who wants to be a captain?” His attention left me, moving down the line of students seated against the wall. He selected two from the bunch who raised their hands, and the classic, cruel schoolyard pick began. I slipped away about halfway through.

      I snuck back into the hallway outside the gym and stopped to stand before the door to the girls’ locker room, just as I had done in the echo. I waited, expecting the giggling trio of girls to pass me. I waited there for nearly a minute, but the girls never came.

      I scrunched my eyebrows together. Had something changed? Was the echo now null and void? Had reality taken another, similar but not-quite-the-same path? Did that mean the mirror-trap plan wouldn’t work?

      A moment later, I shook my head. Dom wasn’t in the mirror yet, but he had been in the echo. That vision of the future wasn’t being disproven; I was just a little too soon.

      I opened the door to the locker room and stepped inside, letting the door swing shut and pausing to listen for other people. No voices. No footsteps. No heartbeats.

      Satisfied that the locker room was empty, I made my way to the bathroom area in the back corner and stopped to stand at the sinks, looking into the mirror. In the echo, I’d clearly been luring the shadow to this mirror.

      Nodding to myself, I patted the pockets of my sweatshirt, searching for something I could use to etch Dom’s name into the glass. In the echo, Dominic l’Aragne had been etched into each corner, the letters small and unobtrusive, but there. It would be the most minimalistic Dom mirror I’d made yet. But, according to the echo, those four iterations of his name would be enough to link this mirror to his already growing network of mirrors.

      Finding nothing in my pockets, I searched my jeans, lips pressed together. Again, I found nothing that would be of use.

      “Way to come prepared,” I muttered as I turned away from the mirror, scanning the rows of basket lockers. They pretty much all had locks on them, keeping the students’ clothing secure.

      I lowered my gaze to the floor. The kids might’ve been good about locking their clothes up, but they didn’t seem to care a lick about their schoolbags. Most were trusting enough—or stupid enough—to leave their backpacks and messenger bags unsecured under the benches.

      I crouched down onto one knee and unzipped the front pouch of the nearest backpack. Bingo—a set of keys.

      Prize in hand, I stood and made my way back to the mirror. I started working in the bottom right corner, wedging myself between the end sink and the wall of a bathroom stall.

      D-O-M-I-

      I scratched Dom’s full name into the mirror, the screech of metal on glass reminding me of parts of the warped song of ma’at. I squinted, the sound paining my ears. Nails on a chalkboard had nothing on keys on a mirror.

      When I finished with that first corner, I crawled up onto the sink and stood to etch Dom’s name in the top right corner of the mirror, then did the same on the top left, finally cutting into the glass with the keys on the bottom left corner of the mirror. As I scratched that final letter into the mirror—E—the surface seemed to shimmer and shudder like water, rippling from the corners inward.

      Its shivery movement stilled a moment later. Dom stood on the other side of the glass, silvered expression severe. I probably deserved that for going MIA for the past few days.

      I pressed my hands to the mirror so I would be able to hear him but blurted out, “I’m sorry!” before he could bite my head off. “I know you’re pissed off, and you totally have every right to be. I shouldn’t have disappeared like that, and I promise I won’t do it again, but I swear to you, Dom—I wouldn’t have done it if it wasn’t super important.”

      He narrowed his eyes to slits.

      “I need your help?” I said, semi-asking.

      “Is that really you, Kat?”

      My focus shifted from Dom to my own reflection. I’d grown so used to seeing the blonde, blue-eyed girl looking back at me that I’d forgotten all about the disguise. “Yeah,” I said. “It’s me . . . and it’s a long story that I don’t have time to tell you right now, but I promise I will when this is all over.”

      Dom’s stern expression softened minutely. He nodded, momentarily satisfied by my promise. “When what is over?” he asked, focus shifting past me. “Where are we?”

      “I’m at the school,” I said, then added, “You can’t tell anyone—not yet.”

      Dom was quiet for a moment. “Very well,” he said with a nod. “I will give you one day of silence. Now, why am I here?”

      “Aw, Dom . . . because I missed you,” I said, hiding a smile.

      He gave me his trademark pointed stare, made all the more effective by his dark, silvery eyes.

      “No,” I said, “but really—I need your help.”

      “I’m listening.”

      I nodded. “I need to come up with a way to keep the shadows from draining the energy from my soul while I cleanse them. Every time I try, everything goes great until they touch me—then, it’s game over.”

      “I see,” Dom said. “And what does that have to do with me?”

      “I had another echo-dream,” I told him, “and it made it pretty clear that you and your mirror land would play a part in this.” I paused for a moment. “I was thinking I could try to trap one of the shadows in the mirror. Do you think that might work?”

      The corners of Dom’s mouth turned down. “I honestly do not know.”

      “Yeah,” I said, “that’s what I thought you’d say.” I couldn’t think of any other reason I would have gone through the effort of leading the shadow to the mirror in the dream. It had to be about using the mirror as a trap. I frowned, thinking of another possible outcome. “Do you think the shadows could hurt you the way they hurt me?”

      “You forget, little sister,” Dom said, smile sly, “I cannot be hurt. In this form, I am truly immortal.”

      I chewed on the inside of my lip. “Alright. We’ll give it a try.” I pulled my hand away and started back toward the door to the hallway. “Hang tight,” I told him. “I’ll be back in a sec.” Hopefully with an extra shadow in tow.

      I pushed the locker room door open and jogged out into the hallway, heading for the doors to the gym. I could hear the squeak of tennis shoes on the gym floor and the thunk of rubber balls hitting bodies. There were bound to be some heightened emotions in the gym right about now. Dodgeball tended to bring out some people’s inner predator, separating the weak from the strong and generally pissing everyone off. I figured that should get the shadow souls riled up.

      I silently thanked Nik, wondering if that had been his plan all along.

      A girl pushed through the gym doors, nearly smacking me in the face. I stopped the door with the toe of my boot, and the girl shouldered past me, running toward the locker room, her hand covering the lower half of her face. She was crying. Perfect.

      I waited for her to go into the locker room, then followed. I paused at the door, fingers curled around the handle. At first, I thought I was imagining the faint sound of girls giggling: another trick of the mind, like before. An echo of the echo.

      Until three girls came hurrying down the hallway, passing the alcove where I was standing. The same three girls from the dream. This was it.

      “I hope you’re ready, Dom,” I whispered. Then I yanked the door open and hurried into the locker room.

      The girl who’d fled into the locker room was sitting on the bench, exactly where she was supposed to be, hunched over and crying into her hands. I snuck past her to the mirror. According to the echo, the shadow would turn up any second now.

      “Dom?” I tapped on the mirror. He was nowhere in sight. “Where are you?”

      “I am here,” he said, appearing beside my reflection in the mirror. He flexed his fingers, his old prefight ritual. “And I am ready.”

      “Good,” I said with a nod and glanced at the girl hunched over on the bench.

      A shadow lurked just behind her, its arms curling around her in a ghastly embrace. The lockers nearest her started to shake and shudder, the metal baskets rattling on their rails. The girl looked up, tear-streaked cheeks draining of color and eyes opened wide in terror. She knew one of the “ghosts” was nearby. She had no idea how close it really was.

      The girl stood stiffly, intending to flee, but she was too late. The shadow already had her. Its arms encased her, holding her immobile despite having no real substance in this reality, as though its grip on her soul was enough to keep her there. She couldn’t move. All she could do was stare at me. And scream.

      I stood there, frozen by the memory of what it was like to fall victim to a shadow. I knew, firsthand, what it was like to feel this girl’s fear. I’d been in her shoes. I would have died, if not for Nik stepping in and fighting the shadows off. But this girl didn’t have Nik and his slashing At blades. All she had was me.

      That snapped me the hell out of my fear-triggered paralysis.

      I stalked across the locker room toward them, eyes only for the shadow. “Leave her alone, dickwad,” I said as I drew my foot back.

      I soccer-kicked the thing right where its face should’ve been. The contact sent a shudder through me, and I skittered back several steps.

      The shadow lost its grip on the girl, and she slumped onto the floor and started to crawl away. The shadow’s head righted, its eyeless gaze locked on me.

      “Oh, I’m sorry . . . did I disturb your snack?” I said as I skipped backward a few steps. I turned to race the shadow back to the mirror. And ran straight into a solid wall of cold.

      A second shadow had joined the party. It wrapped its arms around me before I could duck away, already feeding off my energy. Stealing my fight. I struggled, but my arms and legs were weakening by the second.

      Not that it stopped me from trying. Maybe I couldn’t fight the shadow the old-fashioned way, but there was something else I could do.

      Calling out to the collective soul-energy, I gripped the thing’s arms with both of my suddenly glowing hands. The multitude of voices exploded through my mind, the soul-energy bolstering my waning life-force and lending me strength.

      Strands of At and anti-At burst out of me, writhing all around me. They latched onto the shadow holding me captive even as they reached out for the one closing in from behind. Everywhere those vines of At and anti-At touched the shadows, brilliant streaks of color appeared, shining through the putrid darkness suffocating their souls.

      It was working. I could feel the shadow’s taint siphoning into me through those otherworldly strands. I could feel it losing its potency, becoming nothing more than inert matter, then flowing out into Duat, harmless debris floating along in the river of soul-energy.

      It was working, until the second shadow reached me. Until a third joined in on the fun.

      The balance shifted, no longer in my favor. The moment when I’d held victory in my sights passed in a wave of nausea and dizziness. My knees gave out, and my head slumped forward. I was weakening far faster than that unrelenting darkness was draining from their souls. I couldn’t beat them. I couldn’t win.

      Which meant I was going to die.

      I could see Dom on the other side of the mirror, slamming his hands against the surface. He was shouting, but I couldn’t hear him because I wasn’t touching the glass. And he couldn’t help me. He was right there, but he might as well have been on the other side of the universe for all the good it would do me.

      Using every ounce of energy that I had left, I raised my head a few inches and looked past the shadow standing in front of me to the girl sitting in the far corner of the locker room, hugging her knees to her chest and watching on in horror. Her eyes weren’t focused on me. She was staring at the shadows. She could see them.

      “Get Nik,” I said, voice guttural. “The sub—go get him, now.”

      My tunnel vision narrowed, until there was only darkness. My lungs struggled for breath, my heart straining to beat. I couldn’t hold out much longer. But I wouldn’t let these mindless, starving creatures render me into nothing. They wouldn’t destroy me. I wouldn’t let them.

      I managed to suck in one last, shuddering breath, and on my exhale, I clamped down on the final spark of energy left in my ba and fled my dying body.
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      Once again, I felt that strange, out-of-body disorientation. Probably because my soul was literally outside of my physical body.

      I floated above the trio of shadows, watching with little interest as they released my body, letting it fall to the cement floor. It was merely the discarded shell that had housed my ba while I’d been living in the physical realm. I no longer needed it, and I felt nothing but a calm sense of rightness as the distance between my ba and my body grew.

      Now that I was an energy being, not restricted by the limitations of my old body, I could see the shadows for what they truly were—warped, twisted human souls desperate to feel alive again. The three shadows who’d stolen my life-force hovered around my body, staring down at it, clearly confused. I’d been the tastiest thing on campus a second ago, and now I was ashes in their incorporeal mouths.

      There was a faint pop, and I was suddenly watching the scene through a transparent film, the discordant song of ma’at clashing and crashing in my ears. The not-so-gentle flow of the thinning soul-energy formed a maelstrom that roared all around me. It swept me up, thrashing me about. It screamed and cried out, a million—billion—voices joining as one in mutual outrage. It overwhelmed me, absolutely and completely, until I felt my emotions merging with the collectives. Until my anger swelled to match theirs. Until their thoughts became my own.

      We’d been defeated. Our only weapon on the earthly plane had been bested. Our only chance to fight back . . . gone. We no longer had any way to defend ourselves against the abominations. They were consuming more and more of us by the second, all around the human world. And there wasn’t a damn thing we could do about it.

      She was supposed to be the one. She was supposed to save us.

      In some distant part of my mind, I recognized that she was me.

      A moment later, the deepest, blackest darkness swallowed me up, muting the collective’s outrage and returning independent thought to my mind. I could no longer hear the song of ma’at, and the soul-energy’s multitude of voices was a mere memory.

      Which meant I was no longer in Duat.

      Fear took hold, deep within my soul.

      Because I was in Aaru.
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      I ran through a string of curse words that included every filthy word or phrase I’d ever heard. I was trapped in Aaru, which meant I wouldn’t be able to stop the massacre at the high school. I wouldn’t be able to stop the shadows from consuming all of the soul-energy. I wouldn’t be able to find a way to return Dom to the land of the living or test my bond with Nik to see if it wasn’t fully formed yet—if it truly was, I’d pretty much just locked his fate. And I sure as hell wouldn’t be able to break Isfet out of Aaru if I was imprisoned in here with her.

      Which meant the universe was doomed.

      All because I’d gone and fucked things up. Again.

      Through my rage, I watched the darkness surrounding me fade, thinning to a nearly transparent, glittering mist. I could just make out shapes in the distance. People-shaped shapes.

      A sharp pain stabbed into my chest, and I grunted. It came again, harder. It felt like my heart was being torn out—it didn’t matter that I no longer actually had a heart.

      The pain came again, and I doubled over, tying to hold myself together. Again it came, sizzling and searing out to my fingertips and down to my toes, lighting my soul on fire.

      Was this my fate—an eternity of agony? Was this what it meant to spend an eternity in Aaru? In hell?

      I dropped to my knees, threw my head back, and screamed.

      Suddenly I was lying on my back, the pain gone. I sucked in a breath, gasping for air and looking around, blinking in confusion. I was back in the locker room.

      Somehow, impossibly, I was alive. I’d been sucked into Aaru—I’d gone to the place that nobody ever, ever returns from—and I’d made it back out.

      “This is getting to be a bad habit, Kitty Kat,” Nik said.

      Dying is disorienting, but it has nothing on being brought back to life. My chest rose and fell as quickly as if I’d been running sprints, and my heart rammed against the inside of my sternum in its effort to make sure that it never stopped again.

      Nik slipped an arm beneath my shoulders and helped me sit up. Had he really just yanked me out of Aaru? Was the bond between our souls truly that strong? If so, I felt pretty certain that it wasn’t only partially formed. There was no way out of it. When I died for good—and at the rate I was going, it was pretty much guaranteed to happen one of these days—he would die, too.

      My brain snapped back into living mode, replaying all that had happened in the moments before my death. The trip into Duat, and then into Aaru, now felt dreamlike, dulled by the vibrancy of this reality. The threat of Aaru felt far away, the danger posed by the shadows who’d sent me there, fresh and terrifying.

      I searched the spaces between rows of lockers for the three shadows, but found no sign of them. “Where are they?” I asked, voice thready. I gripped Nik’s arm with clawlike fingers. “There were three. They—”

      “Over there,” Nik said, pointing behind me with his chin.

      I spun around on my butt, clambering to my knees and then, with a hand on a nearby bench, climbing to my feet. My legs were shaky, my head spinning.

      When my eyes landed on the shadows, I stumbled back a step. They were near the mirror, wrapped in vines of combined At and anti-At, the two universal materials forming a cocoon around their tainted souls. They appeared far more defined than I’d ever seen them before, their heads thrashing from side to side, their jaws gnashing, revealing the yawning void within their mouths.

      “They’re solid,” Nik said. “At least for now.” Like before, feeding on me had made them more substantial, bringing them further into this world.

      I nodded and moved closer to the restrained shadows. This was my first real chance to get up close and personal without having to fear for my life. I couldn’t waste this chance.

      I walked a slow circle around the trio. Maybe this is what I had to do: work with Nik. Maybe if we got them all to feast on a whole crowd of people, then they would gain enough substance that Nik could restrain them, and then I would be able to cleanse them—and survive the process. It just might work.

      I took a step closer to the shadows, raising my hand until it was within a few inches of the nearest shadow’s thrashing head. It stretched out its neck, reaching for my fingers.

      “Not this time, shitstain,” I said, watching the tendrils of At and anti-At extend from my fingertips with the merest of thoughts. They latched onto the thing’s face, punching through the surface of its shadowy exterior.

      Brilliant, poppy red shone through around the puncture marks, spreading across the shadowy surface like a cancer eating away at the twisted, tainted part of the soul. As the darkness shrank, I could feel the tainted matter siphoning into my ba through those otherworldly tendrils, only to filter back out, utterly harmless.

      It took fifteen seconds, maybe twenty, and suddenly the remaining patches of darkness marring the soul’s crimson perfection flaked away. The now-pristine soul slipped out of Nik’s restraints and faded away as it finally entered Duat.

      Breathing hard, I lowered my hand. It had worked.

      I looked at Nik. “One down, about a bajillion to go . . .” I shifted my attention to the mirror and did a double take. My appearance was back to normal, the mirror showing plain old me in the reflection. Apparently, dying had banished the disguise. I looked at Dom. “Maybe we don’t need to use the mirrors to trap them after all.”

      The silvery image of my half-brother nodded slowly, and then his eyes opened wide. He raised a hand, shouting as he pointed to something behind me. I wasn’t touching the mirror, so I couldn’t hear him, but I could make out his words clear as day. “Behind you!”

      “Kat!” Nik yelled, a vine of At shooting past me.

      Icy fingers clamped around my arms, searing into my skin. In the reflection, I could see the shadow. One of the two amped up on my stolen energy still struggled against its restraints, but the other must have lost its corporeal substance and slipped through those At and anti-At vines.

      With all of my strength—what little I had left—I reached behind me over my head and gripped the thing by the neck. It might have been incorporeal to the rest of the world, but I was different. I could still touch it. I shouted in agony as I threw the shadow over my head, intending to body-slam it against the mirror.

      Except it didn’t stop at the mirror. It went through the mirror. And as it passed through the surface, its shadowy exterior melted away. Its lower half glowed like silver moonlight, its upper half, still on my side, remained as dark and tainted as ever.

      From the other side, Dom grabbed the shadow soul’s legs and tugged, pulling it deeper into the mirror, revealing inch after inch of shimmering, unblemished soul. I backed away several steps, but the shadow snagged my ponytail and started dragging me into the land beyond the surface of the mirror right along with it.

      My head smacked into the glass, my body unable to pass through the hard surface. But my soul could.

      My ba dislodged from my body, and I was dragged into the mirror. It felt like a million shards of glass were clawing through my skin. The world beyond was foggy, everything but Dom and the struggling shadow clouded in a glittering mist.

      I recognized that mist. It was unlike anything I’d ever seen before today . . . before I was sucked into Aaru.

      I stared around me, stunned into stillness.

      The world on the other side of the mirrors was Aaru.

      The shadow let go of my hair all of a sudden, and I had just a moment to meet its very human eyes. The taint on its soul was gone.

      Dom lunged at me, shoving me out of the mirror.

      My ba snapped right back into my body, and I stumbled backward, falling to the cement floor. “That’s not possible,” I said, crab-crawling backwards, eyes locked on the mirror.

      If the world on the other side of the mirrors was Aaru, then that meant Dom was trapped in Aaru.

      “That’s not possible,” I said.

      But I couldn’t ignore the truth. Dom was trapped in Aaru. And I’d put him there.
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      “What the hell was that?” Nik asked as he gripped my arm and hoisted me up off the cement floor.

      I shook my head, staring at the mirror, transfixed by the scene on the other side of the glass. The shadow, or former shadow, was gone. Only Dom’s image remained, his back to me, and everything else looked like a normal reflection of this reality. There was no sign of the glittering mist. No sign at all that the place beyond the mirror was Aaru.

      I lunged at the mirror, slapping both hands against the cool, smooth surface. “What the hell, Dom?”

      He turned around and looked at me with those dark, silvery eyes, expression guarded.

      “You’re in Aaru?”

      He set his jaw.

      “Is it true, Dom?” I yelled as I banged on the glass once more. Cracks snaked out from the place where my fist struck. “Is it?”

      The fissures in the mirror crept across Dom’s ghostly face. He nodded once, right before the mirror shattered. Shards of glass rained down on the sinks and clattered onto the cement floor.

      I stumbled backward, running into Nik.

      He steadied me with hands on my arms, then spun me around to face him. “What’s going on?” he demanded. “Tell me.”

      But I didn’t know how, so all I did was stare at him, lips parted, head shaking, and heart broken. “I—I have to go,” I said, breaking free from his hold.

      “Kat—”

      I turned away from him and ran to the door at the back of the locker room.

      “Kat,” Nik called after me. “Wait!”

      I pushed open the door, leaving a bloodied handprint on the push bar. Once I was outside, I broke into a sprint and ran away from Nik—away from this place—as fast and far as I could.

      I slowed to a walk when I reached Nina’s neighborhood. Her house was the only place I could think to go. I needed to rest; the shadows had drained me dry, and I was running on borrowed energy—specifically, Nik’s energy. I could feel that foreign energy humming in my ba, resonating with the very core of me.

      The run had used up most of what I’d had left, leaving me lightheaded and nauseated. All I could think about was putting one foot in front of the other and getting somewhere where I could rest. I stumbled most of the way through the neighborhood, praying to any and every universal force that no nosy neighbors would be peeking out through their windows, making a call to the local police to report the bleeding, crazy girl wandering through their neighborhood.

      When I reached Nina’s house, I broke in through a back window and stumbled the final few steps to the couch in the living room. As I fell onto the cushions, darkness overtook my mind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m walking through a forest of birch trees, their white bark and leafless branches encased in a thin layer of ice. I reach out with one subtly glowing golden hand, skimming my black- and white-marbled fingertips over the smooth surface. I’m surprised to find that it’s warm to the touch. So, not ice. Glass, as strange as that seems. Or maybe crystal . . .

      The ground, unblemished by any form of undergrowth, is covered in a sheet of powdery snow. I crouch down to scoop up a handful and am surprised once again. It, too, is warm, and more the consistency of the finest sand than snow. It glitters as it slips through my fingers and falls to the forest floor.

      “You came,” a woman says, just up ahead. “I knew you would. Is it time?”

      I look up, then stand.

      There’s a break in the trees up ahead and, beyond it, a clearing blanketed in more of that glittering sand. An enormous tree stands in the center of the clearing, its general shape like that of an ancient live oak, but there the resemblance ends. This tree’s trunk is wider than any tree that has ever grown on earth, its bark tarnished silver, its leaves burnished copper and gold. Its lowest branches extend out over the tops of the birch trees, its leaves making a faint clinking sound as they rustle in some hidden breeze.

      A young woman walks along one of the tree’s massive roots without watching her step, like it’s a pathway she’s traveled a thousand times before. She’s barefoot, and the gossamer fabric of her ankle-length white shift flutters in that same ethereal breeze.

      I recognize her—she’s blonde, her build delicate, her features pixie-like. She’s a spitting image of the girl I’d pretended to be to blend in. Except this isn’t some reflection of me.

      This is Isfet.

      I take a deep breath, despite having no actual lungs to fill, and make my way into the clearing. “Before we do this, I need to know that Nik will be alright.” I need her to say it out loud so I know it’s true. She can’t lie; my mom told me so herself.

      Isfet hops down from her root and tilts her head to the side. “Alright?”

      I stop just inside the clearing. “Is there a way to release him from our bond—a way to make sure that whatever happens to me doesn’t affect him?”

      Isfet continues on toward me. “Ah, yes, I see. I can release him from this burden easily enough.”

      I take another useless deep breath. “And I need you to agree to take care of the shadows before they hurt anyone else. It has to be the first thing you do once you’re free.”

      “Very well.” Isfet comes to a stop a few yards away from me. “I swear to you—no other living thing will suffer at the hands of the abominations.”

      “Alright,” I say and lick my lips. “Let’s do this.”

      Isfet smiles prettily, her eyes skimming over me. “You are perfect,” she says, then dissolves into a fine, glittering mist that flutters all around me. My arms raise seemingly of their own accord, and I’m lifted off the ground as that glittering mist soaks into me, merging with my soul, transforming me.

      Because there’s only one way to free Isfet from Aaru—to become her.

      

      I woke with a start, sucking in a breath and sitting bolt upright. I was still on the couch in Nina’s living room. A quick glance at the bay window told me it was after dark. I could hear two heartbeats nearby—one upstairs, the other in the kitchen.

      “Nina?” I called out.

      The girl poked her head through the doorway between the kitchen and the living room. “Oh, you’re awake.” She smiled hesitantly. “How do you feel?”

      “Fine,” I said, lifting a hand to brush the hair out of my face, but brow furrowing when I saw the gauze concealing all but my fingertips. “How long was I out?” I asked as I unwound the bandages. Had Nina tended my wounds while I was out? Or maybe it was Kimi?

      “Just a day,” Nina said, disappearing again. She reemerged with a bag of Doritos and a box of Pop Tarts. “We were going to try to wake you in a few hours if you weren’t up yet.” She set the goodies on the coffee table.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      “No prob. I read that you guys get pretty hungry after one of your healing comas.” She retreated back into the kitchen. “Does pizza sound okay?”

      My stomach rumbled. “Yeah, sounds great,” I said, reaching out for the bag of chips and tearing it open. I knew what I had to do now, and I had a feeling I was going to need all the energy I could get. “When did Kimi get back?” I asked before stuffing a few chips into my mouth.

      “Kimi?” Nina said from the kitchen. I could hear her digging around in the freezer.  “She’s not here.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Then who’s upstairs?” I could hear a heartbeat; someone was up there.

      There were a few beeps in the kitchen, probably Nina setting the oven temperature, and then she came back into the living room, a couple bottles of Powerade in hand. “Your friend—Nekure. He’s taking a nap. We just switched shifts watching over you.”

      I laughed under my breath. Of course Nik was here. I should’ve guessed he would be, especially considering there was no sign of a bonding withdrawal headache. “How long has he been here?” I asked.

      Nina shrugged. She set the bottles of enhanced sugar water on the coffee table in front of me, then joined me on the couch. “He was here when I got home from school yesterday.”

      I reached for one of the bottles of Powerade—Jagged Ice—and twisted off the cap. And then I froze. A whole night had passed while I was out cold in a day-long regenerative sleep. “The school—” I looked at Nina. “Did anything happen while I was out? Did—” I almost couldn’t bring myself to ask. “Did anyone get hurt . . . or killed?”

      Nina’s face fell, and I could read the truth in her eyes.

      The blood drained from my face, leaving me feeling hollow. I was too late. All of those people . . . Alison . . . they were all dead because I’d failed.

      “It was a freshman,” Nina said softly, looking down at the floor. “I didn’t know her, but I heard she was nice. Shy, but really nice—at least that’s what everyone’s saying.” She fidgeted with her fingers. “They found her in the cafeteria bathroom. She—” Nina swallowed roughly, her chin quivering. “She died during lunch, but nobody found her until seventh period.”

      I straightened, reaching out for Nina, and gripped her forearm. “Just one kid—that’s it?”

      Nina nodded. “They shut down school because of it,” she said numbly. “No one knows when we’ll go back, but there’s a candlelight vigil in a couple hours. Everyone’s going.”

      I released her arm, going cold all over. “Where?” I asked. But I already knew.

      “The football field.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      After making Nina swear not to go anywhere near the school tonight, I nabbed her keys and locked myself in the downstairs bathroom. I knew exactly what I needed to do, and the path ahead was clear cut and obvious. Every time I’d tried to fight the shadows, I’d failed, in the end. There was only one person—one being—who could deal with them with absolute certainty.

      And now that I knew that the world beyond the mirror was Aaru and that Nik could pull me out of that inescapable prison using the bond between our souls, I had an actual actionable plan to free Isfet. Then everyone would be safe. Nik would be free to live his life however he pleased. The universe would keep on keeping on, because Isfet was the biggest, baddest bitch around.

      I tried not to think about how exactly I would be transporting Isfet out of Aaru, but the echo had been pretty damn clear. I tried not to consider the implications of her hitching a ride out via my soul—of her becoming a permanent part of me. I tried not to think about whether or not there would be anything left of me once she took over my body . . . my soul.

      My mom’s warning whispered through my mind.

      . . . this will not end well for you . . . she’ll use you up until there’s nothing left of you but ash and memory . . .

      My mom had claimed that I couldn’t trust Isfet’s intentions toward me. Lucky for me I didn’t really care about her intentions; what mattered most was her actions. Saving Nik. Saving the people at the vigil on the football field. Saving the whole damn universe, when the time came. Even my mom had admitted that Isfet would do whatever it took to protect our universe. It didn’t matter why she did any of it, just that she did it. And I didn’t see a way that I could do any of it without her.

      My mind was made up. I stared at my reflection in the mirror—my true reflection. Tonight, I would free Isfet. No undoes, no resets, and absolutely no take-backs. This was happening, and it was happening now.

      I couldn’t help but wonder if my appearance would change once I was no longer technically me anymore. Would my face change to match Isfet’s—not as a disguise, but as a true transformation this time?

      “Doesn’t matter,” I said, glancing down as I twisted Nina’s house key off of the key ring to use as an etching tool. That latest echo had been pretty damn clear—I would free Isfet, and when I did, she would save the people I couldn’t.

      I set the rest of the keys on the lid of the toilet and leaned over the sink to begin etching Dom’s name into the mirror. I paused after I’d scratched the “D” into the glass. What if he fought me on this? What if he shoved me back out of Aaru again? He was the gatekeeper, in this instance, and I was at his mercy.

      I shook my head and continued etching his name. I just wouldn’t tell him about the sacrifice part. I’d assure him I had a way out—my soul bond with Nik—and he would let me pass through. The echo had showed me inside Aaru, which meant there was a way to convince him to let me in. I just had to figure out what the magic words were.

      It took me about five minutes to etch Dom’s full name into the four corners of the mirror, and when I finished the final “E,” I felt that familiar surge of power rush through my sheut, transforming the mirror from a looking glass to a portal to the underworld. The surface of the mirror rippled, and when it stilled, Dom stood on the other side.

      I pressed my hand against the glass and met Dom’s dark stare. “I understand why you didn’t tell me,” I said before he could speak. “I’m not mad—I get it.” I laughed under my breath. “You didn’t want me beating myself up for failing to save you.”

      His severe features softened.

      “But I have to go in there now,” I told him.

      “Into Aaru?” Dom clasped his hands behind his back, eyes narrowing. “Why?”

      My fingers curled against the glass. “I can’t tell you—not because I don’t want to, but because I literally can’t. But you have to believe me when I say it’s important, Dom . . . like fate-of-the-universe important.”

      He was quiet for a moment. “Does this have something to do with what happened to you when you died?”

      I nodded.

      “Is it about her?” he asked. “Is it about Isfet?”

      I sucked in a breath, eyes widening. “You know—” I shook my head. “How?”

      “We hear things in here,” he said. “Murmurs and whispers, mostly, but enough to know that she’s awake.”

      I leaned in closer to the mirror. “Something’s coming, Dom, and I have to—” I caught myself before I said too much and triggered the no-talk fail-safe. “I need to get in there. I’ll explain everything to you once I’m in there—I just can’t while I’m out here. Re and Apep did something to make it so we can’t talk about . . .” I gave him a meaningful look. “But it doesn’t seem to apply in Duat or Aaru.”

      “But once you are in here, you will be trapped, just like the rest of us.”

      I shook my head. “I won’t. Nik can pull me out. He’s already done it once—when I died in the locker room. I went into Aaru, but I didn’t stay there.”

      “And if he cannot retrieve your soul this next time?”

      “Then I’ll be stuck in Aaru with you forever,” I said with a wave of my hand. “It was bound to happen eventually . . . but it’s not going to happen this time.” I paused, giving him another meaningful look. “I had another dream—another echo—a new one. It’ll work.”

      Dom pressed his lips together, thinning them further.

      “Seriously, Dom, we don’t have time to argue about this. People are at the school right now—hundreds, maybe thousands of them,” I said, exaggerating a tiny bit. They wouldn’t be on the field for another hour or two, but I hoped the urgency would light a fire under Dom’s ass. “I don’t know how to stop this on my own, but I know that if I don’t get in there and—and do what needs to be done, all of those people are going to die. The massacre will happen, and you and I will both have to go on knowing we could’ve prevented it.”

      Dom continued to stare at me for a few more seconds, then stepped out of view. “Very well. You may enter.”

      I blew out a breath. One obstacle down; only a gazillion or so left to go.

      I set down the key on the soap dish and pressed my other hand against the mirror, too. Closing my eyes, I focused inward, feeling my body work. Feeling the air whooshing in and out of my lungs. Feeling the blood pumping through my heart. I withdrew my awareness from those physiological responses, retreating deeper within myself until I found the thrumming, pulsing mass that was my ba. I retracted the branches of my soul, uprooting it from my body until it was an impossibly compact seed, bursting with energy.

      With every ounce of will and concentration, I pushed that seed out of my body and into the mirror. I pushed me into the mirror.

      Into Aaru.
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      The bathroom door crashed open. “Damn it, Kat!” Nik exclaimed.

      I was halfway through the mirror into Aaru when Nik wrapped his arms around my physical body and pulled it away from the mirror. He might as well have been grasping my ba, because the moment he touched my body, he yanked me right back out of Aaru. My soul snapped back into my body, and we slammed against the wall opposite the mirror.

      I twisted around to face Nik and slapped my palms against his chest, shoving him away from me. He stumbled back a step, his shoulder banging against the broken door. “What the hell, Nik?” I shouted.

      “I know, Kat,” he said, brushing his hair out of his face. “I know you’re trying to get into Aaru.”

      Lips parted, I shook my head. “How?”

      “Mei . . . and Dom.”

      I shot a quick glare at the mirror, but Dom wasn’t there. He must’ve slipped away to tattle to Lex.

      My hands balled into fists. Dom had lied to me—again. Had he been planning on running off to tell Lex this whole time? Had he known Nik would stop me? Was that why he’d agreed to let me into Aaru? Had this whole thing been an act? A lie?

      “Traitor,” I hissed, snatching the soap dish off the sink and hurling it at the mirror. The glass shattered into a thousand glittering pieces.

      “He was trying to save your life,” Nik said, grabbing my arm and pulling me closer. “Is that really so bad?”

      I fixed my glare on him. “I don’t know, Nik. You tell me. I was trying to save your damn life.”

      Nik tightened his grip on my arm, and I gritted my teeth against the pain. “Save my life? Is that what your visions told you would happen?” He laughed, a bitter, biting sound. “Mei’s had a glimpse of the future you were trying so hard to bring about. The second you stepped through that mirror, my fate would’ve been sealed—in about five minutes, I’d have been dead.”

      My eyelids opened wide. “But—but—” I shook my head. Isfet couldn’t lie. In the echo, she’d promised to release him from our bond.

      I felt the blood drain from my face. She hadn’t said she would break the bond between us. Her actual words had been “release him from his burden”—his burden, not our bond. I’d heard what I’d wanted to hear, not what Isfet had actually said. Which, apparently, was that she would kill Nik.

      “That doesn’t make any sense,” I said, still shaking my head. “If you died, I would die, too.” And Isfet would lose her vessel. “What would be the point?” Unless Isfet had some way to protect me from the effects of Nik’s death. If anyone could do something like that, it would be her.

      My thoughts spun, my mind grasping at straws as slippery as eels. I looked at Nik. “Mei never shares what she’s seen in the future.” The only time I’d seen or heard her give any kind of a hint of what she’d seen was when she’d been walking with Nik on the trail to the beach, confirming our soul bond . . . and when she’d explained the whole magical gag order deal to me.

      “She made an exception to save her dear old dad,” Nik said.

      My eyes stung as his words sank in. I’d been duped by Isfet. Deceived, even if I didn’t understand why. This was The Devil card, come to fruition.

      “I thought—” I licked my lips. “I thought I was saving you.” And I’d nearly killed him doing it. “I thought breaking the bond would—”

      “I don’t want to break the bond,” Nik retorted.

      My brows drew together. “What?”

      Nik took hold of my other arm and turned me to face him fully. “Listen to me, Kat, and listen good,” he said, pale eyes burning. “I neither need nor want you to sacrifice your life to prolong mine. I’ve already lived an eternity. I thought I’d experienced all there was to life. I grew bored. I stopped caring about what happened to me—about what happened to anyone, really.” He gave me a little shake. “Until I met some half-manifested Nejeret with a bad attitude and worse judgment.” He laughed gently, his eyes growing unfocused and filling with memories. “Until I met you.”

      I swallowed roughly, my throat suddenly parched.

      “Before you, I lived in a world without color.” His eyes seared into my soul. “Don’t you see, Kat—I can’t go back to the way things were before. I need you.” His gaze dropped to my lips, then returned to my eyes. “I want you, Kitty Kat. I fucking love you.”

      I searched his eyes, looking for some hint that this was all just some massive, epic farce. But I found nothing but sincerity in his gaze. Nothing but genuine, honest-to-god, holy-shit love.

      “I—” I didn’t know what to say. I couldn’t think. His words were gonging around in my skull, leaving me totally overwhelmed.

      He loved me? Nik fucking loved me?

      I twisted my right arm free from his grip, pulled my hand back, and struck him across the face with my open hand.

      He stared at me for a moment, as stunned as I was by the slap. And then he grabbed the back of my neck and leaned in, crushing his lips against mine.

      We crashed into each other, two raging torrents of anger and desire. Of love and fear.

      I yanked Nik’s T-shirt off over his head as he unfastened my jeans. I dropped his shirt onto the floor and went to work on his belt. He pushed my jeans down over the swell of my hips, his thumbs snagging the sides of my underwear on the way down. I toed off my boots and shimmied out of my pants as my fingers tugged at the string of buttons holding his jeans closed. And not once did we break our kiss.

      Nik’s hands slid under the hem of my tank top, his fingers nearly encircling my waist. Everywhere his fingertips touched me came alive, the nerve endings lighting up like fireworks. The sensation was unreal, unlike anything I’d ever felt before. Because Nik wasn’t just touching me with his hands; he was touching me with his soul.

      My heart pounded, my breaths quickening. My fingers struggled with the final button on his jeans, and I growled in frustration, giving one final yank to snap the button clean off. I pushed his jeans down, then his boxer briefs, and when I found him and gripped his hard length with my fingers, it was his turn to growl.

      Nik’s hands glided lower, his fingers digging into my hips, and he spun me around with him so my back was against the wall. I grunted, arching my body into his. His hold shifted, and he gripped my ass, hoisting me up until my feet left the floor. I wrapped my legs around his hips, my ankles interlocking behind him and my hands grasping his shoulders.

      He entered me in one smooth, hard motion. I gasped, my head falling back and eyelids drifting shut. The sensations were too much, like every other time I’d had sex had been shadows on a cave wall, mere reflections of the real thing, but this—Nik filling me so completely, his soul dancing along the edges of mine—this was the real thing. I’d been sleepwalking through my life until now. For the first time, I was truly awake. For the first time, I was truly alive.

      I opened my eyes and looked at Nik. He wasn’t moving, save for the heavy rise and fall of his chest. I needed to know that he was here with me. Not just in body, but in heart. In soul.

      His eyes were on fire, his pupils dilated to the max. Oh yeah, he was with me.

      “I love you, Nik,” I breathed. I’d never said those words to anyone I wasn’t related to. It felt surprisingly right, probably because I’d been in love with Nik for pretty much ever.

      Nik smiled the tiniest smile. “I know.”

      I arched my back, rocking my hips, just a little, hoping he would get the hint. The corner of his mouth quirked, and his eyelids narrowed. He pulled out slowly, then slammed home once more. He got the hint.

      All the times before when I’d thought about how Nik would be in the bedroom—or, in this case, the bathroom—I’d not once figured him for the tender lovemaking type. And I’d been right. Nothing about him was false advertising. He wasn’t big on holding back in the other areas of his life, and he certainly didn’t hold back here, now. Thank the fucking gods.

      My lower back banged against the wall, harder and harder, but I barely felt it. The physical sensations of my body were fading away with each thrust as my ba swelled within me. I reached for the top of the broken door for support, the fingers of my other hand curling around the back of Nik’s neck, my nails digging into his flesh.

      My soul was too full; it was overflowing, spilling into him as his was displaced into me. My ba swirled around his, tendrils lapping at each other, intertwining and merging, coiling tauter and tighter, like our two souls were trying to become one.

      And with an explosion of otherworldly energy, my ba ceased to be mine, and his ceased to be his. In the moment between two heartbeats, we became a single being. A single soul.

      The intensity of the pleasure was insane, but even that was overshadowed by the near-absolute wonder. Together, we were so much more than just Kat and Nik. Together, we were something else entirely. We were the heartbeat of the universe, connected to everything.

      Together, there wasn’t anything we couldn’t do.
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      “Well,” I said, cheek resting on Nik’s shoulder and chest heaving. “That definitely didn’t suck.” Mind-blowing was more like it. World-fucking-changing.

      Nik’s chest rumbled with a chuckle, and he pressed his lips against the side of my head. “No, it definitely didn’t.”

      I lowered first one leg, then the other. When my feet touched the tile floor, I raised my eyes, meeting Nik’s for a brief moment. His smirk was out in full force.

      My cheeks burned, and I averted my gaze.

      Nik took a step backward and pulled up his pants, looking down to buckle his belt.

      I retrieved my jeans and underwear off the floor and put them on, avoiding looking at Nik until my usual armor was back in place. Once I was all zipped and buttoned, I rapped a knuckle on the broken door. “We’ll have to get this fixed.” Nik had nearly kicked the doorknob clean through, and the doorframe was a mess of splintered wood around the lock.

      “We can worry about that tomorrow,” Nik said.

      I nodded. We had something way more important to take care of tonight. The massacre at the school was maybe an hour away. During that brief moment that our souls merged, Nik’s and my minds had become one. We both knew what we had to do.

      Something started beeping in the kitchen. The oven timer. I could smell baking dough and Italian spices. The pizzas were ready. Good; we would need as much energy as possible if we were going to have even a shot in hell at averting the pending disaster without Isfet’s help.

      I scooped up my boots, carrying them as I rushed out of the bathroom and into the kitchen. I dropped them on the floor by a chair at the kitchen table, then headed for the oven, grabbing an oven mitt and spatula off the counter. I pulled the oven door open and slid the pizzas out—one Hawaiian, one pepperoni—leaving them on the counter to cool while I put my boots on.

      “Where did Nina go?” Nik asked as he moseyed into the kitchen, pulling his T-shirt down over black-inked scarab, hawk, and hieroglyphs covering his abdomen. I couldn’t help but stare.

      “After that little show?” I snorted, finishing with my left boot and moving on to my right. “She probably locked herself in her room with headphones on . . .”

      The corners of Nik’s mouth turned down. “She’s not here.”

      I paused in tying my boot and cocked my head to the side, listening hard. But my hypersensitive ears didn’t pick up on any other heartbeats besides mine and Nik’s.

      “Fuck,” I whispered, dread pooling in my belly. I’d told Nina not to go to the candlelight vigil at the school—but I hadn’t told her why. I’d been trying to avoid scaring the shit out of her. But she was a teenager, which pretty much assured that, given the chance, she would do the exact opposite of what anyone told her to do. I struggled with that same built-in defiance every gods-damned day.

      “What?” Nik asked.

      “I know where she went.” I stood and headed for the front door. “We need to get to the school,” I told Nik as I passed him. “Now.”

      It didn’t matter if I was at full strength or not. I’d been planning on attempting a mass cleansing of the shadows while Nik restrained them; it required that we wait until they’d fed off enough of the mourners to become solid. Considering how many bodies had littered the field in the echo, there would be plenty of emotions going around for the shadows to feast on. But now that Nina was there . . .

      I balled my hands into fists. I refused to be responsible for getting Kimi’s kid sister killed. We would have to evacuate the place. We could find another way to distract the shadow souls while I cleansed them. Maybe even fall back on the mirror plan—shoving the shadow into Aaru had erased the taint even quicker than I could.

      Nik and I raced to the school in the Tesla, skidding to a stop as close as we could get to the football field. We were blocking in a couple cars, but the drivers wouldn’t care. They could thank us later. Assuming they were still alive.

      I shoved my car door open and jumped out of the Tesla, launching into a dead sprint toward the field. I passed a couple portables on my left and the softball field on my right. I could hear Nik’s boots pounding the pavement behind me.

      I hadn’t even reached the chain link fence surrounding the stadium by the time the whispering started. Every single hair on my body stood on end, and my breath came in increasingly dense puffs of white.

      I slowed to a walk as I approached the fence, hands rubbing my bare arms. I was shivering, my teeth chattering. I couldn’t see the people on the field, despite being able to see the flickering glow emanating from the mass of candlelight. The entire track surrounding the football field was a solid wall of shadows, their whispers merging to a haunting moan.

      I stopped at the fence, fingers gripping the metal links. The frozen steel burned my skin, but I didn’t pull away.

      I needed to get onto that field; it was the only way I would be able to reach all of the shadows to cleanse them all at once. But there were too many of them surrounding the people on the field. I couldn’t get through, not without brushing up against them. And the second they touched me, it would be game over.

      Nik slowed to a walk behind me.

      “Can you see them?” I asked, hopeful. If he could see the shadows, then that meant they were solid enough for him to restrain with his trademark combination At and anti-At vines. He could make an opening for me, and we would be able to end this, once and for all.

      Nik came up to stand beside me at the fence and slowly shook his head. “I can’t see—wait . . .” He squinted, leaning in as close as he could to the fence. “I think I can make out a few of them along the edge.” His jaw tensed. “Yeah, I definitely can.” He pointed to the far side of the field with one hand. “And now I can see some over there, near the goalpost.”

      “Alright,” I said, releasing the fence and taking a step back. I rubbed my hands together, then cupped them and blew hot air against my fingers. “Let’s wait a minute or two,” I said as I jogged in place, trying to stay warm enough that my body worked in an even remotely effective way. “Hopefully that’ll give them all long enough to become visible to you.”

      Nik turned away from the fence and stuffed his hands into the pockets of his jeans, his shoulders hunched. “How many are there?”

      “They more than fill the track.”

      “Jesus . . .”

      A tremor shook the ground, knocking us both off balance. Someone on the football field screamed, and their voice was soon joined by dozens of others.

      I rushed back to the fence, fingers hooking around the metal links. “What’s happening in there?” I couldn’t see a damn thing through the wall of light-sucking shadows.

      Nik shook his head. “I don’t know. There’s too many now for me to see clearly.”

      Another tremor rocked the earth, stronger this time.

      “That’s going to have to be good enough.” I started scaling the fence. It wasn’t easy with my frozen fingers, but I managed. “Make me a path through the ones you can see,” I told Nik. “I’ll dodge the rest.”

      The fence was maybe seven feet high. I threw my leg over the top, holding myself up with my grip on the top bar, then pulled my other leg over. I pressed the soles of my boots against the side of the fence and pushed off, stretching out my arms like I was a goddamn superhero.

      I spun in midair, then tucked my legs up as the ground rushed toward me. I hit the ground rolling, the asphalt shredding the top few layers of skin off my shoulder, but at least I was on my feet and running at full speed without wasting seconds dicking around with my landing.

      There was a booming crash like thunder, and a third tremor shook the ground. But this time it wasn’t caused by the shadows disturbing this reality. It was caused by Nik.

      An entire forest of gleaming vines burst up from the ground beneath the track, shooting high overhead before lashing whiplike around the innermost layers of shadows. Those unbreakable vines twined around maybe half of the shadows. Straight ahead of me, Nik cleared an opening part of the way between me and the goalpost.

      I was twenty paces away. My heart hammered in my chest. Ten. My breaths came in rapid bursts, the frigid air searing my throat and lungs. Five.

      I needed a way to get past that outermost layer of shadows—the ones Nik couldn’t see yet. The ones he couldn’t move.

      Almost without thought, I willed a long At pole into existence. I gripped it in both hands and slammed the end of it into the edge of the track in front of me. My momentum carried me up off the ground, and I swung my feet out, propelling me onward. I straight-up pole-vaulted over the shadows.

      For a couple seconds, it felt like time stood still.

      I could see everything on the field. Most of the people amassed there to mourn the fallen freshman girl were running around, screaming in panic, while others huddled together, crying. The shadows had fed off of these people enough that even they could see them. And if the shadows were visible to them, then they were solid, too, forming a wall around the field. These people were trapped, awaiting their slaughter.

      Unless I did something to stop it.

      That moment of clarity seemed to last forever, and it was gone in a flash. I landed on my back in the opening Nik had made on the rubbery track, knocking the wind out of me.

      Stunned and blinking, I stared up at the cloudy night sky. Tears streaked across my temples and bright spots danced across my vision as I lay there, waiting for my lungs to remember how to work.

      I could see the restrained shadows struggling against their bindings on either side of me. Beyond my feet, the less tangible shadows drifted closer, sensing their way past their immobile brethren to the all-you-can-eat buffet within.

      I coughed, and that rush of oxygen gave me the strength I needed to scramble backward on hands and feet into the fray. I rolled onto my knees, then pushed myself up to my feet and brushed my hair out of my face. Someone shoved past me, knocking me to the side a couple steps. It was sheer chaos on the field.

      I glanced over my shoulder. Those unfed, incorporeal shadows were funneling in through the opening. Maybe they could pass through At like it was water, but it was clear that they couldn’t do the same with their own kind. To each other, they were as solid as this berserk crowd was to me—totally impassable.

      I needed help, and I needed it now. I reached out to the soul-energy, calling it to me.

      The collective’s response wasn’t a whisper through my mind; it was a scream. Even so, the connection was weak, flickering like a dying lightbulb. The shadows were devouring the soul-energy, damaging the collective, and the soul-energy was losing power. I was running out of time.

      The collective may have been weakened, but they were pissed off, and they poured everything they had through our tenuous connection. My skin lit up with that brilliant, rainbow luminescence, and the air around me crackled with otherworldly energy. My hair floated around my head like I was underwater, and the soul-energy’s rage burned through my veins, giving me power.

      The people nearest me stopped in their tracks. Some stumbled backward, others dropped to their knees. A hush fell over the mayhem, spreading outward until all I could hear was the collective voices of the soul-energy raging in my mind.

      I marched to the center of the field, not a single person standing in my way. When I reached the fifty-yard line, I held out my arms to either side, threw back my head, and screamed as strands of At and anti-At shot out of my hands. They arched high overhead, dive-bombing down on the shadows surrounding the field.

      Every place those tendrils touched a tainted shadow soul, the true brilliance of its soul burst forth. The taint flowed through me in a torrent, and the glow of emerging souls quickly became blinding.

      It was working. I laughed out loud, even as tears leaked from my eyes. It was actually working.

      Between one heartbeat and the next, my connection to the soul-energy flickered, then died out completely. Without the collective’s help, I lost my hold on maybe half of the shadows, those tendrils of At and anti-At snapping back into my ba. The recoil knocked me onto my knees, bruising my soul.

      All around me, the glow of those emerging souls dimmed as the taint swallowed them up once more.

      I’d been so close. I couldn’t give up now. I wouldn’t give up.

      I gritted my teeth and squeezed my eyes shut, willing those threads of At and anti-At to reemerge. Tears streamed down my cheeks, and my teeth ground together. I poured everything I had into cleansing the shadows.

      But it wasn’t enough. I wasn’t strong enough.

      All around me, the whispers and moans of the shadows grew louder, and the heartbeats of the people surrounding me slowed. The shadows were feeding again, making up for the damage I’d dealt them by devouring the souls nearest them. They were killing these people.

      And there wasn’t a damn thing I could do to stop it.
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      I felt a hand press against my chest, just over my heart, and a swell of energy bolstered the strength of my ba. My eyes snapped open.

      Nik was kneeling on the turf before me, his hand to my heart and his face just inches from mine. I felt ten times stronger with him there, and those stubborn strands of At and anti-At stretched out from my hands, seeking out the shadows once more. Those otherworldly strands weren’t moving nearly as fast as before, but at least they were moving.

      But it still wasn’t enough. The shadows were in a feeding frenzy, and the people weakening all around me wouldn’t be able to outlast the time it would take me to disarm their attackers.

      “I can’t do it,” I whispered. “I’m not strong enough.” A tear leaked out of my eye, gliding down my already damp cheek.

      Nik rested his other hand on the crook of my neck and leaned in, gently pressing his lips against mine. “Yes, you are, Kitty Kat. Look around you,” he said as he pulled away. “These people believe in you. I believe you. You can do this.”

      I shook my head, more tears breaking free. He didn’t understand. I wasn’t enough to save these people. Isfet would have been, but not me. I’d made a selfish choice back at the house, choosing Nik over the rest of the world. And now, faced with the grim reality of the situation, I knew it had been the wrong choice.

      I flinched when someone touched my shoulder. For a fraction of a second, I was convinced it was a shadow. But the hand was warm. It was alive. And, miraculously, it spurred another, smaller surge of energy within my soul.

      “I believe in you,” a woman said, and I was surprised to find that I recognized her voice.

      I craned my neck to see Alison kneeling behind me, her hand resting on my shoulder. A weak smile touched her lips, and she bowed her head.

      Someone else touched my lower back, also whispering, “I believe in you.” Someone else touched my other shoulder, someone else, the top of my head. And with each of these touches, the strength of my ba spiked ever higher.

      Those spikes turned to surges as I watched the people surrounding me link hands. Hundreds of souls joined with mine, lending me their strength. Together, we were more than the sum of our parts. Together, I thought we might just be strong enough to defeat the shadows. Not just those here at Newport High School. All of the shadows left over from the Cascade Virus.

      I straightened my spine and stretched out my arms to either side of me. Those threads of At and anti-At lashed out from my hands, striking their victims with a vengeance. The rush of the taint siphoning in through my soul increased until it was nearly overwhelming. All around the field, the glow of the trapped souls blazed as the shadows stifling their brilliance faded.

      First one shadow soul fell, the pristine soul beneath slipping away into Duat. Three more followed in quick succession, and then it started to snowball. A dozen . . . fifty . . . a hundred . . .  the air temperature rose until it felt nearly tropical to my cold-numbed skin.

      Unexpectedly, my connection to the soul-energy rekindled, and I was suddenly a star, shining blindingly bright in the center of the football field. There was no stopping me—us—now.

      I sent those otherworldly threads farther out, seeking the shadows all over the Pacific Northwest. All over North America. All over the world.

      We cleansed the taint from the final soul in a matter of seconds, and the crowd let out a collective sigh. Hands fell away from me. Others, farther away, unclasped. People stepped back, until it was only Nik and me in the center of the field.

      I knelt there, bowed over, my forehead resting against Nik’s chest. I was panting and weak, but I was still alive. I raised my head and met his eyes, and my lips spread into a grin, wide and disbelieving. “It worked.”

      “See,” Nik said. “I told you you could do it.”

      “Told you so?” I said, raising my eyebrows. “Really?” I found his hand and gave it a squeeze. I couldn’t have defeated the shadows without him. I couldn’t have done it without any of them.

      Nik helped me up to my feet, and I looked around. The people were watching on in silence, almost like the crowd was holding its breath. Almost like they were waiting for me to speak.

      I inhaled deeply, uncertain of what to say. So I started with the obvious. “Thank you,” I said, my voice faint. I cleared my throat and took several more deep, sustaining breaths. “Thank you,” I repeated, stronger this time. “All of you. Thank you for teaching me what true strength is. It doesn’t come from years of training or from immortality—it comes from within. It comes from the soul. And you all have the strongest, most beautiful souls.”

      I scanned the faces of the people surrounding me. I thought I should’ve felt awkward with all of them staring at me, but I didn’t. I felt connected to them. I felt like this—us working together—was right. “You know, we’re not all that different . . . not really. I know things are confusing right now with the Nejerets coming out and everything. And after what happened here, I know it feels like your world isn’t yours anymore . . . like things are spinning out of control. And if you think things are going to get worse before they get better, you’re probably right. But you know what—we just proved that so long as we work together, like we did tonight, we’ll get through whatever comes next.”

      I released Nik’s hand and walked over to Alison, clasping her hand and raising it up into the air. “Because if we work together, we can do anything.”

      I thought that maybe, just maybe, no matter what danger lurked beyond the horizon, we would be able to handle it. Without Isfet.

      So long as we could continue to work together . . .
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      “Quite the speech,” Heru said as he walked up the steps of the bleachers, his loafers making the metal rungs clang.

      Several people had pulled out their cell phones after the last shadow fell, and from what I’d overheard, my off-the-cuff address of the crowd had already gone viral. Not quite the lay-low image I’d been trying for, but what the hell. Sometimes change could be a good thing.

      Nik and I were sitting on the top row of the bleachers, watching the people receive medical treatment down on the field. Nobody had bothered us up here. Even the PNS crews were keeping their distance.

      I studied Heru’s features. He didn’t seem angry, which surprised me. In fact, he looked pleased. Maybe even a little smug.

      “I’m not sorry,” I said. “I had to come here. It had to be done.”

      “I can see that now.” Heru placed one foot on the next bleacher down from ours, leaning forward and resting his forearm on his knee. “You did the right thing, Kat—for these people, and for ours.”

      Well damn it all to hell if that didn’t warm my tarnished soul. And then he uttered the four little words I never thought I’d hear him say.

      “I’m proud of you.”

      

      
        
        The end
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        Thanks for reading! You’ve reached the end of Soul Eater (Kat Dubois Chronicles, #4). Keep reading for more Kat adventures in Judgement (Kat Dubois Chronicles, #5).  
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      “What’s wrong?” Nik asked, watching me pace. He was leaning against the wall to the left of the door leading out of our cozy little waiting area. And I’m using the words “cozy” and “little” lightly. The private lounge was palatial. Literally, it was a room in a palace.

      We were in the old Nejeret Council headquarters in Rome, a relic from days long past, back when Nejerets had been ruled by a patriarchal group of seven men. Heru had been among them, as had my father, Set. But the Council of Seven had gone the way of the pharaohs . . . as had the governing body that replaced it, the Senate. Now we were back to a good old-fashioned feudal monarchy, with Heru as the high king. And in true feudal fashion, war was an ever-burning fire threatening to reduce us all to little more than ash and bone.

      Nik and I had been busy little bees the past two weeks, attempting to stave off that dire outcome. Since the shadow souls incident, we’d been spending most of our time gateway-ing around the world, meeting up with small groups of Nejerets—the good guys who supported Heru, not the asshats supporting the rogue Senate, of course—and addressing live audiences of humans, just like Garth suggested weeks ago to make up for my one-fingered PR blunder. Only now we were attempting to counter something much more devastating, PR-wise—the damage caused by the Senate’s ever-increasing hostilities against humanity. It was why Nik and I were in Rome in the first place. In a few minutes, we would be onstage once again, “the Goddess” and her Nejeret friends, addressing yet another crowd of gathered humans.

      The now-defunct Council headquarters was a stunning complex—an old palazzo dating back to the thirteenth century that took up an entire city block in central Rome. It was extravagant, with plenty of lavish marble inlays, gold leafing, and arched ceilings. And, like many an Italian palace, there were frescos for days and artwork galore. It was over the top in a way mastered by the Italian nobles of old. And apparently embraced by the Nejerets of old as well.

      The private lounge where Nik and I had been hanging out for the past twenty minutes was toned down from the main gallery by just a hair. Whoever decorated the room had tried to warm it up with Persian rugs and upholstered seating, but no amount of furnishings could dampen the effect of the immense oil portraits of Nejerets lining the crimson walls in their gaudy gilded frames or the enormous, intricate crystal chandelier glittering giddily over the center of the room.

      I stopped mid-step under the chandelier and looked at Nik, one arm hugging my middle, the other raised so I could chew on my thumbnail. He looked like he could’ve been posing for some avant-garde fashion magazine. He was leaning one shoulder against the wall by the oversized door, head tilted to the side and fingers tucked into his trouser pockets, his tailored pinstripe suit fitting him just right and tattoos peeking out here and there. He looked damn good—more than good enough to momentarily waylay the worries making me pace, replacing them with more pleasurable thoughts for a few seconds.

      Nik raised his pierced brow, the corner of his mouth lifting into a slight but satisfied smirk. He liked that he could distract me by simply sharing the same space as me. I would never admit it aloud, but I kind of liked it, too.

      “Well?” he said, the one-word prompt knocking my thoughts back out of naughty-land.

      Right, he’d asked me a question: What’s wrong?

      I cleared my throat. “Nothing,” I said, gaze sliding away from his to the small, round table in the corner of the room.

      I’d left the velvet drawstring bag holding my deck of hand-drawn tarot cards on the table. They’d been burning a hole in my pocket, so I’d taken them out, hoping that by removing the distraction I would be able to focus on the upcoming address. The meeting scheduled to take place in the ballroom downstairs was the most significant yet, with over two thousand humans slated to attend.

      But now, having the tarot deck out in the open was just making the problem worse. I’d taken to pacing around the room, if only to distract myself from the urge to pull out the cards and flip through them in an impromptu reading. This was so not the time. I needed to focus . . . to get my head in the game. I did not need to be preoccupied by thoughts of even more what-ifs and oh-shits. Not right now.

      If we could just get the humans to trust us—if we could just convince the governments to agree to work with us—we would be able to launch a coordinated assault on the Senate and finally wipe them off the playing field. But while the vast majority of humans still gazed at me with a fervor of divine adoration, the logical-thinking, slow-moving governmental bodies were harder to sway. Humanity’s growing fear of the Senate and what it might do next overruled their love of me, and no matter how hard I tried, I’d yet to find a way to tip the scales in favor of a full-blown alliance.

      “You do seem rather agitated,” Dom said from the little mirror pendant hanging on a leather cord around my neck.

      I clenched and unclenched my jaw, then forced myself to look at Nik again. “I’m fine,” I said, both to him and to my incorporeal half-brother.

      “Right . . .” Nik crossed his arms over his chest, the fabric of his suit jacket straining oh so faintly at his shoulders.

      “Little sister . . .”

      Damn it. They both knew me too well to believe my attempted blow-off.

      I huffed out a breath, hands falling to my sides. “Alright, fine. You’re right. It’s just that—” I pressed my lips together, inhaling and exhaling deeply through my nose. “It’s going to sound crazy, but—” I shook my head. “I don’t know . . . something just feels off. Like really, really off.”

      I raised a hand to run my fingers through my hair, realizing too late that I was messing up Lex’s styling. It wasn’t anything fancy, but she’d given me a super neat left-side part—one she said made me look very respectable—a hairdo to match my respectable outfit and respectable shoes and the air of general respectability I was supposed to convey as the Nejeret figurehead. I was playing a part these days, showing the world that Nejerets were productive, law-abiding, respectable members of society. We had to do everything we could to counter the negative stigma and mistrust caused by the Senate’s seemingly never-ending string of terrorist attacks.

      “Damn it,” I said, using both hands to comb my hair back. I pulled the hairband off my wrist and tied my hair up into a ponytail.

      Nik’s eyes never left me. “You were tossing and turning all night,” he said.

      It was my turn to smirk, though my heart wasn’t in it. “And whose fault was that?”

      Nik chuckled, and the wicked glint in his pale blue eyes caused a blush to rise up my neck and cheeks, leaving me on the verge of overheating. “After that, Kitty Kat,” he said, his expression turning serious. “Did you see something in your dreams?”

      “Was it another echo?” Dom added.

      Chewing on my lip, I shook my head. In fact, I hadn’t seen a single vision of the future since vanquishing the shadow souls a couple weeks back.

      “No, nothing like that,” I told them both. “I don’t even remember my dreams from last night.” I shrugged halfheartedly, gaze drifting away from Nik’s. I looked from portrait to portrait, like the Nejerets captured in oil paint centuries ago might hold the answers. “I just—I don’t know. This feeling is . . . I don’t really know how to describe it, other than off-ness.”

      It was like I knew something bad was going to happen. Like I was watching a horror movie, and the suspense was building and the music was telling me to tense up for a big scare. That was it—that was the feeling exactly. Except this wasn’t a horror movie; this was real life.

      I looked at Nik, a chill creeping up my spine. “Something’s coming, Nik,” I said with absolute certainty. “Something bad.” I could feel it in my bones. In my soul.

      Nik frowned. “Any idea of what?”

      I gave him a pointed look, eyebrows raised and lips pressed together.

      “Right,” Nik said. “Stupid question.”

      “Mm-hmm . . .” If I knew the answer to the what question, I wouldn’t have spent the past ten minutes pacing around the room like a caged animal trying to figure it out.

      I returned to pacing, making a full circuit around the room and letting my thoughts circulate with me before saying anything more. “Maybe this is a new power manifesting,” I finally said as I passed Nik, focusing on the upside. “I could end up with a nifty Spidey sense. That wouldn’t suck.”

      “And it would be nice to know our efforts are paying off,” Nik added.

      I grunted my assent.

      When Nik and I weren’t attempting to sway humanity to our side, we’d been spending our time back at Nik’s secret cave in Port Madison, working on training my ever-expanding powers. For months, my magical abilities had been growing in leaps and bounds . . . until I’d started trying to purposely hone and cultivate them.

      I’d hit a wall. Sure, I was way better at wielding At and anti-At and connecting with the soul-energy than ever before, and my drawings were so lifelike that they were verging on Peeping Tom territory, but I hadn’t had a new power show up in fourteen days, and the universe seemed to have zipped its lips where echoes were concerned. It was beyond frustrating. And also so very typical. It almost felt like the universe was playing a joke on me.

      There was a knock at the door.

      I froze, heart leaping into my throat. The mounting sense of dread had me convinced that whoever was on the other side of the door was distinctly not good.

      Nik stepped away from the wall and cracked the door open, foot lodged against the bottom of the door to keep whoever was on the other side from forcing it open farther.

      “We’ll be ready for you in five minutes,” a woman said from just outside. Her voice was unfamiliar, but then, I’d spent so little time with the European Nejerets until recently I wasn’t surprised that I didn’t recognize her. At least she wasn’t charging through the door in attack mode.

      I exhaled in relief. I was probably getting myself all worked up over nothing. More likely than not, I was just battling an extreme case of nerves. I did suffer from mild stage fright, after all. That was probably all it was.

      “Thanks, Mary,” Nik said. While the unfamiliar Nejeret might’ve been a stranger to me, apparently Nik knew her.

      Tension tightened my shoulders in an instant, and I had to swallow the swell of jealousy that had become all too common these days. Oh, the joys of sharing a soul bond. It brought unimaginable pleasure and a sense of love and understanding I’d never considered possible, but along with that came a possessiveness so extreme it verged on stalker-level obsession. Sometimes it was a struggle not to let the soul bond overtake me completely. Sometimes it seemed a hell of a lot easier to just give in. But much as I enjoyed being bonded to Nik, I also still kind of liked being me.

      I reminded myself not to hate the woman on the other side of the door just because Nik knew her name. He’d probably crossed paths with her at some point during his thousands of years of being alive. That wasn’t so crazy to believe, was it? Just because he knew her name didn’t mean they shared any kind of a history, sexual or otherwise. They were probably just acquaintances. Little more than strangers. There was no reason to jump to conclusions or believe the worst. No reason at all.

      My hands balled into fists. Once I realized what I was doing, I forced my fingers to stretch out and took a deep, calming breath.

      Nik started to close the door, then stopped and pulled it open a few more inches. “Tell me, Mary—is Set here?” he asked, referring to my absentee father.

      Not that I held our distant father-daughter relationship against my dear old dad—he’d been possessed by the spirit of the mad god Apep when he’d knocked up my mom, and he hadn’t broken free of Apep’s hold until I was all but grown. Now, Set managed things on this side of the pond, acting as Heru’s co-regent in the European arena, so we hadn’t exactly had much of a chance to make up for lost time. One day, maybe, when things calmed down. But until then, our onstage appearances would have to pass for father-daughter quality time.

      “He is,” Mary said. “He’s with the princess.” I assumed she was talking about Princess Anne, the heir apparent to the British throne and also Set’s longtime paramour. “She’s rather nervous,” Mary added.

      We were about to do our thirteenth live town hall–style meeting. As always, Nik was there as both participant and bodyguard to me. Heru and his sister Aset—Nik’s mother—would be showing up directly onstage via Heru’s sheut power, which enabled him to teleport from any location on earth to any location on earth. A few other local Nejeret leaders would be joining us as well, most notably Princess Anne. This would be her official coming out; after today, the world would know that the future Queen of England was a young immortal. Not exactly an insignificant revelation.

      I couldn’t help but wonder if my thoughts had just touched upon the root source of my overwhelming sense of unease. Would the humans react badly to finding out that one of their own future leaders wasn’t, in fact, human? Heru and Set claimed they’d accounted for every possible outcome, from rioting in the streets of London and other major cities across the globe to an all-out declaration of war against Nejerets. We all knew this was a risky step, but most of us agreed it was a necessary one, too. Progress demanded it. The only way through our current mess was forward.

      I moved closer to the table in the corner, staring at the drawstring bag containing my tarot cards. Hands on my hips, I drew my bottom lip between my teeth. I could just check the top card. Quick and easy.

      My palm itched, and I rubbed it against my hip absently.

      A heartbeat later, I froze, eyes going wide.

      Ever so slowly, I pulled my hand away from my slacks and turned it over so I could see my palm. That onyx and moonstone Eye of Horus inked into my skin glowed with a subtle, otherworldly light. And my skin itched with an all-too-clear warning: something bad was going to happen.

      It wasn’t just a niggling feeling anymore, and I certainly couldn’t write it off as “nerves” about the impending meeting any longer. The threads of At and anti-At lacing through my body and soul agreed—the danger was real. The rise and fall of my chest grew more pronounced with each breath as I stared at my palm and processed what this warning meant.

      Nik shut the door and turned to me. “Kitty Kat?” When I didn’t respond, he took a step my way. “Kat?”

      I raised my eyes, meeting Nik’s, and turned my hand so the palm was facing him, giving him a solid eyeful of the glowing symbol.

      Nik whistled, long and slow. He knew very well that the ancient protection amulet I’d tattooed on my palm—the symbol that represented our clan—could function as an actual alarm when danger was nearby. He closed the distance between us, reaching out to take my hand in his and get a closer look. “Any sense as to what it’s trying to warn you about?”

      I curled my fingers into a tight fist and clenched my jaw, shaking my head. “It doesn’t work like that,” I told him. And then I frowned. Maybe the symbol couldn’t give me more than a generalized warning, but there was another way to find out more specifics. Screw focus; it was time to give in to the urge to do a reading.

      I snatched the drawstring bag off the table. I could feel the cards within humming with power even through the fabric. With nimble fingers, I untied the loose knot holding the bag closed and dumped the deck of tarot cards out into my hand. They sizzled and crackled with otherworldly energy. They were charged and ready to go. Whatever was going on, whatever had triggered the Eye of Horus on my palm, the cards would have the answers. Or at least some answers.

      I didn’t even bother with shuffling. There was no need, not when the power was thrumming through the deck so strongly. Holding my breath, I drew the top card and flipped it over.

      The moment I saw which card I’d drawn, I hissed and dropped it on the coffee table.

      Judgement.

      The scene was much the same as it had been weeks ago: all of my Nejeret loved ones, dressed in rags and scattered across a desolate landscape. The Seattle skyline was visible in the distance, the buildings ravaged and crumbling. More Nejerets were fanning out beyond my friends and family along the decaying earth, unidentifiable where the ink blurred and lines became too close.

      But there was one major, glaring difference. I wasn’t depicted on the card. The last few times I’d drawn Judgement from the deck, an image of me had floated above the depressing scene, arms outstretched to either side and back to the viewer, skin glowing with a brilliant golden soul aura. Now, there was no sign of me. I was gone. Vanished.

      “Judgement,” Nik said, craning his neck to get a better look at the card. “That looks dreary. What does it mean?”

      “Nothing good,” I said hollowly.

      Judgement itself wasn’t a negative card, but in its current incarnation, it exuded an almost palpable sense of dread.

      Numbly, I set the deck of tarot cards on the coffee table, eyes glued to the only card lying faceup. “Judgement usually means that some decision will need to be made,” I told Nik. “Something about the past—before the subject of the reading can move on to their better, brighter future.” I frowned, eyes narrowing as I studied the card. “Or, it sometimes has to do with a spiritual awakening.”

      Considering I’d been present on the card the last few times I’d drawn it, soul glowing a bright gold, and now I was nowhere in sight, I thought it might be closer to the latter meaning.

      After a moment, I added, “But it’s mostly about letting go of the past.” This particular scene suggested that the thing from the past that needed to be let go of was me. And that if it didn’t happen, the consequences would be dire . . . for everyone.

      That little realization gave rise to goose bumps that started on my arms and worked their way around the rest of my body.

      “Huh,” Nik said.

      I glanced at him. “You’re telling me.”

      BOOM.

      My heart stopped for a moment as the room quaked with the force of an explosion.

      I steadied myself with a hand on the table, while Nik reached for me, our gazes locked in a shocked stare. A heartbeat late, we both looked at the door, then back at each other.

      To shake this building enough that we had to steady ourselves, the explosion had to be either really damn close or really damn huge. Both were terrifying options.

      “Must be the fucking Senate,” Nik said, his voice a whiplash. He turned and rushed to the door.

      “It’s got to be them,” I said, hastily collecting the tarot cards and stuffing the whole deck back into its drawstring bag. I tucked the deck safely out of sight in the pocket of my leather coat, draped over the arm of the couch and hurried to the door.

      Nik blocked my way with an extended arm, his other hand on the knob. “Stay here, Kitty Kat. I’ll check it out.”

      I scoffed. “Are you fucking kidding me?” I said. I mean, had he even met me? Stay here? Not a chance in hell.

      Nik laughed a dry, humorless laugh and shook his head. “Fine, but don’t do anything stupid out there.”

      Oh yeah, he’d met me. And he knew me well.

      As I followed Nik out of the room and into the palazzo’s extravagantly decorated second-floor gallery and was surrounded by the sound of panic and mayhem from below, I thought we had our answer about the weird feeling I’d been having—the something that was coming was here. Except the sense of dreadful expectation wasn’t gone. If anything, it was worse.

      This wasn’t it. The explosion wasn’t the “bad” thing setting me on edge. Or, at least, it wasn’t all of it.

      More was coming. And soon.
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      We raced down the cavernous gallery, our footsteps amplified by the high ceiling and echoing all around us as we ran. The sounds of confusion and shouting from the lower level grew louder as we neared the main staircase.

      We barreled down the left side of the imposing double staircase, the slap of shoes on marble drowned out by the noise from below. People pushed their way into the palazzo through the main entrance, fighting to get through. The crowd was bottlenecking at the towering doors. From the wild eyes and frenzied energy, it was safe to assume that the danger was outside and they were seeking refuge within the palazzo.

      When we reached the landing where the two staircases converged, I grabbed Nik’s arm and pulled him to a stop so we could look out the tall, arched window. It gave us a good view of the Piazza Navona and the chaos filling the elongated space. An ocean of people moved away from the church across the square, but their progress was a slow current. A crowd like that, with everyone fighting to get ahead of everyone else, was downright scary. It was everyone for themselves, and being trampled was a real danger. A few enterprising people had even climbed the Fiumi Fountain, clambering up and over the four river gods to the towering obelisk at the center. At least whoever reached that first would be safe from being trampled.

      It was easy enough to figure out where the explosion had originated. The thick plume of smoke billowing up from the far side of the square was a dead giveaway.

      “The church,” I said to Nik, shouting over the cacophony below.

      The church, Sant’Agnese, was to be the secondary location for the day’s events, where just Nik, Heru, and I were scheduled to address a larger audience of humans for a shorter period of time after the main meeting in the palazzo.

      “I see it,” Nik said.

      Sant’Agnese was a wide, white stone building with a centralized dome, a couple of towers, and enough other architectural flourishes to make it impossible for us to tell whether the smoke was coming from the church itself or something behind it.

      Until a thick fissure snaked up the front of the church’s dome. The sound of stone cracking was so faint I almost thought I’d imagined it.

      “Holy shit,” I breathed.

      I watched in horror, paralyzed as the break in the stone reached the bell tower atop the dome. I held my breath, half expecting the whole thing to collapse in on itself. When ten seconds passed without anything happening, I exhaled in momentary relief and glanced at Nik sidelong.

      He was squinting, his focus entirely on the church. “The doors are shut,” he said, then closed his eyes and tilted his head to the side, like he was listening really, really hard. After a few heartbeats, he opened his eyes and looked at me. “Can you hear that?”

      I shook my head and shrugged. “I can’t hear anything over this,” I said, gesturing behind me to the sea of people crammed into the lobby of the palazzo. The sounds of their panic echoed all around us.

      “It’s faint,” Nik said, “but I think I can hear people banging on the doors of the church.”

      My eyes opened wide, drawn back to the church, and my lips parted, my heart dropping into my stomach. “The overflow,” I whispered, not wanting to believe that the thousands of people who’d bought overflow tickets, giving them admittance to the second, standing-room-only Q&A session, were still in the church.

      From the looks of the fractured dome, the place could become a death trap in a matter of seconds. I gripped Nik’s forearm. “If all of those people are still in there . . .” I exchanged a horrified look with Nik.

      “We have to get them out,” he said.

      I nodded vehemently. Not a moment later, a second crack formed in the dome.

      We turned away from the window simultaneously and ran toward the final set of stairs. I took the stairs two at a time, but Nik was even faster. “See if you can find whoever did this,” he shouted back to me. “I’ll handle the church.”

      “Alright,” I yelled.

      With his mastery over his sheut powers, Nik would be far more effective at the church, anyway. With the merest thought, he could reinforce the dome and any other damaged part of the church with At and bore holes through the door and any other blockages caused by debris from the explosion.

      And me—I loved a good chase. My heart rate picked up at the prospect, the excitement of a hunt thrumming through my veins, bringing me back to the days when Mari and I had been tasked with tracking down rogue Nejerets for the Senate. We’d been partners for nearly two decades and had worked as a flawless team. The hunt wouldn’t be quite as fun without her. But it would still be fun.

      When Nik reached the foot of the stairs, he dove into the anxious crowd, but I paused six stairs up, using the elevation to my advantage. From this vantage point, I could see almost everything going on in the lobby. People still squeezed in through the main entrance, despite the increasingly cramped quarters. There were hundreds of people stuffed in here, maybe thousands, but nothing about any of them suggested that they were the culprit.

      I could still feel a slight tingle on my palm, but the itching sensation had mostly abated. Whoever had done this wasn’t close enough to trigger the magical alarm. I wouldn’t find them in the palazzo.

      Which meant I had to get outside.

      I raced the rest of the way down the stairs and launched into the throng crowding the lobby. They slowed me down, but I couldn’t stop. A sense of terrible inevitability pushed me onward, making my heart hammer in my chest.

      The crowd became denser the closer I drew to the main doorway. I shouldered people out of the way, moving against the stream, and eventually managed to squeeze through the doorway.

      I was on the wrong side of the palazzo. The church was on the opposite side, which meant the bomber was probably over there too, and the only way to get to the piazza was to head around the block. That wouldn’t be the easiest thing to do, what with the huge crowd amassed on the sidewalk and street beyond, some trying to get up the stairs and into the palace, others throwing caution to the wind for the sake of the excitement and heading toward the square.

      “Shit,” I said, standing atop the entry stairway and scanning the crowd.

      It was much larger now than it had been when Nik and I first arrived. The people of Rome had greeted us by the tens of thousands with handmade signs and shouts of welcome. But this crowd buzzed with anxiety, the raised, panicked voices only building the tense expectation within me.

      I had to find the culprit before they could do worse than they already had. The sense of mounting dread all but ensured that this catastrophe was only just beginning.

      I wanted to scream at these people to leave. To get the hell out of here, away from the church. Away from the piazza and the palazzo and the bomber. Away from me. They should have been running for their damn lives. But they weren’t, which meant I had to stop the bomber before another, worse explosion exploited the human tendency to rubberneck. Before curiosity could get all of these people killed.

      I couldn’t see anything in this crowd, not from the ground. There definitely wasn’t any clear way through the throng. I needed to get higher.

      “Out of my way!” I shouted as I pushed between people. “Move, dammit!”

      I earned a few angry looks, quickly followed by shocked second glances. I heard the word “goddess” thrown around—and my name, too—my presence distracting the people from the very real and present danger, and an eerie hush fell over the crowd in the immediate vicinity. They finally seemed to realize who I was and that I was trying to get through, and as they made an opening for me, I felt a rare rush of gratitude for my newfound celebrity.

      I raced through the crowd, aiming for the blockade that had been set up in preparation for our arrival. I had my eye on a police SUV with garish yellow and blue paint checkering the sides.

      Once I reached the car, I leapt onto the hood, the metal crunching under my boots. I climbed up the windshield, using the bar of lights to help pull myself up, then stood and surveyed the sea of people surrounding me. My eyes watered, and the taste of smoke was thick in the air. Hands on my hips and eyes squinting, I scanned the area all around me.

      There were so many people. If I was right, if the worst really was yet to come and another bomb went off soon—if it happened in the middle of this immense crowd—the effects would be devastating. So much worse than the destruction at the church.

      As my searching gaze swept across a portion of the crowd on the far side of the street, my palm suddenly burned like I’d grabbed a hot iron, and my heart skipped a beat. The universe was telling me that the threat I sensed via the symbol on my palm—likely whoever was responsible for the church bombing—was somewhere in the group of people on the sidewalk across the street.

      I honed in on their faces, getting a good look at each and every person. I missed her at first, but a niggling feeling made me do a double take. And sure enough, there among the humans, I spotted a Nejeret. She was a small, nondescript woman with tan skin, dark hair covered by a beige head scarf, and a pinched mouth, wearing a tan trench coat. Her eyes met mine across the crowd, just for a moment, and the searing pain caused by the Eye of Horus inked onto my palm flared hotter.

      It was her. The bomber. It had to be.

      Target in sight, I crouched down, placing my hand on the edge of the roof of the SUV, and was about to jump down to the street when a horrifying groan rumbled up from the earth. Not a second later, the whole car rattled as the ground shook.

      It must have been another explosion, only this time deep underground. Deep under the streets of the city, a warren of ancient catacombs cut through the bedrock. If someone set off a large enough explosion, even twenty yards underground . . .

      There was the sound of breaking rock, and the road fractured, a jagged crack running down the center of the cobblestone street, some fifty yards long and widening to several feet across. People screamed and shouted, reaching out for their companions even as those nearest to the crack fell into that growing dark abyss. The crowd went from milling to manic in a matter of seconds.

      I watched on in shock, mouth gaping.

      More cracks sprouted from that central fissure, and the paving stones on either side crumbled into the opening—as did a few people—giving way to a ravenous sinkhole.

      I stood, extending my hands out on either side of me to steady myself as the SUV continued to shake. Nik would’ve been able to fix this in a heartbeat by covering the whole street with a sheet of At. But he was busy on the other side of the palazzo, helping the people trapped in the church.

      All the people on this side had was me.

      I just hoped I was enough.
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      I jumped off the roof of the SUV and dropped down to one knee, bowing down to press both of my hands flat against the paving stones. I squeezed my eyes shut and sent my focus inward, toward my sheut, thinking only about the task at hand. Not about the lives that would be lost if I failed. Not about the sense of dread that even now, after this most recent explosion, continued to mount higher.

      All of a sudden, a swell of electric energy flooded into me. I spooled that energy in my sheut just like Nik had taught me to do, building it up until I felt near to bursting. When I had enough to make the magic work, I opened my eyes and willed the energy out of me in the form of At. It spread out from my hands and covered the street like ice over a lake, but so much faster. Ten yards . . . twenty . . . thirty . . . a hundred . . . the earth below continued to break and fall away, but everywhere the At covered it, people would be safe from falling in. I left a meter-wide crack running along the length of the fissure with long, icicle-like strings of At extending deep into the sinkhole for any people who’d fallen in to use to climb back out. If any of them had even survived. It was enough—for now. The crisis was far from averted, and so many more lives were at stake. Too many.

      I stood, wiped my hands off on my slacks, and climbed back onto the hood of the SUV. I stood there, scanning the place where I’d last seen the female Nejeret, but nearly a minute had passed since I’d spotted her. A virtual eternity in disaster time. She was nowhere in sight.

      “Damn it!” I swore as I jumped down from the SUV.

      I dove into the crowd, weaving around people when I could, shoving them out of the way when I couldn’t. I felt like I was playing a life-and-death game of hot or cold, following the burning sensation in my palm and altering my course when the pain abated.

      The sense that something terrible was coming increased with each passing second, urging me onward. Now I really did wish Mari was here with me. She’d be able to come up with a fail-proof plan to track down this murderous bitch in a heartbeat, while without my old partner, I was left to fly by the seat of my pants.

      I continued to shove my way through the crowd, scanning every face in hopes that it would be the one to set off the symbol on my palm. Hopelessness was just starting to settle in when I caught sight of a beige head scarf, and the pain in my hand suddenly burned hotter. I had a lock on the Nejeret.

      I just hoped that by the time I caught up to her, it wasn’t too late.

      The pain in my palm seared even hotter, and I took that as a good sign. I was closing in on the mystery Nejeret. She had to at least have been involved with the bombings. Why else would the amulet inked into my skin be leading me to her?

      We’d yet to catch a single one of the Senate terrorists riddling the world with mistrust for our kind, but now that I had what had to be one of them in my sights, so to speak, I was determined not to lose her. I would catch this psycho, and the first moment I was able to, I would transport her back to the Heru compound on Bainbridge Island through a gateway, where she would talk. We would make her.

      Then, finally, we would have some understanding as to why the Senate was so hell-bent on destroying the human world. Once we knew their genocidal purpose, hopefully then we would be able to stop them. But first, I had to catch this woman.

      For a fraction of a second, I caught sight of the Nejeret. She was rounding the block and disappeared behind the corner of a four-story building. I had the briefest glimpse of her before centuries-old weathered stone and orange-brown stucco blocked my view of her.

      I kicked it into high gear, pumping my arms and pushing my legs to their limit. I kept myself in good shape, but I was no sprinter, and my heart and lungs strained under the effort to run at full tilt for more than a short burst. It didn’t help that my ballet flats definitely weren’t made for running.

      I reached the corner of the block maybe fifteen seconds after my quarry, but I couldn’t pick her out among the rushing streams of people fleeing from the massive sinkhole that had been swallowing up the street just moments ago. The earth still shook as the sinkhole expanded, but the barrier of At would protect everyone from at least that danger.

      I slowed to a walk, breathing hard and left hand pinching my side. Eyes searching, I scoured every potential hiding spot on this side of the street. There was a long string of storefronts, each with a recessed alcove for the door into the shop or restaurant. There were any number of places where the Nejeret could have retreated, but there was only one way to find out where.

      Cautiously, I made my way up the street, hugging the building’s exterior where a bit of a clearing allowed me to move past the stream of frantic people fleeing the area. There was no sign of the Nejeret, and for a moment, I feared I’d lost her.

      But my palm still burned with that telltale warning. I shook out my hand, though it did nothing to ease the pain. Which meant she was close. I hadn’t lost her yet.

      “Ah!” a woman shouted as she burst out through the open doorway to a bakery, beige head scarf falling back from her hair. She rammed into my shoulder, knocking me off balance.

      I stumbled to the side, bumped into a passerby, and spun around, only to trip over a folding sign that had been knocked over by the rush of people. I failed to catch myself and went sprawling to the ground. I grunted, my forearm scraping along loose grit and gravel scattered over the smooth At covering the paving stones. The tiny rocks cut deep gouges, lodging into my skin.

      Looked like I’d found the Nejeret. Or, rather, she’d found me.

      Unlike me, she was able to maintain her footing post-impact. When she saw me falling, she took advantage of the situation, taking off at a dead sprint.

      “Oh, hell no,” I said, fumbling with the trick latch on my belt buckle. It was a new belt, a classier, more delicate version that matched my new business-casual public persona, and I’d yet to master the latch.

      Finally, I freed the little push dagger hidden in the buckle and rolled onto my knees. I extended one leg, planted my shoe on the ground to give myself a steady base, waited a half of a second for the perfect moment, and flung my hand out toward the Nejeret, releasing the dagger point first. I held my breath as the push dagger flew through a gap between the rushing people.

      The knife hit home, burying its two-inch blade in the back of the Nejeret’s thigh.

      Her hamstring seized up, and she stumbled forward, tripping over her own feet. She landed on her shoulder on the sidewalk, her long, dark hair cascading over her face. A few of the fleeing people glanced her way, but nobody stopped to check if she was alright. They were too worried about their own lives to concern themselves with the life of a stranger.

      I pushed up from the ground and brushed off my hands as I closed in on the Nejeret, my long strides eating the distance between us.

      She rolled partway onto her back and pushed herself up onto her elbow. Her other hand slid into the opening of her trench coat.

      I was five steps away . . . four . . . three.

      She pulled out a Glock from her coat and aimed the gun straight at my face.

      I froze, just a couple steps from her.

      And, much to my surprise, so did the Nejeret with her gun aimed at me. So did everybody else around me. And not out of fear of the gun.

      The world had been muted, and time itself had stopped, holding everyone utterly immobile in that moment between moments.

      Everyone but me.

      I blinked, breath held. I was afraid to move. I was afraid that doing anything at all would make time restart and leave me with a nice-sized hole in my head. But even as I stood there, frozen by fear, my thoughts were free to spin out of control.

      Had I done this? Was this some new manifestation of my powers? Was my unique connection to the universe caused by the threads of At and anti-At marbling my ba and ramping up my magical powers now giving me control over time itself? It wasn’t inconceivable; Netjers, the species mine was partially descended from, had that power. It was the greatest, most terrifying power they had. It was the kind of power that could destroy worlds. Or a whole universe.

      Not too long ago, it almost destroyed my universe.

      I gulped, suddenly afraid for an entirely new reason. I certainly didn’t want that kind of power.

      “Greetings, Katarina,” a familiar voice said from behind me.

      I gasped and spun around.

      And sure enough, there Anapa stood. The real-life inspiration for the ancient Egyptian god of the dead, Anubis, towered over the crowd of humans-turned-statues surrounding us, his angular, alien features marking him as something not of this world. As something not of this universe.

      I was so stunned by his sudden appearance—he certainly knew how to make an impact—that all I could do was stare at him.

      Anapa bowed his head in greeting. “I hope you are well.”

      I opened my mouth, then shut it again and nodded.

      “Apologies for the interruption, but I’m afraid I need you to come with me.”

      My eyebrows drew together. “Come with you?” I said, finally finding my voice. “Where?” I frowned. “Why?” I glanced over my shoulder, just to make sure the Nejeret was still frozen.

      She was. And her gun was still aimed at me.

      I took a quick step to the side, not willing to chance that time wouldn’t restart at any second, allowing her to blow my brains out.

      Anapa clasped his hands behind his back. “You must come with me to the Netjer universe,” he said. “To stand trial.”
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      “I’m sorry—what?” I stared at Anapa, pretty sure I hadn’t heard him right. He wanted me to come with him to the Netjer universe? To stand trial? Me?

      Anapa’s expression gave little away—not that it was ever really easy to pick up on emotional cues from his alien facial features—and his polite blandness made my hackles rise.

      I narrowed my eyes, watching him warily.

      “You must come with me to the Netjer universe,” he repeated. “There is no time to waste.”

      Utterly stumped, I watched him walk over to the bakery and press his hand against the stone wall to the left of the display window. When he pulled his hand away, a silvery disk the size of a poker chip remained stuck to the wall.

      “What are you . . .” My words trailed off as the disk began to spin seemingly all on its own.

      Anapa stepped away from the wall and headed back toward me.

      But I couldn’t tear my eyes from the disk and what it was doing to the building’s exterior wall. The weathered gray stones shifted unnaturally around the disk, slowly swirling like they were being melted and stirred from that central point outward, turning that part of the wall into a gravity-defying whirlpool. It made a sound like wind rushing through the trees near a raging waterfall.

      That gray vortex grew with each rotation of the disk until it was as tall as the door to the bakery and just as wide as it was tall. I couldn’t see what lay beyond the surface, but I was pretty sure I was staring at a portal to another universe.

      Anapa held his hand out to me. “Come, Katarina,” he said, like I was his obedient dog.

      I took a small backward step, then another, startling when I bumped into one of the thousands of frozen-in-time people littering the street and sidewalk. I shook my head. “I can’t leave,” I told Anapa as I sidestepped around the human statue. “I have a shit-ton of things to do here—right now.” I glanced at the Nejeret with the gun, my soon-to-be captive. She was one of those things on my to-do list, and I wasn’t about to risk losing such a valuable prisoner.

      Anapa clasped his hands together behind his back once more, the corners of his mouth turning down the slightest bit. That minute but monumental change in his expression gave me hope that my words were getting through to him. Might as well keep at it, then.

      I pointed to the Nejeret. “Do you have any idea what capturing this chick would mean for my people—for the whole world?” I lowered my arm. “It would be a huge win, not to mention a chance to stop whatever else she might have planned today. Two bombs have already gone off. Who’s to say she’s not about to detonate a dozen more?”

      “She is not,” Anapa said.

      I blinked, drawing back in surprise and bumping into another frozen person. “You don’t know that.”

      “I do, in fact,” Anapa said. And before I could argue further, he added, “I already disarmed all of the explosives set to detonate in this city today.”

      I sputtered, unable to form a response.

      Anapa was always making excuses about not being able to interfere with the goings-on of this universe—it was always observe, learn, and decide with him—but now he doesn’t bat an eye at altering the natural course of events and saving gods knew how many lives by singlehandedly putting an end to one of the Senate’s terrorist attacks. What was even more irritating was the fact that he’d just left the first two bombs to go off as planned. There was no saying how high the body count already was, but I wasn’t holding out hopes for a single-digit number.

      My hands balled into fists, and my jaw clenched as I struggled with that rapidly expanding irritation. “That’s just a tad hypocritical, don’t you think?” I finally managed to say. Maybe I should’ve thanked him instead of chastising him, but come on—how many times had I asked for his help in the past only to be turned down by his boilerplate it’s-against-the-rules response? A few times. Too many.

      “Perhaps,” Anapa said.

      My lip curled in distaste, and I crossed my arms over my chest. Smug might have been an ugly look for me, but gods, it felt good.

      “However,” Anapa continued, “my interference was necessary. You would not have agreed to come with me if the people of this city were still at risk, and your willing participation in this matter is essential.”

      I pressed my lips together, processing his words. If he’d broken the rules he seemed to hold in such high regard—and in such a big way—just to get me to come with him, then this trial thing had to be a pretty goddamn big deal.

      “Katarina, please,” Anapa said, taking a step toward me and extending one hand like some old-timey gentleman. “Come with me. The fate of this universe depends on your cooperation.”

      I rolled my eyes and let out a none-too-gentle snort. “Like I haven’t heard that before,” I said. But even through my attempt at making light of the situation, my stomach twisted into knots.

      A moment later, I realized that the sense of dread—the anticipation of a fast-approaching shitstorm—had vanished the second that disk started to spin. My heart plummeted. There wasn’t a threat on the horizon any longer.

      Because it was here.

      Where the dread had been, there was now only heart-pounding fear. This was it: the portal, or the trip to the Netjer universe, was what I’d been so worried about. I just hadn’t known it until now.

      I shook my head and backed up another step. And another. “I can’t go with you,” I told him again, slowly navigating my way backward through the forest of people. I wasn’t refusing to go with Anapa because I had better things to do here—though I did—but because whatever awaited me on the other side of that portal was the big bad I’d been sensing.

      “Katarina,” Anapa said, taking another step toward me.

      “No!” I raised my left hand. My palm felt like it had spontaneously combusted, and a brilliant light burst forth from the Eye of Horus inked into my skin, washing Anapa in a hazy silver mist.

      He froze mid-step, hand extended toward me and mouth partway open.

      Just like that, Anapa, a full-fledged Netjer, joined the ranks of the people frozen in time all around me. I had no idea how I’d done it, and even less of an idea of how long it would last.

      I stared at Anapa for a millisecond, then turned on my heel and ran away from him and his damn portal as fast as I could. Fleeing like this was maybe not the most well-thought-out plan, but then, planning ahead had never really been my strong suit.

      I dodged this way and that around the frozen people crowding the sidewalk, moving to the street where the human obstacles were slightly less densely packed. I was about a half a block down the street when logic kicked in.

      I couldn’t fight off Anapa on my own. I needed the help of the most powerful Nejeret I knew—Nik. Maybe I was technically powerful enough to hold my own against Anapa—after all, he was the one who had told me I had the magical prowess of a Netjer, maybe even more—but my control over my burgeoning powers was still growing and often spotty at best. With Nik by my side, though, my odds were at least slightly better.

      I made an abrupt about-face, heading back the way I’d come. When I reached the spot where the portal to the Netjer universe still swirled in the bakery’s gray stone wall, I missed a step.

      Anapa was gone.

      I stopped, frantically turning around and around, searching the immediate area for him. But there was no sign of him.

      “Shit,” I muttered. My fight-or-flight response kicked in, and I turned toward the plume of blackish smoke reaching high into the sky, leaned forward, and ran as fast as I could. I only made it six steps.

      Some hidden force stopped me mid-stride, holding me in place. It was like I’d stepped into a block of cement, only it was transparent and I could still breathe. What I couldn’t do was move.

      “I truly regret that it had to come to this, Katarina,” Anapa said from somewhere off to my right. Based on the sound of his voice, I placed him just beyond the edge of my peripheral vision. “I had hoped my past actions had earned your trust enough that you would accompany me willingly. I am not a fan of threats, especially not threats aimed at one I respect so highly.”

      He moved into sight, another form following along with him, the only things moving among the forest of frozen people. I recognized his companion instantly, and my heart skipped a beat.

      It was Nik. He was trailing Anapa, walking along seemingly of his own free will, but the color of his irises—or lack thereof—suggested otherwise. The pale blue hue I’d come to know and love was gone, replaced by an iridescent shade reminiscent of opals and moonstones I recognized all too well from the days when Nik had shared his body with another soul—the Netjer, Re.

      A sense of cold horror washed over me.

      Re, cocreator of this universe alongside Apep, had been invited to cohabitate within Nik’s body by Nik himself some five thousand years ago, just moments after Re’s former host was murdered. For thousands of years, the two had shared body and mind, and all had seemed well . . . until someone came along and threw a wrench in their happy partnership. That’s right, I’m talking about little old me.

      Thanks to the anti-At lacing my ba, I’m a bit of an anomaly. According to the rules of this universe, I shouldn’t exist—I should have been eradicated from the timeline completely—but thanks to Nik’s quick action, here I am. And now, because of the At and anti-At that had come to be as much a part of my soul as my sheut—I’m connected to the universe in a way that makes me a whole lot more powerful than the average Nejeret. Possibly even more powerful than a Netjer. That might have a little something to do with why Re had been so dead set on ending my unnatural existence time and again over the years.

      Nik, however, was pretty keen on my life continuing, even back then. We hadn’t known it at the time, but his devotion to my continued existence was probably caused by our souls’ perfect compatibility and our potential to share the strongest, deepest connection possible—a soul bond. Because of me, Nik and Re reached an impasse that resulted in a three-year coma for Nik and a one-way escorted trip back to the Netjer universe for Re. Or, at least, I’d thought it was one way.

      Based on Nik’s eye color, Re was back. And Nik wasn’t in charge at the moment; Re was.

      My gut twisted, horror and rage a living thing inside me. What would this mean for Nik? Would he be damned to spend the rest of his life sharing his body with Re? And what would it mean for our bond? The disturbing possibilities were too plentiful to count.

      I stared at Nik—at Re—for a moment longer, then shifted my focus to Anapa.

      He’d done this. He’d stolen my bond-mate’s free will. It was his fault.

      Anger was a wildfire burning through my veins. I felt the familiar swell of otherworldly energy within my sheut, overflowing into my ba and out into my body. It saturated my entire being in a single heartbeat, body and soul bursting with power, demanding release. I let it out, easy as exhaling.

      Whatever spell Anapa had cast over me to hold me in place shattered. The invisible restraints disintegrated, raining down around me in a fine, glittering mist before dissolving into nothingness.

      My chest rose and fell heavily, and my hands curled into tight fists. “What did you do to him?” I said, more a demand than a question.

      I gritted my teeth, my fingers itching for the hilt of my sword, Mercy. Not a second later, an all-too-familiar shape solidified in my grip.

      Eyes widening, I glanced down. It wasn’t Mercy I was holding but some perfect reproduction of my beloved sword, not only made of crystalline At but marbled with ribbons of inky anti-At as well. With hardly a thought, I’d willed a replica of Mercy into existence. Maybe Anapa was right about me. Maybe I was just as powerful as a Netjer. Maybe even more.

      I raised my eyes, meeting Anapa’s.

      His narrowed the slightest bit. “Katarina, please,” he said, raising his hands in placation. “I urge you to cooperate. Violence is unnecessary.” There was no hint of fear in his voice. Not even any anger. If anything, I thought I picked up on a thread of disappointment.

      I scoffed. Like he had any right to be disappointed in me. Like he had any right at all to expect a single damn thing from me after the stunt he’d just pulled with Nik. “Don’t you ‘Katarina, please’ me.” I raised my sword. “Take Re out of Nik, now.” I widened my stance, angling my right hip away from Anapa. “Like you said—violence isn’t necessary. But so help me, Anapa, if you make the wrong choice right now, I will hurt you.” I bent my knees, just a little, readying to strike.

      Anapa sighed. The traitorous bastard had the audacity to look annoyed.

      That pissed me the hell off even more. I was already mad, but that little gesture pushed me into a full-blown, berserker rage.

      The air surrounding me crackled with electric energy, making the hairs all over my body stand on end. There was a moment of hushed expectation. The quiet before the storm. I inhaled and exhaled, the rush of air in and out of my lungs all I could hear.

      And then I leapt at Anapa, the muscles in my legs reinforced by that otherworldly energy, propelling me through the air with more force than my body alone ever could. I flew at him, a fury cutting through the unnaturally still air. A scream tore free from my throat, a raw, resonant sound not meant to be formed by human vocal cords, echoing among the frozen forms filling the street.

      I landed just out of arm’s reach of Anapa and spun around, whipping the unbreakable blade around with me. It was a foot from Anapa’s throat when it burst into a fine, iridescent mist.

      I howled, altering my trajectory and tightening my fist just before it reached Anapa. I clocked him under the jaw as hard as I could. Not as good as a sword strike, but with the surge of magical energy coating every single muscle fiber in my body, the blow promised to do some damage.

      Anapa grunted, head snapping back, and took a few stumbling steps away from me.

      I stalked after him, already forming the next series of strikes in my mind. I could feel the otherworldly energy pouring into me, saturating my physical body and recharging my inhuman strength.

      A hand locked around my arm, just above the elbow, stopping me short.

      I spun around, attempting to yank my arm free, but the grip was unrelenting. Even with the power reinforcing my physical strength, I couldn’t break the hold.

      My eyes widened as I stared at my detainer, my lips parted, and for the briefest moment, I lost the grip on my rage. In an instant, the power flooding me sizzled out.

      It was Nik, or rather Re wearing Nik like a favorite suit, his eerie iridescent eyes staring out from Nik’s familiar face as he used Nik’s hijacked fingers to restrain me.

      He curled Nik’s lip in distaste. “Come now, Kitty Kat, stop this childishness and for once at least try to use some common sense.” His voice was still Nik’s, but the way he spoke was all Re.

      I ground my teeth together, nostrils flaring. I really hated him, and I silently vowed to yank his soul out of Nik if it was the last thing I ever did.

      “Anapa could overpower you easily and force you through the portal,” Re told me, “but he didn’t. Perhaps you could show some momentary restraint and consider the possibility that he might just have your best interests at heart.”

      “Then why did he go after Nik?” I retorted, raising my eyebrows. “That’s not exactly a friendly move, is it?”

      Re bowed Nik’s head in agreement. “True, but I swear to you, I mean Nekure no harm. You are perhaps the only being in existence who cares for him more than I do. As soon as you cooperate with Anapa and pass through the portal to our universe, I will release him and join you. You have my word.”

      I narrowed my eyes, studying his familiar features, weighing the truth in his words. “Why?” I glanced over my shoulder at Anapa, who was rubbing the side of his jaw as he watched our exchange. “Why is it so damn important that I go willingly?”

      I was expecting Anapa to answer, but it was Re who spoke instead. “To show the High Council that you are reasonable and can be reasoned with.”

      I returned my focus to him, eyebrows raising once again. Reasonable wasn’t often a word tossed my way. “Why does that matter?” I scrunched my eyebrows together. “And what the hell is the ‘High Council’?”

      “The group of Netjers who rule over our kind,” Re explained. “Led by the Mother of All, the being who created everything that has ever existed. The High Council is on the verge of cutting this universe off—I believe Anapa has explained the dire ramifications of such an action—and the only way to stop the High Council from taking such drastic action immediately is to demonstrate that you can be reasoned with.”

      I shook my head slowly, still not understanding. “Why?” I looked at Anapa again. “Why me? Why does it matter so much what I do?”

      Anapa lowered his hand, working his jaw back and forth a few times. “Because, Katarina, you are the single most powerful being in this universe, and as such, you have been called to represent it.”

      My eyelids opened wide with surprise. He was wrong—I wasn’t the most powerful being in this universe, Isfet was. But, so long as she remained trapped in Aaru, it looked like my unique connection to this universe—and, through it, my connection to her—made me the next-best thing.

      “You, and only you, have the power to redirect this universe onto what the High Council views to be the right course,” Anapa continued. “I have convinced the Mother of All to hear your case. You are this universe’s last chance.”

      I stared at him, lips parted and thoughts stalled. This couldn’t be happening. Nothing he was saying was making any sense.

      “Unless you come with me right now of your own free will,” Anapa continued, “this universe will be severed from the collective, and in time, it will wither and die. There will be no Duat, no Aaru . . . no existence at all.”

      I swallowed roughly.

      “You,” he said, “alongside everything and everyone you care about, will cease to be.”
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      After about fifteen seconds of watching me stare at Anapa without moving—without even breathing—Re leaned in until his borrowed lips were mere inches from my ear. “I didn’t sacrifice my place as keeper of this universe just to watch it rot away once I was gone.”

      I pulled away from him as much as I could, eyeing him warily. Heru often pointed out my penchant for self-centered thinking. Re made me look like an amateur in that regard.

      The corners of Re’s—Nik’s—mouth lifted in the merest hint of a smile. “This is one of the most unique and fascinating universes in existence . . . so wild and unpredictable . . . so magical . . .” Some deep emotion illuminated his moonstone irises. “Helping to shape this universe was the single greatest accomplishment of my life, and despite our differences in the past, Kat, you are the crowning glory of this universe.”

      I gaped at him.

      “Don’t fail this universe,” he said. “Don’t fail me.”

      Of course he just had to end his ushy-gushy speech with a blinking arrow pointing right back at himself.

      I stared at him for a few more seconds, then blew out a breath, laughing nervously as I looked at Anapa. “Is he just blowing smoke up my ass,” I asked, “or is he for real?”

      Re and I had a long, colorful past—and not one that had been very conducive to building trust. Anapa, on the other hand, hadn’t crossed me until about ten minutes ago, when he committed the ultimate betrayal by putting my bond-mate in danger. Even so, in my heart and mind, Anapa’s words held a weight Re’s never would.

      “He speaks the truth, Katarina,” Anapa said, nothing but honesty shining in his eyes.

      The last flames of anger licking through my veins died out and my whole body seemed to deflate, my shoulders slumping and head drooping. Any way I looked at the situation, I didn’t see that I had any choice.

      I inhaled deeply, then raised my head. With morose-colored glasses, I surveyed the scene surrounding me. The Roman street was packed with people suspended between one moment and the next. People who would have a very finite number of tomorrows if I didn’t go with Anapa right now. People whose souls would never rejoin the vast river of soul-energy flowing through Duat. People who wouldn’t just die, when this universe rotted away, but would fade out right along with it. People who would truly cease to be.

      Unless I did something about it. Again. Gods, but I was tired of this whole save-the-universe shit.

      Seeing that the fight had clearly left me, Re released my arm.

      Finally, my gaze landed back on Anapa. “What happens to me if I come with you?”

      Anapa and Re exchanged a glance that didn’t exactly set me at ease. The tension built, until finally Anapa spoke. “As I have already said—you will stand trial as representative of this universe.”

      “Yeah, but what does that mean?”

      “You will be questioned by the High Council,” Anapa said.

      I waited for him to say more, and when he didn’t, I scoffed softly. “That’s all you’ve got—you will be questioned?”

      Anapa watched me, expression inscrutable.

      “And then what?” I asked. “What happens after this High Council questions me? Will I be sent home? Will I be imprisoned?” I swallowed roughly. “Will I even survive?”

      “I cannot predict what the outcome will be,” Anapa said slowly. “My control over time does not extend into that universe. But I do know that should you choose to remain here and force the High Council’s hand in severing this universe from the collective, none who inhabit this place will survive for long.”

      I stared at him for several heartbeats, gauging the level of honesty in his midnight eyes. There was no hint of deception. “Alright,” I finally said. Like I even had a choice. “I’ll do it. I’ll come to your universe, and I promise to be on my best behavior.”

      I hadn’t realized Anapa was holding his breath until he let it out in a massive whoosh.

      “On one condition,” I added.

      Anapa became very still.

      I glanced at Re. “Nik comes, too. Can’t have either of us keeling over because of bonding withdrawals, can we?” I said, raising my eyebrows for emphasis. “I won’t be any good to anybody if I’m dead . . .”

      Plus, if the shit hit the fan—which it usually did in situations involving me—I wanted to have my strongest ally at my side. It would’ve been nice to bring Mari, too, since we’d fought side by side for so long and were a flawless team, but you can’t always get what you want . . .

      Re looked at Anapa, and the two shared a prolonged stare that seemed to say things I didn’t understand.

      “Well?” I asked. “Do we have a deal?”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Re nod.

      A moment later, Anapa nodded, too. “Very well,” he said. “It is agreed.” He stepped to the side, arm extended to the portal swirling in an endless circle in the stone wall. “After you, Katarina.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest and shook my head. “Oh no.” I held out my arm, mirroring his gesture melodramatically. “After you.” I looked at Re, then back at Anapa. “Both of you,” I said, not feeling overly gullible at the moment. I wasn’t about to step into a portal to another universe without seeing with my own two eyes that my bond-mate was coming, too. I wasn’t born yesterday—although, compared to both of them, I kind of was.

      I flashed the two Netjers a too-wide grin. “No, really, I insist.”

      After another meaningful look was shared between Anapa and Re, Anapa nodded. A moment later, Re strode past me on Nik’s legs, heading straight for the portal. In a blink, he was gone, the swirling mass of gray stone swallowing him up.

      My breaths were coming faster now, my heart beating a steady staccato in my chest. He really did it. He really went through the portal. Re, and Nik right along with him, was quite literally outside of this universe.

      I thought I should’ve felt something, like the unfathomable distance that now separated Nik’s and my bonded souls should have pained me. But it didn’t. All I felt was a sudden rush of panic making my stomach twist in knots. There was no turning back now. My bond-mate was on the other side of that portal. And if I wanted to survive for more than a week, I would have to follow.

      “Will it hurt?” I asked Anapa. When he didn’t answer right away, I glanced at him.

      He was frowning. “I honestly cannot say. You are the first of your kind to ever travel through a portal.”

      “But Susie and Syris—”

      “Are not Nejeret,” Anapa said, correcting me before I could even finish. “They are Netjer, through and through.”

      “Huh.” I stared at the portal, trying to imagine what I would find on the other side. I had so little to go on that I came up blank.

      “Well,” I said, taking a deep breath and blowing it out. “Here goes nothing.”

      With no idea what to expect, I squared my shoulders and strode straight toward the portal. My heart may have skipped a beat or three when I planted my shoe on the sidewalk a scant foot from the event horizon, but I didn’t allow my steps to slow. If I slowed at all, I thought I might lose my nerve, and then I would never make it through.

      I closed my eyes and held my breath.

      And stepped through the portal.
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      As it turned out, entering a portal to another universe felt a lot like taking a running dive over the lip the Grand Canyon, only to free-fall for what felt like an eternity before landing in an enormous vat of warm, gooey Jell-O. And that was just the physical sensation.

      I closed my eyes for the first few seconds—a natural reaction to feeling like I was falling to my death, like that might protect me from the impact of landing. Once I opened my eyes, I was too awed to even blink.

      I seemed to be moving through a tunnel of some sort, its walls an ever-changing kaleidoscope of lights and colors and textures and, somehow, sounds. They flitted past, so very different from one another, but not the least bit discordant, like all the instruments in an orchestra playing at the same time—each making a unique sound but still maintaining harmony with the whole.

      Beneath it all, there was a steady drumming that reminded me of a heartbeat. I could feel the primal rhythm thrumming through the air all around me, somehow familiar and strangely comforting.

      The tunnel curved this way and that, up and down. And then there was a flash, brighter than those flickering along the walls of the tunnel, and suddenly I was falling again. That thrumming heartbeat stopped, replaced by an almost staticky staccato tapping, and the appearance of the walls changed, taking on an oily, metallic look. The surface of the walls still shifted endlessly, like liquid quicksilver, but in patterns and sharp angles.

      The journey came to an end just as it had started, with the whole falling sensation. I figured I would be thrown out of the portal into whatever sort of reception area awaited me on the other side. I didn’t expect to just step out of the portal like I was completing the motion that had brought me into the thing in the first place. But that was exactly what happened.

      The moment the sole of my shoe touched the solid surface on the other side of the portal, my knees gave out. I collapsed onto the floor, head hanging and palms pressed into a smooth, cool surface. I felt like I’d had way too much to drink and was suffering from a bad case of the spins.

      “Holy shit,” I said, the two words broken up by my quick, heavy breaths.

      A hand appeared in front of my face. A familiar hand, one that had spent a lot of time touching my body lately. Nik’s hand. I was so disoriented that it took me a moment to realize why Nik’s hand was the first thing I saw upon entering an entirely different universe.

      Nik was here too. I wasn’t alone in this foreign place. That knowledge made me breathe a little easier. If there was one thing I’d learned over the past few weeks, it was that there was nothing Nik and I couldn’t accomplish, so long as we were together.

      I shifted my weight backwards so my butt was resting on my heels and placed my hand in Nik’s. But the moment I raised my eyes and met his, the moment I saw that moonstone opalescence coloring his irises in place of that familiar, beloved pale blue, I hissed faintly and yanked my hand from his. Re was still in control.

      He stared down at me, expression one of utter confusion.

      My eyes narrowed to slits. “Think maybe you could turn the helm back over to Nik now?” I asked, raising my eyebrows. “I’m here. That was the whole point of you hijacking his body, right? So why don’t you just let Nik go and skedaddle on into your own body, or whatever . . .”

      Re grunted a humorless laugh, then closed his eyes and bowed his head. When his eyelids lifted once more, it revealed that heartwarming ice blue that belonged to Nik and Nik alone.

      I blew out a breath, pushing my hair out of my face with a hasty swipe of my hand. “Oh thank God,” I said as I reclaimed his hand and used it to pull myself up to my feet. “Good to have you back.”

      The corner of Nik’s mouth lifted, just a little. “Glad to be back.”

      My focus slid away from him, and I did a slow scan of our surroundings. “Damn,” I said, voice momentarily stolen by what I saw.

      We were in a dome that had to be at least five hundred feet high at its peak, taller than pretty much any building back in Rome. The walls were like quicksilver, rippling and refracting the light that seemed to be shining through it. I glanced down, confirming what I suspected from my less-than-dignified hands-and-knees arrival—the floor was made of the same material.

      I lifted one foot and tapped the toe of my shoe against the floor. Ripples spread out from the point of contact like those of a stone landing in water, only this stuff—whatever it was—felt solid. It was like the standard physical states from my universe didn’t apply here. Like solid, liquid, and gas weren’t rules in this alien place.

      “I wonder what it is,” I said, more to myself than to Nik.

      “Essence,” he said. “It’s the basic building block of this universe, what At and anti-At were modeled off of.”

      I looked at him, surprised by his answer. “How could you possibly know that?”

      Nik blinked, tension sharpening his features for the briefest moment before his expression relaxed. “Re . . .” He rubbed his temples with his thumb and index finger. “Some of his knowledge always spills over whenever he’s in here.”

      “Oh.” My eyes lingered on his face. “I don’t suppose you gleaned anything useful from his thoughts? Maybe some more info about what to expect with this whole trial thing?”

      Nik lowered his hand and shook his head. “No such luck. Sorry, Kitty Kat.”

      I sighed, lifting one shoulder. “No worries.”

      At the faint whoosh behind me, I spun around to look at the portal. Anapa had joined us.

      “What took you so long?” I asked. I’d thought he was right behind me.

      The corners of Anapa’s mouth just hinted at turning down. “I stepped into the portal immediately after you, Katarina.” He tilted his head to the side, curiosity lighting his midnight eyes. “How long have you been here?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. Five minutes, maybe?”

      That hint of a frown deepened. “How odd,” Anapa said. “I was under the impression that, besides the Mother of All, all beings traveled through portals at the same speed.” His brows drew together. “I have never heard of any sort of variability.”

      “That’s me,” I said, fake-laughing, “the variable one.”

      Anapa continued to stare at me, making me more than a little uncomfortable.

      “So . . .” I glanced at Nik, flashing him a discomfited smile. “What’s next?”

      “Oh,” Anapa said, “yes, right . . .”

      He seemed to shake himself out of his momentary trance, then turned around to face the swirling portal. He raised his hand and pressed it into the wall just outside the outer rim of the portal. Ever so slowly, he inched his hand toward the edge of the portal, and just as slowly, the portal shrank until it was nothing more than a small, blackened disk spinning ever more slowly on the quicksilver wall.

      Anapa plucked the disk off the wall once it had stopped spinning and curled his long fingers around it.

      With the portal closed, the walls and floor were the only sources of light, the Essence showering us all in an eerie, silver glow. It was like the world had been bleached of color, leaving behind only black and white and every shade of gray between.

      I laughed under my breath, more a nervous response than one of humor. “We’re definitely not in Kansas anymore,” I muttered.

      Anapa stared at me for a moment, clearly not catching the reference. Apparently, his time in my universe had not included much exposure to popular culture.

      “Oz,” I told him. “Wizard Of. It’s a classic. You should check it out sometime.”

      Anapa cleared his throat. “Yes, well, I would imagine that many things here will look strange to you, but I’ve done my best to add some familiarity to your quarters as well as to the chamber created for your trial.”

      “Created for?” I repeated back to him, eyebrows rising. “You created a whole space just for this?”

      “Indeed.” Anapa clasped his hands behind his back. “Such is the protocol in cases like this, as so few species can exist purely in energy form. As you are now, tied to your physical body, you would not be able to survive on our usual plane of existence.”

      “I’m sorry . . .” I blinked at him, exchanged a glance with Nik—who, surprisingly, didn’t seem at all affected by Anapa’s explanation—and returned to staring at Anapa. “But, what?”

      “We do not often descend to the physical plane,” Anapa explained further. “And as the Netjer most familiar with your universe, I was tasked with creating the physical spaces required for your stay here as well as charged with your care.”

      I opened my mouth and inhaled to ask one of the million questions buzzing around my mind, then pressed my lips together again. “Huh.”

      “Come,” Anapa said, raising a hand and waving it to the side.

      An opening formed in the wall of the dome, not swirling like the portal from my universe, but still round. Beyond it, I could see what appeared to be my bedroom from Heru’s place on Bainbridge Island.

      I stared through the doorway, my mouth falling open.

      “Let us get you settled in,” Anapa said. “It should not be too long of a wait until the High Council is ready for you, but I think you should have time to rest, if you’d like. This has been a lot to process, I’m sure.”

      Apparently, he’d meant it when he said the Netjers wanted to make me feel comfortable here. I wasn’t sure what to think of it. In the back of my mind, I’d been expecting to be thrown into a prison cell of stone and iron where I would rub elbows with rats and other vermin. But going so far as to create a replica of my bedroom—that was just strange. Why do it? What was the Netjers’ angle, really?

      Because instead of setting me at ease, the familiar surroundings were a jab to the heart, reminding me of just how far away home was. An actual, truly infinite distance away.

      That realization sparked a hint of panic and infected me with a bout of homesickness so acute and severe that it physically hurt. It felt like my heart was being squeezed, my lungs constricted, right there in my chest.

      I balled my hands into fists and straightened my spine, squaring my shoulders. Sure, this was a crazy situation. But it wasn’t my first time facing what was, by pretty much any definition, insane, and so far as I knew, there was a way out. So long as there was a way out, I would not panic. I would not give in to weakness.

      I would squash that shit and sweep it under a rug. I had to hide it away where nobody could see it. Not even me.
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      Nik followed me into the replica of my bedroom, Anapa right behind him. A quick examination of the space told me Anapa had done an impeccable job of recreating my room from back home. It was eerie to be surrounded by familiarity and to know that none of it was real. A tiny voice in the back of my mind wondered if that was the whole point. Was the High Council’s “standard protocol” in place to throw guests like me—if I could even be called a guest—off-balance before their trial? Or did they genuinely want to make me feel comfortable? If that was the case, it wasn’t working.

      “So, what happens next?” I asked, turning away from the illusion to face the doorway. It was right where a normal, mundane door would have been, but it couldn’t have been more different.

      Anapa stood just inside the opening. “For now,” he said, “you wait. I will return when the High Council summons you. It shouldn’t be long.” He turned as though he was about to walk right back out the way he’d come in.

      I took a step toward him. “You’re leaving? Just like that?” I raised my hands a few inches, subconsciously beseeching him to stay. “No explanation of—of anything?”

      Anapa seemed to be avoiding meeting my eyes, which set off all kinds of alarm bells in my mind. “You will understand everything soon enough,” he said cryptically, then stepped through the doorway.

      I rushed after him but barely managed two steps before the opening closed in on itself, sounding like something being sucked up a pneumatic tube, leaving nothing but a blank wall where the only way out had been just a moment earlier.

      I couldn’t believe he’d left. He just walked away, leaving us there, none the wiser. I still didn’t know what was going on, beyond the supposed trial I would be facing as the representative of my universe. Beyond his claims that my willing participation was the only thing standing between my universe and its complete and utter destruction. Beyond the fact that there was an infinite expanse of time and space between where I was now and where I belonged.

      “Oh, come on!” I smacked the wall where the door had been with an open hand, a frustrated growl rising up my throat. “This is such bullshit.” I hit the wall one more time for good measure, then turned and leaned back against it, crossing my arms over my chest.

      Nik settled in the violet armchair in the corner of the room, resting the base of his skull against its cushioned back and closing his eyes.

      “How can you just sit there?” I asked. I wrapped my fingers around my upper arms, digging my nails into my own flesh, hoping the pain would alleviate some of the panic mounting in my chest. “This whole situation is so screwy, and now Anapa . . .” My irritation with the Netjer came out in the form of a growl. “He just left us here. We’re trapped, Nik. We’re prisoners.” An anxious shiver crawled up my spine, and I threw my hands up in frustration. “And it’s like you don’t even care.”

      Nik rested his hands on the end of the chair’s arms, then raised and lowered his shoulders in an unenthusiastic shrug. “Calm down, Kitty Kat. There’s no point in getting all worked up about something we can’t change.”

      I scoffed, hardly able to believe the words that had just come out of his mouth. “Fine,” I said, gritting my teeth and shaking my head. I was getting the distinct urge to punch Nik, and I impressed even myself by showing some restraint and not doing it. “You just sit there,” I told him, a distinct edge to my voice. “Do nothing. I’m sure we can relax our way out of this.”

      “Kat . . .” Nik shifted forward in the chair like he was considering standing. Like he might come to me and try to comfort me.

      I raised a hand, palm out toward him. “No, don’t. If you get close to me right now, I don’t think I’ll be able to stop myself from scratching your face off.”

      Nik laughed silently, the corner of his mouth rising just a little. “Have it your way,” he said as he settled back in the chair.

      I was fully aware that my frustration with Nik stemmed from my frustration with myself. He didn’t need to be here, but he was because I’d demanded it. I’d justified it both internally and to Anapa by claiming that if Nik and I were separated for too long it would mean death for both of us. But the truth of it was that I’d really wanted Nik here with me because I was afraid and because he was the strongest, most powerful person I knew. And he made me stronger just by being here, with me. But at the same time, him being here was a reminder of my own weaknesses, which only frustrated me further. It was so much easier to push that frustration out onto him than to deal with it at the source—me.

      Sometimes I felt bad for him that he had to put up with me for the rest of forever. Now was not one of those times.

      I glared at Nik for a few seconds longer, then rolled my eyes once more, sniffing as I turned my back to him and recrossed my arms over my chest. I looked around at the familiar walls and furnishings, part of me wishing for the iron jail cell I’d imagined.

      The room was perfect—just like my room back on Bainbridge. The bed and nightstands, the dresser, the armchair, the armoire, and the bathroom were all in the right places. Even the standing mirror was there, though this version was just a mirror: no sign of Dom’s name etched around the frame, let alone his ghostly reflection.

      Even though everything looked right, it wasn’t. It was too neat. Too tidy. There were no bottles of booze on the dresser. My tarot cards weren’t strewn out on the nightstand alongside a glass of bourbon. The bed was made, which never happened, and there were no clothes draped over the chairback or piled on the floor near the armoire.

      My focus returned to the standing mirror, my thoughts turning to my half-brother, and I touched the mirror pendant hanging on a leather cord around my neck. “Dom, can you hear me?”

      There was no response. My heart gave a nervous flutter.

      I gripped the pendant, yanking the cord off over my head and dangling the tiny mirror in front of my face. “Dom? Are you in there?”

      The thought that he wasn’t in the mirror, that I couldn’t talk to him—the realization that, for once, he didn’t have my back—only fanned the flames of panic smoldering in my chest.

      “Dom?” I repeated, a slight tremor in my voice. He would be freaking out right now; everyone would be. To them, it would look like I’d vanished into thin air in the middle of the Rome crisis. Heru and Mei wouldn’t be able to find me using their sheuts—they wouldn’t be able to sense me at all. My friends and family—the whole world—would think I was dead.

      “Looks like he can’t reach the mirrors from a universe away,” Nik said, stating the obvious.

      “Yeah,” I said, voice thready as I continued to search the little pendant for any sign of my half-brother. “Looks like it.” With a shaky sigh, I returned the pendant to where it belonged, hanging around my neck. I was on the verge of losing my shit, and I forced myself to take deep breaths, hoping it would calm my frayed nerves.

      When I turned to Nik, I found that his pale blue eyes were locked on me, his stare intense. It was almost like he was studying me. Like he was waiting for me to break down.

      “What?”

      Nik didn’t respond. He just kept staring at me, and I couldn’t help but wonder if he was pissed off that I’d dragged him into this right along with me. Well, he could join the club, because I was pretty pissed off about it too.

      His scrutiny quickly made me feel self-conscious, and I turned away from him once more. I moved closer to the nightstand, wondering if Anapa had been so detailed in recreating my room—my prison cell—that he’d included a replica of my deck of tarot cards. They wouldn’t work the same way as my actual deck of tarot cards because I hadn’t made them, but it would be comforting to feel even a dummy version of the deck in my hands, regardless.

      I sat on the edge of the bed and reached for the drawer handle, but when I pulled the drawer open, I found that it was empty. I exhaled heavily. “Of course,” I said under my breath.

      “What’s wrong?” Nik asked.

      Besides everything? I laughed bitterly. “Nothing,” I said without looking at him.

      I shut the drawer and stood, moving to the dresser. I ran my hand over the top of the dresser, soothed by the smooth, faintly grooved surface. I trailed my fingertips along the wood grains until I reached the end of the dresser and jumped my fingers to the standing mirror, letting them glide around the top of the frame. It was impossible not to search the depths of the looking glass for Dom, even though I knew I wouldn’t find him in there.

      As I moved past the mirror, I drew closer to the window. It showed the usual view of the thick forest of pines and evergreens and the Puget Sound beyond. But the view was too static. The blue-gray water was a solid mass, no movement to it all. Just another reminder of where I was. And where I wasn’t.

      As I stared out the window, a thought struck me. Maybe getting me out of my universe had been the plan all along. Maybe there was no trial, no High Council. Maybe I’d walked straight into a trap, eyes open but sight unseeing.

      Without me in my home universe, there was no way for Isfet to break out of Aaru. She would remain a prisoner there for the rest of time, and the Netjers could march right on in to my universe and do whatever the hell they wanted. The threat on the horizon, the big scary thing she’d been warning me about, would happen, and nobody would be able to do a damn thing about it.

      Because I was here. Because I’d abandoned everyone in my universe. Because maybe, just maybe, I’d been duped.

      I was too frustrated for words. I didn’t think I’d ever been so pissed off at myself. With a howl, I slammed my fist into that artificial window. I felt the sharp pain of some of the bones in my hand cracking, but the window didn’t break. It didn’t even have the decency to crack. It might have looked like a glass window, but that couldn’t have been further from the truth. It was a made-up thing. A fake. Everything in here was.

      Nik placed his hands on my shoulders, standing behind me. “Calm down, Kitty Kat. There’s no need to hurt yourself. We’ll figure a way out of this. Trust me. We just need to be calm. To think.”

      I hung my head, holding my now-throbbing hand to my chest. It would heal, but it would take a while. Besides, that physical pain dulled in comparison to my wounded pride. I hated that Nik had seen me give in to hopelessness like that.

      “Maybe you’ll feel better if we talk through what you should and shouldn’t tell the High Council . . .”

      I shook my head weakly. “That definitely won’t help.” It would likely do the opposite, sending me spiraling deeper into the throes of panic and tossing any chance of level-headed thinking out the window.

      “Well then, come on . . . lie down with me,” he said, directing me toward the bed. “Who knows how long we’ll be in here. Let’s get some rest, and then we’ll be able to brainstorm with clear heads.”

      All the fight left my body, and I let Nik turn me around. He put pressure on my shoulders, and I bent my knees, sitting on the edge of the bed.

      I was suddenly exhausted. I scooted back on the bed and lay down on my side, curling my knees up and hugging them to my chest. The waistband of my slacks pinched my skin, and I silently wished for some sweats and an oversized T-shirt.

      As Nik settled behind me, I closed my eyes and focused on taking deep, even breaths, timing them off of the pulse throbbing in my wounded hand.

      Slowly, my thoughts settled, and I was able to recognize that Nik was right. There had to be a way out of this. There was always a way out.

      We just had to find it.
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      Somehow, I managed to fall asleep.

      When I woke, I had zero sense of how long I’d been out. Nik was still behind me, his arm draped over my side. I raised my head to look out the window, but that stagnant view of the Puget Sound was exactly the same as it had been before. I wouldn’t find any clues as to how much time had passed from the scene “outside”—that fake sun glowing dimly behind those artificial clouds hadn’t moved an inch.

      I hadn’t dreamed while I was asleep, at least not that I could remember. Which meant no echoes—no visions of what the future might bring. I wondered if being outside of my universe meant I had no powers at all. Was I entirely without magic? I’d been wishing I could go back to being a normal Nejeret for weeks—months, even—but not like this. I hadn’t wished to be rendered utterly powerless. Talk about being careful what you wish for . . . I closed my eyes and focused inward, seeking out that special part of my soul that allowed me to wield universal energies in a way that could only be called magic.

      Sensing my sheut, I exhaled in relief. Even better, I could still feel the threads of At and anti-At marbling my ba. If I could just figure out how to reach out across the vast distance from here to my universe and reconnect with those primal energies, I would be able to shake this powerless feeling. I would be able to take some minimal amount of control back into my own hands. Then, this whole situation might feel a little less impossible to deal with.

      Opening my eyes, I craned my neck to get a look at Nik’s face. His eyes were closed, and his chest rose and fell with the deep, even breaths of sleep.

      Ever so carefully, I slid out from under his arm, tucking it against his chest before moving away from the bed. I needed to think, not sleep. And I always thought best when I was moving.

      I started to pace back and forth across the room, stretching out and flexing the fingers of my right hand. I was pleased to find it had healed completely while I slept. My stomach groaned, a reminder that I would need food soon to replenish the energy my body had used to heal itself. Not that there was anything I could do about that now.

      As I moved around the room, I couldn’t shake the feeling that coming here had been a mistake, whatever Anapa had sworn about my willing participation in this “trial” being the only thing standing between my universe and certain destruction. At this point, I was having serious doubts about there even being a trial. Anapa had never lied to me before, but that didn’t mean much. Our history was more like a brochure than a textbook. I barely knew the guy. The god. Maybe he’d made it all up just to get me here. But why?

      My universe had been near catastrophe time and time again in the past, but my sister Lex, who’d been at the center of the last save-the-universe struggle, hadn’t ever been approached by Anapa or any other Netjer threatening potential universal destruction. Why now?

      It had to have something to do with Isfet and my connection to her. But why did that matter to the Netjers? They’d trapped her in Aaru at the inception of my universe, I knew that much. What I didn’t know was why. Were they afraid of her? Was that what this was all about?

      I shook my head. It didn’t make any sense. All Isfet wanted was to protect my universe. It was self-defense, really, since the universe was technically her body.

      I reached the armoire and turned, heading back toward the dresser, letting logic lead my thoughts. If Isfet protecting my universe was the thing the Netjers were trying to prevent, then that meant that, for whatever reason, the Netjers wanted to harm my universe.

      I stopped dead, staring at the wall behind the dresser. “Holy shit,” I breathed. That was it. The Netjers needed to make sure that my universe couldn’t defend itself.

      It was a terrifying realization. But it was the truth—it had be—which made the realization strangely comforting as well. I knew what I had to do now. I needed to find a way to get back to my universe and free Isfet, as soon as possible, no matter what. If I didn’t, then the Netjers would eventually come after my universe with malice in their hearts. They would attack us, and without Isfet free to defend us, we would lose. The logic didn’t lie.

      “You’re going to wear a hole in the carpet if you keep at it like that,” Nik said.

      I glanced at him, but I didn’t stop pacing. When I reached the dresser, I turned and headed back toward the armoire. “It’s not even real carpet,” I said. “It’s probably made of the same stuff as the dome was—Essence, or whatever you called it.” I reached the armoire and turned back to the dresser.

      “Yeah, I know,” Nik said, moving to the edge of the bed. He swept his hair back with a hand, then stretched his neck, first one way, then the other. “So, what’s on your mind?”

      I pressed my lips together, frustrated for the gazillionth time about that damn gag order Re and Apep put in place in my universe to keep anyone from talking about Isfet.

      And then I stopped and turned to face Nik, eyes opening wide. I wasn’t in my universe anymore. Which meant there was no gag order, not here. For the first time ever, I could tell somebody about Isfet. I could tell somebody about everything I’d been dying—literally, sometimes—to share over the past few weeks.

      “There’s something I have to tell you,” I said as I rushed over to Nik, sitting on the bed beside him and taking one of his hands in mine. “I’ve wanted to tell you about this for so long,” I said, the words tumbling out as I squeezed his hand. “So much has happened, so much insane, crazy shit—stuff I couldn’t talk about until now.”

      Nik’s eyes searched mine. “Alright,” he said, “I’m listening.”

      I took a deep breath. I was so excited to finally confide in someone that I was shaking. “It all started when I died . . .”
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      “So you see,” I said, finally winding down from the whole epic tale of my entanglement with Isfet, “she’s our only option. Whatever happens here, she’s the only one who can truly protect our universe. We have to get back home ASAP.” I shook my head, exhaling in frustration. “We never should’ve come in the first place, but I couldn’t see it then . . .” When Anapa first showed up in Rome, I’d been too preoccupied by the whole threat of our universe being severed to work through the truth of the matter. Now, it was clear as day.

      “Wow,” Nik said, voice monotone and stare faraway. Slowly, he extricated his hand from mine and smoothed back his hair. His expression was absolutely unreadable.

      “What? Do you think I’m wrong?” I studied his face, trying to read some hint of what he was feeling. Of what he was thinking. But those perfect, angular features were truly inscrutable. No raised eyebrow. No smirk or sneer. Not even a mischievous sparkle in his eye. Was he in shock?

      Probably. I had just dumped a massive amount of holy shit–worthy information onto his lap.

      I touched his shoulder gently. “Nik?”

      After a few more seconds, he inhaled deeply and looked at me. “I think you’re right, Kat, but . . . it’s just a lot to take in,” he said. “I wish you hadn’t—” He fell silent, shaking his head.

      I tilted my head to the side. “You wish I hadn’t what?”

      He looked away, expression returning to that stony, inscrutable state. Finally, his lips parted and he breathed in to speak. But whatever it was that he wished I hadn’t would have to wait.

      There was a whooshing sound, and we both looked to the empty wall where my bedroom door would have been. A circular opening was forming in its place.

      Once the doorway was fully formed and about seven feet tall and nearly as wide, Anapa stepped through. He was carrying a stack of folded-up clothes, including blue jeans and a black leather coat and what looked a hell of a lot like my favorite pair of combat boots. Had he brought me my actual clothes? Or were these reproductions, too?

      I eyed the bundle in his hands for a moment, but I couldn’t suppress the urge to glance at the doorway. It was so close. Freedom was just through there . . . and a universe away.

      My longing for home must have shown on my face, because Anapa closed the doorway with a sweep of his hand. In a blink, it was gone.

      I returned my focus to Anapa, placing one hand on my hip and cocking it to the side. “I wasn’t going to make a break for it,” I said, and I actually meant it.

      I might not have been the queen of planning ahead, but even I could recognize the wisdom in scouting out the surroundings of my artfully disguised prison cell before I just ran out into gods knew what. This cell could’ve been in a bubble floating along through space for all I knew.

      Anapa raised his eyebrows, just a little. “For your own sake, Katarina, I hope you speak the truth. It would be unwise . . .”

      “Yeah, I’m aware.” I sent a meaningful look to the stack of clothes in his hands. “Are those for me?”

      “Ah, yes.” Anapa stepped further into the room, making his way toward me. He held out the clothes in offering. “I thought you might be more comfortable in your usual attire.”

      I took the stack from his hands, frowning. “Yeah, I will,” I said, itching to shed my slacks and blouse and don something normal. “Thanks.”

      I chewed on my lower lip. First Anapa had gone to the trouble of creating a pretty damn perfect replica of my bedroom, and then he’d brought me my actual clothes. He’d traveled all the way back to my universe, rifled through the piles of clean-ish clothing on my bedroom floor, found a pretty good approximation of my usual outfit—from the looks of it, he’d even found my favorite pair of jeans—and then brought it all across multiple universes to me. To make me feel comfortable.

      It was like he genuinely cared. Like he just might actually be on my side. Or, at least, not completely against me. My gut told me that was the case, but the circumstances suggested otherwise. Or was this how Stockholm Syndrome started?

      I took a single step backward, eyeing Anapa and hugging my things to my chest. “What’s your angle?” I asked, eyes narrowing to speculative slits.

      I wasn’t free to move about on my own, which made me a prisoner. That was very clear. But as far as the accommodations went, I was being treated like a guest. So, which was it? Because it couldn’t be both.

      Anapa stared at me for a few seconds, then looked to Nik, who was standing on the opposite side of the bed, but he quickly returned his attention to me. “My angle?” He shook his head. “I’m afraid I don’t—”

      “Uh-uh.” I took another backward step. “Don’t play dumb, Anapa. You know exactly what I mean, so what’s the deal? Where’s your loyalty—with me or with the High Council?” After a brief pause, I added, “What’s the outcome you’re pulling for?”

      “I . . .” Anapa turned away from me and made that increasingly familiar hand gesture toward the wall, creating a doorway. “I should leave you to change,” he said, already walking toward the opening.

      “Anapa, please,” I blurted, “wait!”

      “I’ll return in a few minutes,” he said, ignoring my pleas.

      And then he was gone, and the doorway disappeared a few seconds later.

      I exhaled in a breathy, humorless laugh. Fat lot of good that had done. I was just as clueless as ever and even more confused. I glanced down at the clothes in my arms. But at least I would look good when I met the High Council. At least I would look like me.
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      “Bummer he didn’t bring anything for you,” I told Nik. I was sitting on the foot of the bed, bent over to tie the laces of my boots.

      Shortly after Anapa left, Nik had returned to the armchair in the corner. He now sat with his elbows propped up on the chair’s arms, his fingers steepled together in front of his chin. Not that he needed different clothes. He looked damn good in that suit; he just didn’t look like him.

      “I’ll survive,” Nik said, lowering his hands to grip the ends of the chair’s arms once more.

      I stared at him, studying his familiar features in an attempt to gauge his current state of mind. I’d found myself doing that a lot here. But once again, I came up empty.

      “What’s up with you?” I asked.

      Nik’s fingertips dug into the upholstery. “What do you mean?”

      I finished with my bootlaces and sat up straight, patting my hands on my knees. “I don’t know. You just seem . . . different, I guess. Angry, or something.” Cold, was more like it. “Did the things I told you—”

      “I’m fine.”

      I held up my hands to shield myself from his chilly tone. “Alright. Noted.” I laughed under my breath. “Forget I said anything.”

      “You got it.”

      I pointed at him. “See. That’s exactly what I mean. You’re acting weird—all cold and quiet and . . . and weird.”

      Nik raised a single, pierced eyebrow. “Sorry, Kitty Kat. I’ve just got a lot to think about.” His lip quirked into a faint smirk. “Don’t worry about me. You’ve got your own shit to deal with.”

      I narrowed my eyes, scrutinizing his face. Nik was sorry? He’d never apologized for his behavior before, not even when he broke my hand with his stupid At wall, or after, when he’d nearly killed me. Not even when he’d used his myriad of sheut powers to cloud my mind in an attempt to make me comply with his wishes.

      Something was majorly off with him—more than just him being overwhelmed by our current predicament—but I couldn’t put my finger on it. Was Re still in control, just playing it off that he was letting Nik drive?

      I dismissed the thought. It was impossible. In Nik’s case, his eyes truly were windows to his soul—specifically, to which soul was in charge. Pale blue for Nik, moonstone white for Re. It was practically a law of physics.

      My stomach groaned with hunger. Absently, I rubbed the back of my neck, angling my head first one way, then the other to stretch the aching muscles. “Uh . . . I’m starving. I hope Anapa brings us something to eat before the trial. I think I’m getting a hunger headache.”

      Something that looked a hell of a lot like fear flashed in Nik’s pale eyes, and I froze, intrigued by the reaction. It was the most emotion he’d shown in hours. It disappeared almost as quickly as it showed up, making me second-guess whether I’d seen it at all.

      Nik leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees and clasping his hands together. “Maybe they want you hungry . . . weakened. Might be part of their strategy to lower your defenses.”

      I frowned, thinking his thoughts weren’t totally unfounded. “I wouldn’t be surprised,” I said, letting my hand fall back into my lap. My lip curled into a slight sneer. “I’m already not a fan of this High Council. They sound like a bunch of total douche-nozzles…”

      At the sound of that increasingly familiar crackle and whoosh, I stood and turned to face the doorless wall. An opening appeared seconds later, and Anapa walked into the room, accompanied by an unfamiliar Netjer.

      I looked at the new Netjer, scanning him from head to toe, then back up. I shifted my focus back to Anapa, raising my eyebrows. “Who is this?” I asked, pointing to the newcomer with my chin.

      Anapa glanced at the other Netjer sidelong, only for a moment. “This is Sian. He is here to ensure your safe escort to the trial chamber.”

      The trial chamber—so the “trial” was real, after all. Not that that clarified much of anything.

      I gulped. My throat felt dry, thanks to the hours I’d gone without access to any food or water. “I’m starving,” I said, succumbing to the sudden urge to put off the trial for as long as possible. “I don’t know how long you plan on keeping me here, but you’re going to have to feed me at some point, and water is pretty necessary for us earthlings.”

      Anapa bowed his head. “Of course. I’ll see what I can do.” As he raised his head, I caught the meaningful glance he sent Sian’s way. There was warning in his eyes. He didn’t trust the other Netjer.

      I frowned, forcing a quiet “Thanks.” I would have to watch what I said around this new Netjer.

      “Come,” Sian said. It was the first time I’d heard him speak. His voice was smooth like velvet and neither high nor low, fitting his androgynous appearance. Had Anapa not referred to him as a “he,” I wouldn’t have been able to peg his sex. “The High Council is ready for you, and it is not good to keep them waiting.” He started for the open doorway, clearly expecting me to follow.

      I looked at Anapa, then at Nik, and when neither offered me any guidance, I turned and followed Sian. Nik fell in step behind me, and a quick glance over my shoulder told me Anapa was taking up the rear.

      The doorway led into a long, wide hallway with polished pale marble floors and white walls. They were blank, devoid of any doors or windows, but there were benches made of dark wood every dozen feet or so. At the end of the hallway was a single door—the traditional kind, made of wood. Overall, the hallway had a very courthouse vibe, which seemed appropriate . . . but also strange, considering the hallway was in another universe.

      When Sian reached the door at the end of the hallway, he gripped the handle and pulled it open, giving me a view of what lay beyond.

      My eyes widened as I stepped through the doorway.

      The hallway’s appearance made a lot more sense, what with the very legitimate-looking courtroom I’d just entered. It was like something straight out of a movie, with only slight modifications. Row after row of wooden benches filled up the back half of the room, seating for anybody who wanted to watch the proceedings, and a single table with several chairs was set up beyond the benches.

      At the front of the room, there was a raised dais for the judge, or in this case the judges, like you would see at a congressional hearing. There were nine chairs in total, eight filled by Netjers, absolutely still and watching me with unblinking eyes, though the center seat—a throne by pretty much any definition—was empty. The Netjer High Council, live and in technicolor and scary as all hell.

      Gulp.

      Needing some way to redirect my anxious energy, I stuffed my hands into the pockets of my leather coat. The second my fingers closed around a very familiar velvet drawstring bag, my heart gave an excited thud-thump. My tarot cards. Anapa had brought them with my clothes.

      The shock must have shown on my face, and I made an effort to school my features. Was this a sign that Anapa was actually trying to help me? Was this his response to my demand that he tell me whose side he was really on? I clung onto the hope that despite the fact that he’d dragged me into this mess, he had my back. That maybe, just maybe, I could trust him. He hadn’t lied about there being a trial, after all . . .

      Sian led us to the table and chairs arranged near the front of the room. I stood behind the middle chair, and Nik went for the chair on my right, Anapa the one on my left. Sian continued on to the far side of the room, where he took up a stance with his back to the wall, his hands clasped before him in what was very distinctly a guard pose. If I was stupid enough to attack the High Council, he was ready to shut that shit down in a heartbeat.

      Before we could take our seats, the Netjer sitting in the chair to the left of the throne stood. At that point, sitting seemed kind of disrespectful. And for once, I was kind of trying to impress. Or at least play the part.

      A live wire of tension, I shot Nik a sideways glance, wishing I could reach out and take his hand. But I wasn’t willing to give such a blatant display of weakness, so I kept my hand to myself, curling my fingers into a fist instead.

      “Katarina Dubois,” the Netjer said, female from the sound of her voice, though much like with Sian, her short hair and elongated alien features made it difficult to tell. “You have been brought here to stand trial as a representative of your universe. Do you come here free of will and in good faith?”

      To my ears, the sounds coming out of her mouth were complete and utter gibberish, but somehow my brain seemed to understand what she was saying. It was disorienting enough that it took me a few seconds of staring at her expectant face to remember that I was supposed to respond.

      “Uh . . .” I licked my chapped lips, though my tongue was dry and sticky, making the action pretty much useless. “Yeah?” I cleared my throat. “I mean, I do . . . come here of free will and good faith.”

      Ish. It wasn’t like I had much of a choice.

      “Very well,” the Netjer said. “Let us begin.”
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      “Be seated,” the Netjer spokeswoman said.

      I pulled out the chair directly in front of me, the chair legs screeching on the hardwood floor. The sound sliced through the silence in the room, making me cringe.

      My cheeks lit on fire. “Sorry,” I said, voice barely above a whisper. I sat and ever-so-carefully scooted the chair in, managing to achieve minimal screeching. Nik sat on my right, Anapa on my left.

      “Sian, please remove the do-not-disturb order on this construct,” the head Netjer said.

      The sound of shuffling and whispers filled the room behind me. Dreading what I would find, I turned slightly in my seat, peeking over my shoulder. Behind me, the room seemed to have expanded, gaining a second and third level, like we were in a theater rather than a replica courtroom.

      As soon as I saw just how many Netjer spectators this trial would have—a relative shit-ton—I turned right back around, fingernails digging into the underside of the seat of my chair. What was this—the Netjer version of Judge Judy?

      My heart thudded in my chest, and I sank lower in my chair, wishing I could just disappear. But I couldn’t. It was pretty clear that all of these people—these Netjers—were here to see me. I could hear them whispering about me. I was a curiosity. An enigma. A novelty. I was a creature to them, not a person.

      “To begin,” the Netjer spokeswoman said, addressing the crowd behind me, “I would like to thank the revered Anapa for doing the hard work and research required to create this construct. As you all know, any time the High Council assembles to determine the fate of a troubled universe, we try our hardest to ensure that the representative of the universe is treated justly and fairly. We are, above all other things, civilized and compassionate. Undue suffering is never an option.”

      I leaned closer to Anapa and whispered into his ear. “How is it that I understand what she’s saying?” Because the only two languages I knew fluently were English and Middle Egyptian, and the sounds she was making sure as hell didn’t belong to either of those.

      “I built a translation mechanism into the construct,” Anapa said, his voice barely audible.

      I waited for him to say more, because his explanation was more or less gibberish to me, but when it was apparent that he was finished, I turned my attention back to the Netjer High Council. I supposed the how didn’t really matter, so long as I could understand the Netjers and they could understand me.

      “And for the remainder of the trail,” the Netjer spokeswoman continued, “please keep your audio muted. Any disruptions will result in immediate expulsion from the construct. Absolutely no exceptions.” She settled a stern look on the spectators. “The Mother of All intends for this to be an exemplary case. The decision made here will set a precedent for all such cases regarding unbalanced mature universes going forward.”

      Oh, shit. Back on earth, it usually wasn’t a good thing for the defendant when a judge decided to “make an example” of someone. I was already nervous, but now I was petrified.

      “Those of you allowed admission to this trial should feel honored,” the Netjer spokeswoman said. “You are witnessing history in the making.” She lifted both hands, palms up, signifying for everyone else to stand as well. “Please rise for the Mother of All. May her justice be fair, her mercy deserved, and her wisdom received with an open heart.”

      The door at the back of the courtroom creaked open, and I turned to see the new arrival. The Mother of All sounded like kind of a big deal. I’d yet to hear anybody refer to her by anything other than her title—Mother of All—which made me think she thought pretty damn highly of herself. I had the impression that she was in charge around here, even more so than the High Council. If the Netjers were gods to my people, it seemed that this “Mother of All” was god to them. I wasn’t sure what that made her to me. A mega-god? Or über-god? Or just big-G God?

      For seconds, nobody passed through the open doorway. The audience of Netjers watched on, attention rapt and expectant.

      I glanced at Anapa. He was so stiff and tense that he was visibly trembling.

      Jesus. Who the hell was this chick?

      Not a Netjer, that much became all too clear when she finally entered the courtroom. And she certainly didn’t look like a human or a Nejeret or any other type of life-form I had ever seen in my life. She was generally humanoid shaped, like the rest of us, but there the resemblance ended.

      The Mother of All was angelic and waiflike, her skin rigid and glittering like millions of cut diamonds, and her eyes shone with a deep, multifaceted violet that reminded me of amethysts. She wore a gossamer, multilayered gown that floated and fluttered around her as though she were underwater. Her long, straight hair seemed to be pure, spun silver, and it trailed behind her as she glided up the aisle to the front of the room.

      As the Mother of All passed each row of benches, those gathered to watch the trial bowed their heads and covered their faces with their hands. When she reached our table, both Anapa and Nik did the same. But not me—all I could do was stare.

      The Mother of All paused at the edge of our table, turning those amethyst eyes on me. “You are Katarina Dubois,” she said, her voice a chorus of whispers and sighs that nearly brought tears to my eyes with its beauty.

      “I —” I cleared my throat. “Yes, I’m her—Katarina Dubois,” I finally managed to say, my voice sounding harsh and grating compared to hers.

      The Mother of All scanned me, those amethyst eyes trailing down the length of my body, then right back up. “What a curious creature you are. How fascinating . . .” She studied me for a moment longer, then turned away without another word and continued on her way up to the raised dais to join the High Council.

      Like everyone else had done, the members of the High Council bowed their heads and covered their faces with their hands as the Mother of All drew near. Only when she was seated in her throne did they uncover their faces.

      The Netjer on her right, the one who’d been speaking earlier, raised her arms, palms down. “Be seated, all.”

      I started to do what she said.

      “Save for you, Katarina Dubois,” she added.

      I froze halfway down to my seat.

      “Come forward,” she said. “We wish to question you.”

      I remained frozen for another second or two, working on getting my shit together internally before facing this panel of imposing figures. I’d dealt with a lot of higher-up Nejerets back on earth, but these people were on a whole other level. Now that I’d seen her, this Mother of All chick was like—I didn’t even know what. Greater than a Netjer, obviously. I’d been right about that. But what did that make her? What was she? What kind of a being surpassed a Netjer?

      Isfet, I supposed, but she was hardly comparable to a Netjer; she was another thing entirely.

      Ready as I ever would be, I scooted my chair back. The chair legs screeched on the hardwood floor once again. I cringed at the irritating sound but held in my apology this time. I made my way around the table, shooting a furtive glance first at Anapa, then at Nik. Their guarded expressions did nothing to soothe my jittery nerves.

      With a deep breath, I turned away from them and made my way forward. I stopped in the center of the open space in front of the table, directly in front of the Mother of All. My hands felt awkward, like I hadn’t had them my entire life. I had no idea what to do with them, so I opted for stuffing them back into the pockets of my coat. The familiar feel of the velvet drawstring bag eased my anxious nerves, just a little.

      I inhaled deeply, letting out the breath long and slow and only shaking a little. “What do you want to know?”
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      The High Council wanted to know pretty much everything, it turned out.

      They asked me about me—about my childhood, about losing my mom, and about the role I’d played in averting the whole Re-Apep crisis that Lex had been integral to. They asked me about my people, both Nejerets and humans—about our history, our culture and traditions, our current civil war, and what I thought that struggle would mean for the future of Nejerets and humans alike. They asked me about things that seemed so irrelevant to all of this, like religion and technology and my day-to-day life. They asked me how humans were able to survive fully aware of their own mortality.

      On and on, they asked me an endless stream of questions, each one seeming more nonsensical than the last. I was hungry and thirsty and tired, and I had to pee. My head throbbed, and my saliva was tacky from talking for so long without anything to drink. I actually wanted water, not bourbon or even Cherry Coke, which was pretty damn unusual for me.

      “And when you enter your resting mode—sleep—you have experiences?” the Netjer on the far left asked. “Dreams, I believe they’re called?” If he already knew all of that, why was he asking me about it?

      I combed my fingers through my hair, pausing at the base of my skull to rub the ache that was only settling in deeper. “Yeah . . . but why does this matter?” I blurted before I could stop myself. “What do sleep and dreams have to do with anything?” I moved my hand forward to rub my temple. “I thought this was supposed to be about my universe . . . about the imbalance and all that shi—stuff.”

      Behind me, Anapa cleared his throat. It was a warning.

      Leave it to me to lose my cool at a time like this. I inhaled and exhaled deeply, closing my eyes as I regathered my quickly fraying nerves. “Why am I here?” I asked, opening my eyes and turning my attention to the Mother of All. “Because it can’t be to ask me about things as inane as dreams.”

      The Netjer sitting to the right of the Mother of All straightened in her chair. I was no expert at reading Netjer expressions, but my gut told me that she was pissed.

      I suppressed a smirk—nervous habit.

      A musical giggle filled the courtroom. It was coming from the Mother of All. It was the first sound she’d made since speaking to me when she’d first arrived.

      I was so surprised that I took a step backward.

      The Mother of All raised her hand, her fingers covering her mouth. “Oh, my dear, you are an amusing creature,” she said, following up with another achingly beautiful laugh. “Tell me, Katarina Dubois—as the most powerful being in your universe, why do you think it should be allowed to continue on?”

      My lips parted, and I sucked in a breath to answer, but I found that I didn’t really know what to say. Which was why I was pretty damn grateful when the Mother of All raised her glittering hand, telling me to stop before I’d even started.

      “You must understand,” she said, “from our perspective, your universe is completely out of control, and it only seems to be getting worse. Ma’at has been left out of balance for far too long. If we allow your universe, a festering wound in the web of all that is, to continue on its current path, it will, in time, infect this universe, the hub of all that is. And through this universe, all other universes will be infected.” She fell quiet for a moment, letting that sink in. “You, Katarina Dubois, are here to help us decide whether or not your universe can be saved . . . and whether or not it is even worthwhile to try. Is there a way for your universe to course correct, returning stability to Ma’at, or will it continue to spiral out of control, no matter what?”

      Numbly, I shook my head. How was I supposed to know that? I’d done what I could to bring balance back to my universe, but despite my best efforts, the song of Ma’at hadn’t been doing so hot lately. Much as I hated to admit it, the Netjers kind of had a point. My universe was out of control.

      “So, please, tell me,” the Mother of All continued, “how do you, the most powerful being in your universe, plan to fix it?” All humor from her giggle fit earlier was gone, and the intensity sparkling in her gemstone eyes froze any and all wise-ass retorts on my tongue.

      I was left with nothing but the honest truth. “I don’t know,” I said. I considered telling her that even though I didn’t know how to save my universe, I knew someone who could—Isfet—but despite being weakened and weary, some deep-rooted instinct told me to keep my mouth shut about her.

      “I see,” the Mother of All said. “Thank you for your honesty, my dear. Is there anything else you would like to tell us before we adjourn to discuss the matter privately?”

      I pressed my lips together and shook my head.

      “Very well,” she said. “Please return to your seat.”

      I did, eagerly. I was surprised to find a tall glass bottle of fancy spring water on the table in front of my seat. Anapa must have slipped out at some point during the hours-long questioning and retrieved it from my universe. I hoped he’d brought some food while he was at it.

      “Thank you,” I mouthed to him, reaching for the bottle. I was thirsty to the point of it being nearly all I could think about.

      The Netjer to the right of the Mother of All stood. “This concludes the interrogation portion of the trial. Please—”

      “Actually,” the Mother of All said, her voice quieter than the Netjer’s but its potency drowning out the Netjer’s voice.

      The Netjer’s mouth hung open comically for a moment before she snapped it shut.

      “There is one other I would like to hear from regarding this matter,” the Mother of All said. Her intense stare was focused on me, but it shifted slightly to my right. To Nik.

      “Come forward,” she said, and her next word nearly stopped my heart. “Re.”
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      I forgot all about my thirst and the bottle of water on the table. I turned my head to look at the man sitting beside me so slowly that I could feel the individual muscles and tendons in my neck working. My lips parted, but I couldn’t come up with any words to say. I was too stunned.

      The corners of his mouth lifted into a faint, hesitant smile that I thought was an attempt at an apology, and I watched, horrified, as the pale blue bled out of his irises, giving way to a moonstone iridescence. His tattoos faded away, the piercings in his lips and eyebrow vanished, and his facial features elongated a little but didn’t change all that much. He still looked eerily similar to Nik. Similar but off—how Nik might look if he were a Netjer—making this man’s resemblance to the man I was bonded to haunting.

      My mind was in a state of shock, my thoughts stumbling around, bumping into one another, trying to make sense of everything. Failing to make sense of anything.

      Nik was Re. Not Re possessing Nik. Nik the man—being—wasn’t Nik at all. At least, not my Nik. Did that mean that my Nik—the real Nik—was still back in my universe? Did that mean the man I’d been around for the past gods-knew-how-many hours—the man I’d cuddled with and confided in—had been Re all along?

      Puzzle pieces started to fall into place, bringing things I’d dismissed as unimportant to light. Nik’s behavior had been strange ever since entering this universe. Nik, the real Nik, was prone to moments of unexpected oddness, but his recent behavior went way beyond the norm. I’d chalked it up to the weird situation, but as it turned out, the cause was way more extreme than that—he wasn’t acting like Nik because he wasn’t Nik at all.

      And then there was the headache; I’d thought it was my body reacting to severe hunger and dehydration, but I now recognized the pain in my skull as an early symptom of bonding withdrawals. Because Nik wasn’t here at all—he never had been—and I had no soul-deep connection to the being impersonating him. To Re.

      Fear sprouted in my chest. The need to get back to my universe was more urgent than ever. If I remained here for too long, the withdrawals would kill me. And back home, they would kill Nik—the real Nik—too.

      But why would Re do this? Why would he pretend to be Nik for so long? Why hadn’t he revealed who he really was as soon as we arrived in this universe? That was the whole point of the farce, after all—he’d been pretending to be Nik back in Rome just to get me here, right?

      I felt a spike of white-hot anger and clenched my jaw, my fingers digging into my thighs painfully.

      Was it a game for him? Had he enjoyed toying with me?

      Re stood and lifted his hand like he was going to touch my shoulder. Another attempted apology.

      I flinched away. The danger posed by this place was more palpable than ever . . . because of him.

      For a moment, he stood there, eyes locked with mine, not touching me and not pulling away.

      My stare was a challenge. Touch me. I dare you. I’ll rip your face off.

      Re sighed and lowered his hand. “I wish you hadn’t told me,” he whispered so quietly I almost couldn’t hear what he said. He looked at me for a moment longer, then made his way around the table to stand before the High Council just as I had done. He clasped his hands behind his back, squared his shoulders, and held his head high.

      My entire body went cold as I processed his words. He knew. About Isfet and my half-formed plan to get home to release her . . . about everything. Because I’d told him. Because he’d tricked me into thinking he was the one person I truly trusted. It had been a huge relief to get everything off my chest. But it had been a mistake—an unwitting one, but a mistake nonetheless—and I had a dreadful feeling that that moment of relief was about to be quickly overshadowed by an eternity of regret.

      I glared at the back of his head, wishing my anger alone could sear a hole through his skull and boil his brain. Silently, I willed him to keep his mouth shut.

      “You have spent some time with Katarina Dubois disguised as one she trusts,” the Mother of All said.

      As she spoke, my glare shifted to her. She was the one behind this. She’d set the whole thing up. The Netjers on the High Council seemed just as shocked as I was about the Nik-is-Re revelation. Was it a power play? Was I just here as a pawn the Mother of All was using to make a point to the High Council—that she was better than them?

      “Tell us, Re,” the Mother of All said, “to the best of your knowledge, has Katarina Dubois been forthright and honest with us?”

      For seconds—eons—Re remained immobile and silent. Until finally, he nodded. “So far as I know, everything she said was the truth.” He answered carefully, seeming to dance cleverly around the question.

      Not cleverly enough.

      “But was it the whole truth?” the Mother of All asked.

      I held my breath and crossed the first two fingers of both hands. Re hadn’t exactly been forthcoming in his answer to her first question. Maybe he wasn’t a fully cooperative participant in this charade. Maybe he would withhold some of what I’d shared with him. He hadn’t really tried that hard to get any information out of me. If anything, he’d been cold and distant, almost like he’d wanted to push me away. Almost like he’d wanted me to keep my mouth shut.

      And I’d gone and blabbed everything to him anyway. Gods, I was an idiot.

      “No,” Re finally said, and my heart plummeted. “She did not tell you everything.”

      I closed my eyes, chin trembling. “Shut up. Shut up. Shut up,” I mouthed, repeating the phrase over and over and over again.

      “Katarina Dubois has been in contact with Isfet,” Re said.

      Swallowing roughly, I opened my eyes.

      The High Council exploded in a chorus of gasps and whispers. But their reaction was nothing compared to that of the Mother of All. She bristled, those diamond facets in her skin glinting as they shifted sharply, her glare moving from Re to me. Apparently, she really didn’t like Isfet.

      I shrank back in my chair, repulsed by her palpable rage, sinking down a few inches.

      It took the Mother of All a few seconds to calm herself. When she was finally able to speak again, she flattened her palms on the arms of her throne and stood. “I had such high hopes for you,” she said to me. “What a disappointment.”

      I was overcome by a whirlwind of emotions, and it was a struggle to stop them from overtaking me. I was still outraged at Re for duping me—and at Anapa, too, because he’d been in on it. I was embarrassed and ashamed that I hadn’t seen through the ruse, that I hadn’t been able to tell the difference between this imposter and the man whose soul was bound to mine. I was lonely and frightened, all of these alien faces staring at me, these strangers hearing my story and deciding my fate. And now, seeing the disgust and what could only be called hatred in the Mother of All’s amethyst eyes, I drowned in a tidal wave of dread. My stomach turned to lead, my mouth to cotton.

      What would happen to me now? Would I be sent home? Or would I be held here until the bonding withdrawals killed me?

      More importantly, what would happen to my universe? Nothing good, that much was certain.

      Desperation flooded me. I couldn’t just leave things like this. I had to try to make it better. I had to try . . .

      Trembling with an influx of adrenaline, I stood, licked my lips, and cleared my throat. “Please,” I said, voice steadier than I felt. “I didn’t mean to—”

      “Enough!” the Mother of All roared.

      I froze, stunned by the hurricane of alien energy coming off of her in wave after wave. Even if I’d had access to my powers here, I wouldn’t have been a match for her. Not even close.

      “Get out of my sight,” she said and flung out one glittering hand.

      “No, wait, I—”

      There was a flash of brilliant blue light, and then the courtroom was gone and I was sitting on my butt on the floor of my bedroom. Of my prison cell.

      And for the first time since coming to this universe, I was truly alone.
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      “Damn it!” I shouted, scrambling to my feet and lunging at the empty wall where a door should have been. I slammed my fist against the wall, fully expecting the satisfaction of knuckles breaking through drywall. I was sorely disappointed.

      When my knuckles hit the wall, the impact sent out the faintest ripple along the surface, and the force of the impact reverberated back through my hand, grinding my newly healed bones together painfully. Because the wall was made of Essence, like every other damned thing in this hellhole. I wasn’t really home. I was a prisoner, and my universe was likely doomed.

      Fuming, I marched over to the standing mirror. If I couldn’t tear down a wall, at least I could break something big. I gripped either side of the mirror and flung it across the room, howling in anger.

      The mirror crashed into the armoire with the sound of splintering wood, then fell onto the floor, glass-side down. The stupid fake mirror didn’t even have the decency to shatter, probably because it was made of Essence too. It was a construct, whatever that meant. It wasn’t real.

      I glared at the mirror, offended by its very existence. And then something on the face of the armoire caught my attention. There was a very distinctive dent in the right door, and splinters of wood interlocked along the break like tiny, jagged teeth.

      I moved closer, intrigued as faint little waves cascaded across the broken door, smoothing the faux wood out until the break was gone. The door of the armoire appeared to be undamaged once again. But it had been damaged. Maybe it wasn’t real wood, merely Essence made to act like real wood, but it had been damaged.

      I frowned, brows knitting together. So why hadn’t the mirror broken, too?

      Hands on my hips, I looked down at the mirror. The back of the frame wasn’t the original ashy oak as it had been when Anapa first sent me into my artfully disguised prison cell; it was an opaque, almost crystalline material. This mirror looked exactly like the real one in my bedroom, which Nik had transformed into At to protect it from ever breaking just moments after I etched Dom’s name into the wooden frame.

      I knelt beside the mirror, sliding my fingertips under the edge. The front of the frame was smooth but covered in deep grooves. I could tell just by touching the grooves that they made up letters, and I knew exactly what they spelled out, because I was the one who had carved them.

      “What the hell?”

      I lifted the mirror by the edge so I could see its face and rested it against the base of the armoire.

      “Huh,” I said, sitting back on my heels. I was totally baffled by what I was seeing.

      This most definitely wasn’t the same mirror that had been in here earlier. That mirror had been made to look like it was a creation of wood and glass. But this mirror—it was made entirely of At. Genuine At. I could feel it, resonating with the threads of At marbling my soul.

      I reached out with my right hand, tracing the grooves spelling out Dom’s name. This wasn’t just a replica of the mirror that was in my bedroom. This was the mirror from my bedroom. It pulsed with potential, the magic I’d imbued it with humming subtly. The charm was still there, even if rendered inert.

      Anapa must have brought it here while I was being questioned by the High Council. So, what—he’d gone on a water-and-magical-mirror run? Odd combination. But why bring me the mirror at all? It wasn’t like it would do me any good here. Without my powers to charge it, I couldn’t reach Dom through the mirror. Without my powers, I couldn’t do much of anything.

      I touched the right pocket of my leather coat, feeling the outline of the deck of tarot cards stowed within.

      He’d brought me the cards, too. Why? Had he brought them because he knew something I didn’t? Had he brought me these things because there was actually a way for me to use them?

      Hope surged within my chest, and my gaze slid down to the mirror’s silvery surface. Maybe I wasn’t as powerless as I’d thought.

      But Dom didn’t suddenly appear there. That surge of hope wilted and died, crushed by my half-brother’s absence.

      But I wasn’t ready to throw in the towel yet. Oh, no. I’d only just begun.

      Eyes narrowed and focus razor-sharp, I scooted back a foot or two, making a fairly large space on the carpet between my knees and the mirror. I pulled the deck of cards out of my coat pocket and untied the little string holding the velvet bag shut. I dumped the cards out of my hand and closed my eyes, placing my other hand over the top card.

      “Come on . . .” I squeezed my eyes shut, searching for some spark of that familiar, primal energy. “Come on . . .”

      Just like with the mirror, I could feel the potential for the magic. My sheut reached out, a dowsing rod seeking the energy it needed to make the magic work. I could feel the threads of At and anti-At within my soul coiling up in anticipation.

      But there was no answer from the universe—no influx of electric energy. Because I wasn’t in the right universe. So far as my sheut was concerned, the required form of energy didn’t exist in this place. I was too far away.

      I blew out a breath, arms drooping to rest on my thighs. My fingertips tapped on the top of the tarot deck, and I stared at the wall behind the armoire, thoughts whirling, like the faux drywall might hold the answers I sought. How could I bridge the gap between this universe and mine? The universes were connected—the Mother of All had told me so herself. And Anapa must have brought me these things—these magical things—for a reason. Which made me think there had to be a way.

      An idea struck me all of a sudden. My finger stilled, poised above the cards. Maybe these walls did hold the answer.

      I set down the deck of tarot cards and stood, making my way around the mirror and armoire, one hand upraised. I pressed my hand against the wall until my palm was flush with the faintly textured surface.

      Nik—or rather Re—had told me that Essence was this universe’s version of At and anti-At, the base substance making up all things here. Maybe my sheut was the source of my original magic—but it was the veins of At and anti-At permanently embedded into my soul that made me so powerful. Those veins allowed me to tap into the most primal forces in my universe, giving me abilities akin to those of a Netjer.

      If I could just tap into the Essence like I did the At and anti-At, I thought there was a chance that I could bridge that unbroachable chasm separating me from my universe. Separating me from my power.

      I couldn’t sense the Essence like I could the At and anti-At, but I wasn’t about to let that reality stop me from trying. I pulled my hand away from the wall and looked at my palm. The Eye of Horus inked into my skin shimmered, moonstone with onyx striations.

      Gritting my teeth, I called out to the threads of At and anti-At interwoven into the fabric of my soul, coaxing them to extend out of my body through the ancient symbol on my palm. The Eye of Horus represented protection, along with proclaiming my clan affiliation—clan Heru, all the way. Beyond those things, it seemed to provide a focus for the unfathomable powers writhing and churning within me. I just hoped it was enough of a focus to make this hairbrained scheme work.

      Ever so slowly, threads of At and anti-At sprouted from my skin, inching longer and waving gently as though they were alive. I supposed, in a sense, they really were alive—more so than anything else in existence. They were the building blocks that were there at my universe’s inception, and they would be there if and when it ever came to an end. They were more than alive. They were eternal.

      At times in the past, I’d sensed that the At and anti-At had something of a mind of its own. I supposed that would make sense, considering it was technically the body of Isfet. The soul-energy was her spirit—her soul—and it was her mind that was trapped in Aaru, leaving the other parts of her being fractured and without direction. Leaving them ripe to be molded and directed by a couple of enterprising Netjers.

      Who was to say there wasn’t some remnant of Isfet’s mind left in those other parts of her. Some instinctive part of it always seemed to know what was going on and what needed to be done. It always seemed to respond to my will like it could truly hear me, sometimes coming up with a solution to a problem that I barely understood. I was pretty sure critical thinking skills were usually beyond the scope of abilities for inanimate objects, making At and anti-At pretty damn animate.

      Taking a deep breath, I closed my eyes and focused my thoughts, hoping those threads of At and anti-At would understand what I needed now. Hoping that they would hear me, they would listen, and they would know what to do, because I sure as hell didn’t. I moved my hand closer to the wall.

      In an instant, every single nerve and cell in my body lit on fire. My eyes snapped open, and I sucked in air until my lungs were near bursting.

      I stared at the place where the threads of At and anti-At touched the wall. I watched them spread out like ivy over brick, weaving in and out of the Essence. The farther they spread, the more intense the burning sensation became, until it was nearly overwhelming. It was all I could think about.

      The searing pain was so all-encompassing that I couldn’t even remember how it had started. All I knew was that if the pain didn’t stop soon, it would consume me entirely.

      “Little sister.” Dom’s voice was in my mind. “Can you hear me? Are you alright?”

      Dom’s voice startled me out of the haze of pain, and I yanked my hand away from the wall, snapping the connection between the threads of At and anti-At and the Essence in the wall.

      The pain stopped instantaneously, replaced by a swell of excitement.

      I’d done it. I’d forged a connection to my universe. With Anapa’s understated help, I’d proven to myself that I wasn’t powerless here.

      I raised my hand once again and pressed it against the wall.

      Now it was time to prove that to everybody else in this gods-forsaken place.
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      Tapping into the Essence didn’t hurt as much the second time, now that the pain was expected. It was almost as though I was able to regulate the pain, to distribute it out among all the cells of my body even as I channeled that oh-so-potent energy from my own universe into my sheut. The energy poured into me, electric and alive, and I spindled it within my sheut until it was surging with power.

      Even so, the pain scorching my soul increased incrementally, and I knew it was only a matter of time before it became unbearable. I wouldn’t be able to maintain the connection for long. Maybe a few minutes at a time. At this rate, it would take me forever to figure out how to make a doorway through the alien Essence and break out of here.

      Problem was, I didn’t have an eternity. I had until the High Council called me back into the trial chamber to deliver their not-so-great decision or until the bonding withdrawals became so bad that I lost consciousness, whichever happened first.

      I was racing against the clock, my time ticking down with each passing second. I was looking at a matter of days, a week, max. It was figure this shit out or die. And I wasn’t ready to die. Not yet. Not again. Not for good.

      I held the mirror pendant out from my chest so I could see it. “Dom? Are you there?” I couldn’t see him yet, but I wasn’t too worried; last time, it had seemed to take a little while for the power to build up enough that I could reach him through the tiny mirror.

      I waited a few seconds and tried again.

      Dom appeared suddenly, his expression wild. “Kat!” He leaned in closer to the tiny mirror’s surface. “What is going on? Why can I sense you all of a sudden?” he demanded.

      “I don’t have long,” I told him. “I’m in the Netjer universe, and—”

      “I know. Re reached out to Nik and explained some of what’s going on,” he said. “He told Nik everything about the Isfet situation, and the two of them are trying to figure out a way to reverse their connection to bring Nik to you via Re . . . at least in spirit. Re believes it may help slow the bonding withdrawals a bit.”

      I blew out a breath of relief. I’d been right about Re; not only had he not been a willing participant in tricking me, but if everything Dom said was true, it sounded like he was genuinely trying to help. “Good to know,” I said. “This place is crazy, Dom, and I don’t really understand what’s going on. I think I may have an ally in Anapa, too, so I’ll see if I can get him to help me escape. I have to get back there to free Isfet. You’re all in so much danger . . .” I gritted my teeth, squeezing my eyes shut to fend off the pain searing my nerve endings.

      “What is wrong, little sister?”

      Again, I shook my head. “It’s nothing.” I took a deep, shaky breath. “I haven’t seen the twins, but maybe Lex can talk to them . . . see if there’s some way they can help me get out of here before—” I groaned, the pain bringing a wave of nausea.

      I took a deep breath, then another, blowing the air out slowly. “Before the bonding withdrawals kill me,” I finally managed to say. I shuddered.

      “Kat—”

      “I’ll be in touch soon,” I said a fraction of a second before I pulled my hand away from the wall, dragging the threads of At and anti-At out of their entanglement with the Essence. I felt light-headed and slightly sick to my stomach.

      After a second, stronger wave of nausea, I realized I was more than slightly sick to my stomach.

      Hand on the wall, I stumbled into the bathroom. I just hoped Anapa had included a real, functioning toilet. I’d yet to check, and I really didn’t want to have to spend the next however long I would be here smelling my own vomit. Especially not if this was the end for me.

      Thankfully, the toilet worked. Once my stomach was settled via being utterly empty, I made my way to the sink and turned on the faucet. Thankfully, it worked, too. I cupped my hands and slurped down handfuls of water. Thirst finally sated, I made my way out of the bathroom, feet dragging. When I reached the bed, I collapsed on top of the mattress, weak and groggy.

      Connecting to this universe’s power source had drained me physically. But at least it had left my magical batteries recharged. I closed my eyes, a tiny victorious smile touching my lips. I could feel my body’s need for sleep, so I didn’t fight it. I would need all the strength I could get.
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        * * *

      

      I’m standing in the middle of the northbound lanes of Interstate 5, right in the heart of Seattle. The freeway is in a deadlock, people laying on their horns and sticking their heads out of windows to get a better look at what lies ahead holding them up.

      It’s dusk, the final orange rays of sunset a mere hint glinting off the buildings’ glass exteriors.

      At the sound of car doors slamming, I turn around.

      A family is getting out of their car—a woman, a man, a teenaged boy, a young girl carrying a stuffed elephant, and a golden retriever. They hoist backpacks onto their shoulders and start hiking north, making their way to the shoulder of the freeway.

      I watch them walk away until my attention is snagged by the sound coming from the radio of a car nearby. It’s the distinctive, chill-inducing tone of the emergency alert system. I tilt my head to the side, listening to the message.

      There’s an evacuation order in effect. People are ordered to leave all cities associated with Nejerets.

      I take a step toward the car, intending to knock on the driver’s window and ask for more details about what’s going on.

      The scene shifts in a blur.

      I’m still standing on the freeway, but the cars all around me are strewn about, some resting on their sides or roofs like discarded children’s toys. Car alarms blare, a deafening cacophony that makes it hard to think. Smoke streams out of massive holes blown in some of the high-rises west of the interstate, while other buildings look to have been broken in half entirely, their upper floors scattered among the streets of downtown Seattle.

      I spot the stuffed elephant the little girl had been holding so tightly, discarded near a hubcap by the median. There’s no sign of the girl or her family. There’s no sign of anyone.

      I’m paralyzed by what I’m seeing. My city lies in ruins. It’s like something out of a nightmare.

      Off to my right, a car engine explodes, and I stumble away a few steps, hands coming up to cover my ringing ears.

      Once again, the world becomes a blur, shifting all around me while I remain in place.

      It’s pouring down rain now. The abandoned vehicles are still here, scattered around me on the freeway, but now they’re rusted and rotted, with green things growing over, inside, and through them. It’s quiet, the gentle sound of rain soothing my ringing ears. The buildings are covered in ivy and other vines, and blackberry bushes grow rampant in even the tiniest patches of dirt. A herd of deer meander down the southbound lanes, not a care in the world.

      Nature has taken root here once more; civilization is gone.

      I take another step, hoping to induce another of those blur-flashes that make time leap forward.

      Nothing happens. I’m still here, with the herd and the blackberry bushes and the rain.

      There’s a tearing sound coming from the sky, like thunder slowed down.

      I look up, raising one hand to shield my eyes from the rain.

      It appears as though the sky has been torn open, and a darkness deeper than anything—deeper than the shell of midnight surrounding Aaru—peeks through the jagged tear.

      I watch as pieces of the sky are sucked into that endless abyss. I watch as the tops of the tallest buildings start to break apart, the fragments flying into the growing patch of darkness. I watch until the first car starts to fracture.

      And then I turn around, and I run.

      

      I woke from the dream with a start. I sat up, heart pounding in my chest and stare skirting around my bedroom in skips and starts. Not my bedroom, I remembered. This was my prison cell. And that hadn’t been a dream. It was an echo.

      I had just seen the future—or a future. And it was worse than I ever could have imagined.

      “There has to be a way to change it,” I said, lying back down.

      Sleep tugged at my consciousness, and no matter how hard I fought it, I knew I wouldn’t win. My body needed to regenerate.

      I rolled onto my side, eyelids heavy. “There has to be a way,” I murmured, eyes closing. “There has to be . . .”
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      “Katarina Dubois.” I could feel somebody shaking me by the shoulder. “You must wake. The High Council is ready for you.” Whoever it was rolled me onto my back, trying to wake me, but the pull of regenerative sleep was too strong. All I could manage was a faint groan as I curled away from the person, hugging my knees to my chest.

      “What is wrong with her?” In the far recesses of my mind, I recognized the voice as belonging to Sian.

      “She is primarily a physical creature,” Anapa said. “She must have gone too long without sustenance. Return to the High Council and tell them she will not be able to stand before them for a while yet. I shall fetch food and drink for her.”

      “She has access to water here,” Sian said.

      “She needs more than water.”

      “But the Mother of All’s orders were for her to go without—”

      “She must be fed,” Anapa snapped, genuine anger sharpening his tone. “She will not be able to receive the High Council’s judgement until then.”

      Their voices grew distant as sleep dug its claws in deeper.

      “Very well,” Sian said. “How long shall I tell the High Council to wait?”

      But I didn’t hear Anapa’s response. The voices were too faint, and my brain was too foggy.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I woke to the smell of toasted bread, grilled meat, fried potatoes, and a very particular, delectable brand of grease. My mouth was watering before I’d even opened my eyes. The echo-dream lingered in the back of my mind, but my hunger kept it subdued. I needed food, immediately.

      I could hear another heartbeat in the room besides my own and figured it belonged to Anapa. Who else would’ve known to bring me food from Dick’s Drive-In?

      “This doesn’t get you off my shit list,” I muttered. But it was hard to sound annoyed when the scent in the air was literally making me drool. If he hadn’t actually brought me food from Dick’s and this was just another illusion, so help me gods . . . but sure enough, when I opened my eyes, six white bags with the Dick’s Drive-In logo sat on the dresser, stuffed full of food.

      Anapa was perched on the foot of the bed, his back to me, hands clasped together in his lap and his head bowed. “That is fair,” he said mildly.

      I frowned. It was no fun being pissy with him if he was just going to take it without fighting back. I thought that was maybe my favorite thing about Nik—he always fought back.

      I scooted to the edge of the bed and stood, making my way over to the dresser. Along with the six bags of food from Dick’s Drive-In, Anapa had brought in gallons of bottled water, a few liters of Cherry Coke, a family-size bag of Flamin’ Hot Cheetos, and several bottles of bourbon.

      Feeling like a dried-up husk, I reached for the logical beverage choice—Cherry Coke. “This gives you some points at least,” I said as I unscrewed the cap on the bottle. I gulped down a full quarter of the bottle, throat burning from the sting of carbonation. It hurt so good, and I would have sworn that I could feel the sugars seeping into my bloodstream, flooding me with cheap energy. I lowered the bottle and pulled it from my lips, sucked in a breath, then followed up with another hearty swig. And another.

      “So, are they watching me?” I asked, turning to face Anapa, eyes watering. In other words, could I speak freely?

      Based on the fact that the Netjer High Council hadn’t known about everything that I’d blabbed to Re, I assumed Anapa hadn’t included the Netjer version of a camera or a two-way mirror while building my cozy little cell, but I just wanted to make sure.

      Anapa shook his head. “It has yet to occur to anyone that you might pose an actual threat here. At present, you have your privacy while you are in this chamber.”

      I blew out a breath. That was a relief. It hadn’t even occurred to me that there might be eyes on me when I’d been experimenting with jacking into this universe’s version of magic. I’d been too jacked up on the surge of excitement to fully think things through. “Great,” I said before taking another swig of Coke. “Time to spill the beans, Anapa,” I said when I lowered the bottle again. “What the fuck is going on?”

      Anapa raised his head, his eyebrows climbing higher on his forehead.

      “Come on . . . don’t play dumb. You brought me my tarot cards . . . and the mirror.” I set down the bottle of Cherry Coke and crossed my arms over my chest, narrowing my eyes. “There’s no reason for you to have brought either of those things to me, unless you thought I could use them.”

      His none-too-surprised expression told me I was right. Gotcha, buddy.

      “Which means you want me to use them,” I said. Look at me, using logic like a pro. It didn’t happen all that often. “Which leads me to believe that you were trying to help me,” I continued, “which is the part I keep getting stuck on. You brought me here, Anapa. You trapped me and threw me into this prison.” I speared him with an intense stare. “So why is it that ever since I got here, you’ve been sneaking around, trying to make nice? If you really wanted to help me, you would have explained things from the beginning. Or better yet, you would find a way to send me home.”

      Anapa raised one hand, rubbing the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger. “You know, I often forget how exhausting it is to spend so much time in physical form.” His eyes drifted over to the bags of food. “Do you mind if I . . .”

      I stepped aside and gestured to the mini feast atop the dresser with a sweep of my arm. “Have at it.”

      “I can’t send you home,” Anapa said, standing and heading for the dresser. “Only the Mother of All can create portals between universes.”

      “But you brought me here,” I said. “You brought my clothes and this food and—”

      “Using one of the tokens she gave me. I have none left. Please, Katarina, think bigger,” he said, opening one of the bags. “I brought you here—need you here—for a reason. This is about more than just you and your universe.”

      The scent of a Dick’s deluxe burger became the preeminent thing in my immediate world, too potent of a lure to ignore. My stomach rumbled, reminding me of the aching void left by my bout of regenerative sleep. I joined Anapa, reaching into the bag after he did.

      Anapa took a bite of his chosen burger, chewed, and swallowed. It was somehow reassuring to see him eat like a normal person—or, a normal physical person. He took another bite, then set down his burger. “I brought you here because I am as much a prisoner as you,” he said, “my chains just look different from yours. And I brought you the tools you would need to realize your power here so we would finally be able to fight back.”

      I stared at the side of his face, burger in hand, hunger momentarily forgotten.

      “We are all prisoners of the Mother of All.” Anapa looked at me, midnight gaze intense. “We live and die on her whim—and yes, Katarina, Netjers can die. Anything can die if the Mother of All wishes it.”

      I swallowed roughly.

      “I brought you here because she made me do it,” he said. “But that is not what this is about.”

      I had the sense that this referred to my tarot cards and the standing mirror. To me realizing that I still had power here.

      “This is about every universe that has ever existed,” he continued. “It is about genocide and the sanctity of life.” He placed his hands on the dresser and looked at me, his eyes filled with conviction. “It is about doing what is right, even if failure is almost certain.”

      I was captured by his stare, unable to look away. “Well, shit . . .” I searched his eyes, looking for some hint of deception. There was none.

      My stomach groaned, and for the briefest moment, my attention returned to the burger in my hands. I brought it up to my mouth, not taking my eyes off of Anapa. “Tell me more.”
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      As it turned out, the Netjers were involved in some sick, twisted shit. But it wasn’t really their fault. Most of them didn’t even know what was actually going on.

      It was the Mother of All. She was the root of all the evil. Every heinous atrocity knowingly or unknowingly committed by a Netjer eventually came back to her.

      Anapa wasn’t sure where the Mother of All originally came from—her origin story was a mystery to all Netjer-kind—but he did know that every single universe that had existed in connection to their central universe had been created by her. But she wasn’t in the business of creating universes for the sheer joy of creation. She wasn’t in it to foster new life-forms and civilizations, and she didn’t give a shit about the beings that lived in those universes, let alone care about the universes themselves. She was in it for one thing—the energy.

      According to Anapa, that prized energy took different forms in different universes. In my universe, it was the soul-energy shared by all living things. In this universe, the mother universe—universe zero, I surmised—it was one and the same with the Essence.

      After the Mother of All created each universe, it was the responsibility of the Netjers to nurture them, raising them to maturity until they were big, healthy, and bursting with energy. And, unlike the Mother of All, the Netjers actually cared about the well-being of their carefully tended universes. But most of them didn’t know that, once the universes were fully mature and ripe with an abundance of energy, the Mother of All slaughtered them like they were little more than livestock. She destroyed every living thing inhabiting those universes with zero regard, harvesting the energy the Netjers had spent so long cultivating.

      The day would come when the Mother of All would do this to my universe. It was nearing its prime, on the cusp of full maturity. Soon, the Mother would drain it of all of its soul-energy and discard its wrecked shell. It would be nothing more than a husk left to deteriorate, dust floating out into eternity. Everyone I loved would be dead—truly dead, not just spending an eternity in Aaru.

      And that wasn’t even the worst part.

      After the Mother of All drained the universal energy, she consumed it. It was her sole form of sustenance. She needed it to stay alive, to stay strong and powerful. And the Netjers just kept tending the universes, supplying the Mother with what she needed, either unaware or unconcerned that so long as she had power, she owned them. All that mattered to most Netjers was staying on the Mother’s good side. And now that I’d seen her bad side, I could hardly blame them for wanting to avoid it.

      Millions of universes had risen and fallen, both created and destroyed by the Mother of All. The destroyer of all. Only a few Netjers were truly aware of the situation, Anapa included, and even fewer were interested in challenging the status quo. There weren’t many ways they could die, but going up against the Mother of All was pretty much a sure thing.

      As Anapa spoke, my stomach twisted into tighter knots, the extreme hunger caused by regenerative sleep warring with the utter disgust that only grew deeper the more I learned. I had to eat to keep my body strong, but I feared that everything I’d put into my stomach over the past hour would end up in the toilet soon enough. I’d managed to force down a couple deluxe burgers during Anapa’s long, eye-opening explanation of the way things were. That combination of bread, ground beef, cheese, and condiments became cement, churning in my stomach.

      After I finished off the first bottle of Cherry Coke, I switched to bourbon. The booze would settle my nerves and hopefully my stomach, too.

      I pulled out the cork and took a swig. It was rye, and fancy. Just my style. “Why are you telling me this now?” I asked Anapa, offering him the bottle. When he shook his head, I took another swig. “Why didn’t you tell me all of this when I first got here?” There had been plenty of time. “Or before you even brought me here? I would’ve come if I’d known.”

      “You could not know before the questioning,” he told me. “I have watched you for a long time, Katarina. I know you better than you think. You would not have been able to remain calm in there, had you known the truth, and you were not yet strong enough to survive any kind of a confrontation with the Mother.”

      I frowned, pride wounded even though I agreed with him.

      “She needed to see that you were no threat,” he continued. “Not here, and not to her. She needed to believe that you were harmless—powerless. And we needed her to believe that so you would have the time necessary to be able to prove her wrong.” He raised one hand, placing it on my shoulder. “You are not only the strongest being in your universe. You are the strongest, most powerful being to come into existence amongst all the universes created by my kind. None who have come before have been like you. None have had such a direct connection to the universal energies, and none have come close to sharing your potential. It is truly staggering, though it still is not outwardly obvious. The Mother cannot see it yet, though she will be able to in time.”

      My mouth hung open as I stared at him. He couldn’t really be talking about me, could he?

      “You are the only one who can challenge her,” he said. “You are the only one who can change the way things are, and we must strike before she realizes just how much of a threat you truly are.”

      I’d had a lot thrown my way in the past—insurmountable tasks and a shit-ton of responsibility that I’d never wanted—but this was different. Save your brother. Save your species. Save your world. Save your universe—I was still working on that last one. They were all huge things, and I’d failed at some, but I’d surprised myself by succeeding more often than not.

      But this—this was so far outside of the realm of what was possible that it made me physically ill. Take on the Mother of All. The creator of everything that had ever existed. Ever.

      My stomach roiled, and I covered my mouth with my hand. Those burgers weren’t just threatening to come up; they were on their way. I rushed into the bathroom once more, barely making it to the toilet.

      Anapa wandered in between heaves four and five, his footsteps slow and steady. He gathered my hair out of my hands and held it up for me. “I know this is a lot to take in,” he said, “but I never would have brought you here if I was not certain that you are our best chance to overthrow her.”

      I yacked one last time, but nothing came up. I spat into the toilet, flushed, and closed my eyes, focusing on taking deep, even breaths. My abdominal muscles ached from the violent spasms, and tears streamed down my cheeks. I crossed my forearms over the opening in the toilet seat and rested my cheek on the backs of my arms.

      “I’m so fucking tired,” I said, voice hoarse.

      “Ah . . .” Anapa released my hair, settling it gently on my back. “I shall leave you to rest, then.”

      “No,” I said, laughing hollowly. “I’m not sleepy. I’m tired—of everything. Of having to be something to everyone. Of being the last chance. The only hope. The one.” I lifted my head and looked at Anapa. “I’m just tired.”

      I wished Nik was there. Desperately. And not just because his presence would alleviate the throbbing in my skull. He was the best at grounding me when it all became too much and I started flailing. He could bring me back to the here and now better than anyone else. He could help me see the why when the what and how seemed insurmountable. But he was back in my home universe, waiting to fall victim to the Mother of fucking All, just like everyone else I loved.

      Anapa stood in the doorway, compassion shining in his midnight eyes and uncertainty transforming his features from alien to something very human. Or maybe it was just that I was getting used to his Netjer expressions.

      I shifted, sitting back against the wall and drawing my knees up. I couldn’t get a grasp on the task he’d just chucked my way. It was too immense, filled with too many question marks. My brain could handle big, but it needed some defining elements to transform the task from impossible to just really fucking hard. I needed to understand the scope of what was at stake, because “everything” wasn’t cutting it.

      I sucked in a shaky breath, then exhaled slowly. “Tell me, Anapa—how many worlds in my universe have some form of life?” I asked.

      Anapa’s eyebrows rose. “I am not sure. Billions, I think, but that is just a rough estimate. Re would know the exact number.”

      “Huh.” I smiled to myself, shaking my head. Aliens—the traditional kind, not the godly kind—were real. That was kind of awesome. “And how many of those worlds have some form of intelligent life?” I asked.

      “Are you speaking of beings who are self-aware?”

      I nodded.

      “Tens, maybe hundreds of thousands,” Anapa said. “And that’s just in your universe alone.”

      Which brought me to my next question. “Right, and how many universes are out there?”

      “Currently?”

      That single-worded question made my stomach quiver with renewed nausea. It was an unintentional reminder of just how many universes had been created and destroyed before my time. How many self-aware life-forms had fallen when those universes had been harvested, not a hope in hell to fight back?

      I squeezed my hands into tight fists. I wasn’t just overwhelmed anymore. Now I was angry, too. Good. I could use that anger to fuel what Anapa was asking me to do. What I had to do.

      “Just over seven thousand, I believe,” he said in answer to my question.

      My eyes bulged. “Seven—” I choked on my saliva and had to swallow several times before I could speak again. “Seven thousand?” I cleared my throat. “There are seven thousand universes out there right now? Seriously?”

      “Yes,” Anapa said. “I am quite serious.”

      “And each of those universes has a pair of Netjer caretakers?”

      “Yes. Every Netjer is paired up and given a fledgling universe to cultivate when they come of age.” Anapa looked away from me, focusing instead on the toilet paper holder to the right of my head. I had the distinct impression that he was avoiding making eye contact with me.

      I studied him through narrowed eyes. This whole Netjer coming-of-age thing was news to me. And as a Netjer who was very distinctly mature, that meant Anapa had gone through the whole universe-cultivating thing himself. “What happened to your universe?” I finally asked.

      “Which one?” he said, gaze growing distant. “I have raised and shaped more universes than any other Netjer alive. I was unaware of what happened to them when—well, I suppose that does not matter anymore. All of my universes have since been harvested by the Mother of All.” He finally looked at me, the sorrow in his midnight eyes giving me chills. “All are dead.”

      It was clear that Anapa mourned his universes, each and every one. At some point, that sorrow must have become too great, and he’d snapped. The system of cultivate and harvest didn’t sit well with him. Unlike the other Netjers who were aware of the situation, he didn’t buy into the Mother’s propaganda. The status quo wasn’t good enough for him.

      Anapa was ready for a change. I just hoped he wasn’t the only one, because if it was just the two of us . . .

      Shit. My thinking had already shifted. I was out of the why-me, this-is-impossible rut and heading straight for let’s-do-this. I wish I could’ve said I was surprised. Nik probably would’ve been wearing a smirk that screamed I told you so.

      I sighed and placed my hands against the wall behind me, using them to leverage myself up to my feet. I brushed a few stray strands of hair out of my face and met Anapa’s questioning stare. “So, how do we do this?”
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      It took a few hours—or so I guessed, since I didn’t actually have access to anything that would tell me how much time had passed—for Anapa and me to put together a plan that didn’t sound like straight-up suicide. I would sit tight and hone my power until I was strong enough to cut the ties between universes. Here, or in my own universe—it didn’t really matter. I just needed a little more time. I just needed to be a little bit stronger. Whatever the verdict, time was what we needed most. So long as I wasn’t executed, the plan could work.

      Once I was strong enough, we would strike. While the Mother was off harvesting the energy from some poor, unsuspecting universe, I would sever the connection between that universe and the mother universe, isolating the Mother of All in the very same universe she’d been destroying, totally cut off from everything she’d created. Then, with the Mother out of the way, I would free Isfet, and we would instate her as the new Mother of All…one that didn’t devour entire universes just to boost her power.

      As the plan stood, it set me on edge, but in a good way. In an excited way. A focused, let’s-do-this sort of way.

      I was pleased to discover that Anapa and I weren’t alone in our rebellion. The spokeswoman of the High Council was a supporter, however quietly, as were a few other, less notable Netjers. Apep, Re’s partner in cultivating and caring for my universe, was among them, though he’d been found out and imprisoned a while back. Anapa had only recently let Re in on the plan, once he saw how reticent the other Netjer had been to share the Isfet information at the trial and realized that my universe was the most important thing to Re. He would fight to save it, no matter the risk.

      Anapa sat in the purple armchair in the corner while I paced back and forth across the room, needing the movement to help me think. He nibbled on burgers and fries every now and again, but I’d opted for a single, massive gorging shortly after my vomit-fest. My body had needed the energy desperately, especially after the regenerative sleep. Especially considering what we had planned.

      Soon, the Mother of All and her High Council would call me back into the trial chamber to announce their verdict. Either my universe would be allowed to continue on until harvest time—likely with some modifications—or it would be severed from the Netjer universe and left to wither into the thing I’d seen in my dreams.

      A seed of dread settled into the pit of my stomach. I expected them to announce the latter, if only because of the dream. The echo. It was a real, horrifying possibility and, according to Anapa, the more likely one. He was even more certain after I shared the dream with him.

      But that wouldn’t mean the end of the world. At least, not right away. According to Anapa, the Mother was the only one who had the power to excise a universe, and it required a shit-ton of energy on her part. In the past, it had taken her the earth equivalent of a week or two to amass the required energy. Which meant I had that same amount of time to build up my tolerance to the searing pain that accompanied tapping into the Essence and learn to control that wild, alien energy rather than relying on the distant energy from my native universe. Then, I would be strong enough to do the impossible. I would become the champion of enslaved universes, and I would steal them all from her.

      Or I would end up dead.

      It was kind of a toss-up, and the odds weren’t really in my favor. But at least we had a plan. At least there was a chance. It was better than sitting here, waiting for the Mother of All to kill my whole world. My whole universe.

      Anapa sat up straighter suddenly, cocking his head to the side like he could hear something I couldn’t. “Sian is coming,” he said, standing, his focus moving to the wall.

      “So soon?” I, too, stared at the wall, though I couldn’t hear the doorway forming yet.

      We should’ve had more time. The High Council had granted me a full earth day to recover, and we’d been counting on that time. Anapa had wanted to be out of here before the other Netjer came to fetch me. It would’ve been best if there was as little evidence of collusion as possible. Too late now.

      I heard the crackling, whooshing sound before the doorway started to form. My heart rate sped up, my pulse fluttering in my neck. I took a step backward, feeling the temporary urge to flee.

      Damn it, I was acting like a guilty person. To be fair, in the Netjer’s minds, I technically was a guilty person. A rebel. I was plotting the downfall of their way of life, after all. But they didn’t need to know that.

      I straightened my spine and squared my shoulders, crossing my arms over my chest.

      Sian walked into my cell, his slanted, too-large eyes widening when he saw Anapa.

      Tapping my foot, I raised my eyebrows pointedly, feigning annoyance. “Took you long enough,” I said before Sian could ask Anapa any questions or make any accusations. “I’ve had to listen to this guy lecturing me about the proper way to show respect to the Mother of All and the High Council forever.” I brought my hand up to the side of my head, two fingers pointed to my temple in mimicry of the barrel of a gun. I made a soft shooting noise, then let my head droop to the side as I lowered my hand.

      Sian looked from me to Anapa and back, his expression impossible to read. “The Mother of All has grown impatient. The High Council is ready for you,” he finally said. He shot one more look Anapa’s way, then stepped back through the doorway.

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, attempting to channel the nervous energy flowing through me into focus and determination. It didn’t work. After I exhaled, I still felt like a sparking live wire.

      “Well,” I said, opening my eyes and looking at Anapa. “Here goes nothing.” I crossed the room and followed Sian out through the doorway. I could hear Anapa falling into step behind me.

      I followed Sian down the long hallway and into the courtroom, Anapa close on my heels. Now that I was in on the subversion, it was easier to temper my anger. Less easy was suppressing the smirk that kept trying to make an appearance on my face every time I glanced the High Council’s way. Something about knowing things they didn’t added a little pep to my step.

      The Mother of All had yet to arrive, despite her being the one who’d been in such a hurry to get things underway. I supposed she liked making a grand entrance. She struck me as a showy kind of gal. But the High Council was all there and seated when I entered the trial chamber, their stares hard and expressions inscrutable.

      What had they decided? Off with her universe? Or would they show mercy? Would they just send me home? The last was such a distant possibility that it was verging on impossible territory. I bottled up my hopes and threw them away. They wouldn’t do me any good here.

      I made my way to the table, front and center before the High Council’s dais. There was only one chair there now. Sian continued past the table to take up his guard stance against the far wall. A quick glance showed me that Anapa had taken up a stance mirroring Sian on the opposite side of the room, and I found Re sitting in the front row among the spectators behind me. I was desperate to ask him about Nik. How was he doing? Had they had any luck with the reverse possession? It was sort of integral to the plan, since that was the only way we would potentially be able to slow my impending death-by-bonding-withdrawals and buy me some more time here. But instead of talking to Re, I had to settle for exchanging a minimal nod of acknowledgment.

      I pulled out the lonely chair at the table, intending to sit.

      “Remain on your feet, Katarina Dubois,” the Netjer spokeswoman said, voice booming.

      I froze, fingers gripping the top of the wooden chairback.

      Not a second later, the Mother of All appeared at the center of the dais in a glittering cloud of white. The members of the High Council clambered to their feet, bowing their heads and covering their faces with their hands. But the Mother hardly seemed to notice or care about their hasty deference. Her eyes were locked on me.

      After a moment of rebellious hesitation, I, too, bowed my head and covered my face. At least hidden like that, I could unleash the full smirk I’d been holding back. It was either that or scream—the nervous energy coursing through my body kept spiking higher, and I was walking on a razor’s edge emotionally. So freaking much was at stake. Literally everything.

      I inhaled and exhaled, slowly, evenly. Much as I wanted to freak out right now, it was so not the time. In fact, it was pretty much the worst possible time to lose my shit ever. Like, ever ever.

      “There’s no need for that,” the Mother said a solid thirty seconds into our collective benediction. I mentally called bullshit on her claim. She ate this worship shit up like a kid with a plastic pumpkin full of Halloween candy. “Please,” she said, “be seated.”

      I lowered my hands and stepped around the chair to sit.

      “Not you,” the Mother said, raising a delicate, shimmering hand and pointing at me.

      I froze, my butt inches from the seat of the chair, fingers gripping the wooden edges.

      The Mother turned her hand over and crooked her finger, sending flashes of light glinting off her multifaceted diamond skin. “Come. Stand before us and receive our judgement.”

      Receive our judgement. I had to suppress a sneer and swallow a disgusted laugh. What a piece of work. My fingernails dug into the wood of the chair, and I gritted my teeth. I could see where the council spokeswoman had learned a few of her power trip tricks.

      Joints creaking, I stood back up and, channeling the poise and grace that seemed to come so naturally to my sister, Lex, made my way around the table to the center of the floor before the High Council. I stuffed my hands into the pockets of my leather jacket, only to be disappointed to find the right pocket empty. I’d left my tarot cards back in my cell.

      “Your universe is severely out of balance,” the Mother of All stated, “and the near-chaos there is a threat to all.” She paused, her stare never leaving me. She drew out that moment of quiet, no doubt for dramatic effect. She wanted to make me sweat. This was a show to her. The Mother of All may have been the creator of all life and the most powerful being in all the, well, everything, but underneath all of that flash and glitter, she was really just a greedy, power-hungry leech. I could barely stand to look at her.

      I clenched my jaw so hard that my teeth ground together audibly. In my pockets, my hands curled into fists. I couldn’t wait until I was strong enough to take her down. Even if I ended up failing, I would make sure that I landed at least one good hit across her smug face before she destroyed me.

      “But,” the Mother finally said, “we do not believe your universe to be unsalvageable.”

      The seed of dread that had planted itself in my stomach the moment Anapa showed up in Rome vanished. The Mother of All wasn’t going to cut us off. We weren’t doomed, at least not imminently so. It was good news. Great news. Oh, who was I kidding, it was fucking fantastic news. I even allowed a hint of a smile through. I couldn’t help it.

      The Mother of All saw my teeny tiny smile and reflected it back to me on her own face. But something in her eyes caused my smile to wilt away even as hers widened. “Your universe is sick,” she said, “and through your testimony, the source of the sickness has become all too clear.” She made another of those dramatic pauses.

      That seed of dread returned, sprouting and sending out sickening tendrils into my chest.

      “Your species is a disease,” the Mother finally said.

      My lips parted, my heart suddenly hammering in my chest.

      “The Nejerets are a product of my children’s ineptitude. Yours was Re and Apep’s first universe, and when they started to lose control of it, they were too ashamed of failing to return to me and ask for help. Unfortunately, their failure resulted in the creation of a race of abominations—you and the rest of your kind. To save your sickly universe, we must eradicate the disease.”

      My mind struggled to process what she was saying. Eradicate the disease? Did she mean . . .

      Ever so slowly, I shook my head. I couldn’t help it.

      She couldn’t possibly mean . . .

      “We must kill all of the Nejerets,” she said.
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      . . . kill all of the Nejerets . . .

      The Mother of All was still talking, but I could no longer hear her. Her words were drowned out by the sound of the blood rushing in my ears. By the rasp and whoosh of air flowing in and out of my lungs. By the thud-thump thud-thump of my heart, breaking in my chest.

      I no longer saw the High Council seated before me. The Mother of All faded out of sight. I was lost in my mind’s eye, watching a carousel of all the people I loved. Of all the Nejerets who would soon be dead, sent into Aaru until the end of time. Nik and Lex and Heru and Aset. Mari and Mei. Poor Garth, who’d had the bad luck to have been transformed into a Nejeret barely a month ago. Little Reni and Bobby . . .

      “Do not ignore me!” I vaguely heard the Mother of All exclaim.

      But I couldn’t help it. I was spinning, my thoughts out of control. Would the Nejeret children like Reni and Bobby grow up in the blink between the world of the living and the world of the dead? Or would they be damned to an eternity as children? What about Susie and Syris, who were Nejeret by birth but Netjer by nature?

      “What is wrong with her?” the Netjer spokeswoman asked, her voice just tickling the edges of my awareness.

      What about me? If the Mother executed me now—here—would my ba be able to join my loved ones in Aaru? Or would my soul be trapped in this universe for all time? Or would she consume the energy from my soul, ending my existence by making me a part of her? That would be true hell . . .

      “I think I can help,” someone said, his voice like a dream in this new, horrifying reality.

      Most disturbing of all—when the Mother decided that the soul-energy in my universe was ripe and ready for harvesting, my people would be worse than dead. My gut told me that Aaru and everyone in it would be sucked into the abyss that had been swallowing Seattle in the echo-dream. It would be as though they’d never existed at all.

      Someone was saying my name, but I couldn’t shake off the fog of despair. Of horror. What the Mother of All was proposing—demanding—was unimaginable, and I couldn’t stop thinking about it. Images of my friends and family being hunted down and slaughtered cluttered my thoughts like mental graffiti. I didn’t want to imagine those things, all of the horrifying ways my loved ones might be murdered, but I couldn’t stop.

      The evacuation order in the echo-dream had applied to cities associated with Nejerets. Was this—the Netjers sent to kill my people—the threat that everyone had been running from? The destruction had been nightmarishly brutal. Was this the spark that would set my world aflame?

      Whatever the Mother and High Council claimed, they weren’t civilized or merciful. They were savage, bloodthirsty beasts. They were monsters.

      “Kat,” someone said from right in front of me, the voice cutting through my panicked thoughts. Hands gripped my upper arms. “Kat!” the person repeated, giving me a sharp shake. That voice—if I hadn’t known better, I would have sworn it belonged to Nik. “Look at me!” he demanded.

      I blinked, head hanging and chest rising and falling with each gasping breath, and focused on the man standing before me.

      It was Nik. He was here, and his face was the most wonderfully perfect thing I’d ever seen in my entire life.

      I blinked again, and his features altered, elongating and sharpening. His eye color shifted from pale blue to opalescent white.

      It wasn’t Nik after all. It was Re. Had he temporarily put on his Nik mask to get through to me, or had it all been a figment of my imagination? Was I so out of it that I’d seen what I wanted to see, not what was actually right in front of me? Was I truly losing my mind?

      My chin trembled, and tears leaked over the brims of my eyelids.

      Re leaned in, bringing his face mere inches from mine. “Get your shit together, Kitty Kat,” he said, his voice barely audible even to my hypersensitive ears.

      His words stunned me, and my eyes widened. They were so Nik-like, and not a bit like anything I’d ever heard Re say.

      Re blinked, his irises flashing to pale blue. When he blinked again, they were back to that iridescent moonstone shade, but I knew what I’d seen.

      My brows drew together. Had they done it? Had they made the reverse possession work? Was it possible that Nik was really here—not physically, but in spirit?

      “Nik?” I whispered, not ready to let myself believe what I desperately hoped was true.

      The corner of his mouth twitched, and I could almost see Nik’s pierced lip superimposed over Re’s. Because I wasn’t just looking at Re; Nik was in there too. I didn’t know how they’d made it happen, and I honestly didn’t care. Somehow, Nik was in Re’s head, just as Re had been in his for so long. I could feel my withdrawal headache slowly lessening, like a vise easing around my skull, which meant Nik’s soul really was here, at least in part.

      “Thank you, Re,” the Mother of All said. She didn’t sound all that grateful—pissed off was more like it. “Your assistance has been noted. You may move aside now.”

      Nik-Re winked at me, and once again it was as though Nik’s features were superimposed over Re’s. His eyebrow ring glinted, there one second, gone the next.

      I loved being able to see him, even in such an insubstantial way; I just hoped it was courtesy of our soul bond and that nobody else would be able to detect Nik’s presence too. Especially not the Mother of All.

      Nik-Re stepped away, moving off to the side to stand beside Anapa.

      I watched him go, my soul longing to follow.

      “What say you, Katarina Dubois?” the Mother of All said. “Your universe has been spared. Are you not overjoyed by our mercy?”

      I choked on a brittle laugh. I couldn’t risk opening my mouth; I was too afraid that whatever I said would make the situation even worse, because there was no way my words wouldn’t anger the Mother further. My fists were squeezed so tight that my fingernails were gouging the skin of my palms. Anything to retain at least some small semblance of control over myself. I focused on my breathing, drawing on some of Dom’s old-school meditation techniques to keep my cool.

      The Mother of All narrowed her eyes. Looked like my act wasn’t exactly cutting it. “You will remain here, in your quarters. We will alert you when the cleansing is complete.”

      “Cleansing,” I muttered, bitterness curdling the word on my tongue. I stared at the floor in front of me. What a crock of shit.

      “What was that?” the Mother said.

      I raised my gaze to meet hers and licked my lips. “Nothing, I just . . .” Think, damn it! “What about the twins?” I asked. Maybe if I could find them, we could band together and do something. With Re firmly on our side and the twins’ help, maybe we would be able to at least break out of here and get back to our own universe. Anapa’s plan would take too damn long; getting back there and freeing Isfet was our only hope, now. “What will happen to Susie and Syris?” I clarified.

      The Mother of All sniffed, pretty, gemstone features twisted in disgust. “Those bastard Netjers were even more of an abomination than your filthy species.”

      Were? My heart turned leaden, sinking into my belly. What did she mean by were?

      “I’ve already sent them home,” she said. “They’ll be reunited with their dear parents soon enough.”

      My brow furrowed. “You sent them home?” Something about what she was saying wasn’t clicking in my mind. Why would she set them free?

      “Yes,” the Mother said, a small, cruel smile curving her lips. “I sent them home . . . to Aaru.”
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      “Did you know?” I raged, snatching a full bottle of booze off the dresser and chucking it at Anapa. “Did you fucking know?”

      Anapa ducked, and the bottle smashed into the wall behind the armchair, shattering into a sloppy mess of bourbon and glass shards.

      Nik-Re, fully wearing his Nik mask now, stepped away from the wall-without-a-door. I caught his movement in my peripheral vision. “Kat—”

      I whipped my arm out toward him. “Stay out of it,” I ordered.

      Wisely, he stepped back, his only act of defiance raising that damn pierced eyebrow. He leaned his shoulder blades against the wall and crossed his arms over his chest.

      Of all the terrible news I’d received in the past few minutes, the fact that Susie and Syris were dead and trapped in Aaru for all eternity was the one I clung to. It was the most solid. The most real. The easiest thing to be pissed off about. I channeled all of my anger into that awful truth.

      “Katarina, please,” Anapa said, hands raised and head ducked. “I swear I did not know what happened to them. I believed them to be imprisoned, awaiting the Mother’s decision in this matter. I had no idea that—”

      “That they were dead?” I finished for him. “That the—” I searched and searched for the right word to embody just how awful the Mother of All was, but I came up empty. She was too evil for words. “That the Mother had them executed just to get them out of her way?”

      Anapa lowered his arms, his shoulders slumping.

      “They were just kids, Anapa.” My eyes stung, more in outrage than in sorrow, but the sorrow was there, too, deep and aching. Susie and Syris were Lex and Heru’s kids, to be exact. I used to watch them for Heru when they were babies, back before Lex had returned to us. “They’ve barely lived,” I said, voice trembling, “and now . . .” I bowed my head, eyelids sliding shut. “Now they never will.”

      “I know, Katarina,” Anapa said. “I was one of their teachers.”

      I opened my eyes and looked at him, surprised by that little bit of information.

      “They were some of the cleverest, kindest young Netjers I have ever had the pleasure of training,” he continued. “Trust me when I say that their loss hurts me deeply.”

      I exhaled shakily, fighting back tears. It both helped and made it worse to know that he could empathize, that this pain wasn’t mine alone. “Do you know how it happened?” I asked, voice thready. “How did they—” I couldn’t bring myself to say die.

      “Nothing so gruesome as what you are thinking,” Anapa said, easing his way across the room toward me. “As full-fledged energy beings, they had no need to preserve their physical forms. They were not ‘killed’ in the conventional sense. They would have been subdued into unconsciousness and brought to the edge of Aaru. Once there, Aaru would have pulled them in.”

      As he described their fate, I pictured it in my mind.

      Anapa reached me, raising one hand and resting it on my shoulder. “They are not dead, Katarina. Energy beings can only die by the Mother’s hand, and she did not consume their energy. She sent them away, instead. But they are trapped in Aaru, and there they will remain until the end of time.”

      I laughed bitterly. “At which point the Mother will suck the universe dry, and Susie and Syris and everyone else stuck in Aaru will cease to be.”

      “Yes, well . . .” Anapa smiled sadly. “There is no such thing as forever.”

      Because of the Mother of All. Because every universe save for hers—this one—existed solely on her whim. I stood a little straighter, stare hardening. “But there could be. We could make forever a real thing.”

      Anapa returned my stare, his expression unreadable.

      “We had a plan,” I said. “And a good one. We can still go for it . . . maybe with a few tweaks. We just have to step up our timeline a bit.” I looked from Anapa to Nik-Re and back. “I mean, now it’s even more urgent than ever, right?”

      Anapa’s eyes searched mine, and he nodded, slowly.

      “The Mother didn’t say they would start killing Nejerets immediately, so we may still have some time.” I flicked my hand in Nik-Re’s direction. “And with Nik here in spirit, the bonding withdrawals are lessening.” Really damn slowly, but at least it was getting better. “That’ll make me stronger. If I can get a handle on tapping into the Essence, then I can portal back to my universe, free Isfet, and return with her. Then”—I smacked my fist against my palm—“the Mother’s going down.”

      I raised my eyebrows for emphasis. “I think the Mother imprisoned Isfet because she fears her power. She imprisons all of the universal consciousnesses because she’s afraid of them. Because if they were free, there’s no way in hell they would let her snack on their energy, let alone suck them dry.”

      Now, Nik-Re was nodding, too.

      “And I think the Mother is afraid of me, too, because I have the power to release one of the few beings in existence who can challenge her. That’s why she’s holding me here while her Netjer assassins do her dirty work—because the most dangerous place she can send me is to Aaru.” I paused, taking a play from the Mother’s own handbook for dramatic effect. “What do you say we make her worst fears a reality?”
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      “. . . so they have to hide,” I told Dom. “I don’t know for how long. Who knows if the Netjers will ever give up—maybe not until the Mother is out of the picture. Maybe not even then . . .”

      I was sitting on the floor in front of the standing mirror, one hand pressed against the glass-turned-At, the other against the wall, connecting me to the Essence. Nik was sitting beside me, a silent, supportive spectator. It was so strange to see him now possessing Re, just as Re had done to him for thousands of years. The tables had turned, spiritually speaking. I was just glad that they’d turned in my favor for once.

      “Tell them to pack only what they need and to go, now,” I told Dom. “Avoid cities. Nowhere openly associated with our people.” I’d already given him a flash recap of all that had happened here, and he was fully aware of our people’s fate. Hiding wouldn’t protect them from the Netjers forever, but it would give them some more time. Which meant it would give me some more time—just like Nik’s spiritual presence was feeding the soul-bond ever so slowly, adding time to the withdrawal meter—and more time was the thing I needed most right now.

      “I understand,” Dom said.

      A portion of the dream-echo replayed in my mind. “And alert the human authorities,” I added. “They need to evacuate all cities associated with our people. The Netjers are going for total genocide here, and they aren’t going to be too picky about which kind of humanoid they slaughter.”

      I closed my eyes, clenching my jaw against the raw, alien energy singeing my soul. It grew more painful with each heartbeat, edging ever closer to unbearable. This was my longest session yet, and I’d connected to the Essence fairly easily. It was the holding on part that remained as hard as ever.

      Tears gathered in the corners of my eyes, and I sensed that I had only a matter of seconds before the power slipped away from me, chased off my body’s own self-preservation defense mechanisms. You know, the kind that listen to survival instinct over kamikaze tendencies. “And don’t tell me where they go,” I said to Dom in a rush. “No matter what, don’t tell me. Who knows if she has some way to compel me to tell her what I know.”

      “I understand,” Dom said again. “Should I—”

      But I couldn’t hold on any longer. The threads of At and anti-At snapped back into my hand, retreating into my ba, and my connection to the wild Essence was severed. I would have to send the rest of my directions through Nik when he eventually withdrew from Re and returned to his own body a universe away.

      A wave of dizziness crashed over me. “Whoa,” I said, hand to my forehead and eyes shutting to block out the spinning room.

      It didn’t help that the bonding-withdrawal headache was still there, lessened but working in concert with the temporary vertigo to make me feel oh so dandy.

      “What is it?” Nik asked, fingers curling around my arm to steady me.

      It was just the two of us now; Anapa had left a few minutes ago, heading off to search for more information about the “cleansing” that would wipe out every Nejeret life from my universe. We needed to know when it was going to start. I was already operating in high gear, but I could always push harder. There was always overdrive.

      “Dizzy,” I whispered. “So, so dizzy . . .”

      “Here,” Nik said, putting some pressure on my arm and pulling me backward. “Lie down.” Once I was settled on my side in the fetal position, he let go of my arm. “I’ll be right back,” he said.

      I cracked one eyelid open and watched him retreat into the bathroom. He grabbed the hand towel from the rack on the wall and turned on the faucet, wetting the towel, then wringing it out. When he returned, he settled on the floor once more, one knee upraised, and gently placed the damp terrycloth on my forehead. It was cool and refreshing, giving me something to focus on besides the discomfort in my head.

      I sighed, blindly reaching out for his hand. My fingers fumbled around for a few seconds until Nik placed his borrowed hand in mine, lacing our fingers together.

      “Thanks,” I said, giving his hand a squeeze. The ache in the base of my skull seemed to ease slightly, and my shoulders relaxed, releasing some of the stored-up tension. It was better when we were touching. Not all the way better, but not as bad, either.

      “How’s your headache?” Nik asked.

      I frowned, eyes still shut. “On a scale of one to ten, I’d place it at a five or six. Not bad enough to knock me on my ass, but still distracting.” That frown turned upside down, and I opened my eyes, gazing up at Nik. “It’s better now that you’re here, though. I wish you could stay.”

      “Me too,” he said. He genuinely looked like Nik now—actual Nik, not that strange, superimposed version of him from the trial chamber—face, eyes, tattoos, and all. Re had altered his own appearance to strengthen the illusion that Nik was truly here, not just in spirit by way of their strange connection, borrowing Re’s body.

      “How’s your head?” I asked.

      He shrugged one shoulder lazily. “Maybe a four.” The corners of his mouth tensed, his brows bunching together. “I think it helps that I’m not pushing myself to the point of passing out every half hour . . .”

      “Trust me, if this wasn’t necessary, I wouldn’t be doing it. Tapping into the Essence hurts like a bitch.” I gave his hand another squeeze. “So how much longer do I get you?”

      “A few minutes,” Nik said. “I need to help the others pack up and move out.”

      I stuck out my bottom lip in a pout and made a soft whimpering noise. The melodramatic gesture masked my genuine heartbreak at knowing he would be leaving me soon.

      “Don’t worry, Kitty Kat,” Nik said, the faintest smirk touching his lips. “I’ll come back as soon as we’re settled. But to tide you over until then . . .” He withdrew his hand from mine and shifted so he was on his knees beside me. Gently, he pushed on my shoulder, rolling me onto my back.

      My heart gave an enthusiastic couple of beats. There was no mistaking the desire glowing in his pale eyes.

      Nik leaned over me, closing the distance between our lips. The kiss was light, restrained. He brushed his fingertips across my abdomen, but the touch was so much more than physical. Tendrils of his ba somehow crossed the immense distance separating us and slipped through my skin, skimming along the surface of my soul like fingers trailing through water.

      For the briefest slice of eternity, our souls blended together, and I was both here in my bedroom-cell with Nik-Re and back in my universe, sitting beside Nik on a piece of driftwood on the beach, staring out at the Puget Sound. Our bas merged, and we were one being for a fraction of a heartbeat.

      But all too soon, the moment passed, and all that was left was his borrowed fingertips lightly grazing my skin. He kissed me one last time, then exhaled his regret and pulled away.

      Gods, I missed him. So damn much. I’d probably only been gone a matter of days, but my soul ached to be back on earth with his, staring out at the restless Puget Sound, shooting the shit and teasing each other with innuendo-laden comments. And then following up all of that innuendo with some seriously lascivious acts. Nik wasn’t a perfect person, but he was my perfect person—just as I was his—and it hurt my soul to be away from him for even this long.

      “I miss you,” I said, staring up at him.

      What if things went seriously south here, and I never made it back to him? What if this was the closest we would come to being together again?

      I had no idea what the Mother of All had planned for me once she’d obliterated my species. If I failed to stop the slaughter—to stop her—would I ever be able to join my people in Aaru? If the Mother killed Nik, it was only a matter of time until I died too. He’d bought me some more time on the withdrawal clock by being here, but only another day or two. Eventually my body would succumb to the bonding withdrawals. What would happen to me after that? Would my ba be stuck in this prison cell for all of eternity? Or—

      “Stop, Kitty Kat,” Nik said softly, resting his hand flat against my belly.

      My brows rose. “Stop what?”

      “Panicking,” he said, pressing another, gentle kiss against my lips. “Don’t let this situation beat you. You’re better than that. You’re stronger. You just focus on what you need to do over here, and I’ll take care of things at home.”

      I looked away, focusing on the squat wooden pegs at the base of the violet armchair in the corner of the room and fighting back tears. I just hoped he was right. If anybody could protect our people, it was Nik. I may have had the potential to be insanely powerful, but he already was.

      “You should go,” I said softly. “Keep our people safe.” So long as they were still alive, there was still hope. Right now, that was the single thing keeping me going.

      “Kat . . .”

      “Tell Lex I—” I choked back a silent sob, then cleared my throat. “Tell her I’m sorry I couldn’t help the twins. Tell her—” I shook my head weakly. “Tell her I’ll do everything in my power to keep Reni from the same fate.” I looked at Nik, reaching for his hand and squeezing his fingers. “I love you.” I let out a shaky, breathy laugh. It was either that or start crying. “I love you so damn much.”

      “Yeah,” Nik said. “I know, Kitty Kat. I love the shit out of you, too.” His eyes burned with sudden intensity. “So you better get it together and take this bitch down. We need you here. I need you here.”

      I lifted my head, stretching out my neck to press my lips against his. “Go,” I said when I pulled away. “Now.”

      He didn’t waste any time. His features melted back into their natural shape—Re’s natural shape. His eyes were the last thing to change. Once the final hint of pale blue was gone, I knew that Nik was, too.

      “Katarina,” Re said, “I—”

      “Don’t.” I turned my head, looking away from him. “Please, just don’t.”

      In my peripheral vision, I watched him straighten. “I didn’t understand before,” he said. “I didn’t know the truth about the Mother, and I couldn’t see your place in the grander scheme. But I do now, and I’m sorry.”

      “For what?” I asked without looking at him.

      “For wanting to kill you.”

      I laughed bitterly. “Which time?” When I was eighteen and hunting down those responsible for my mom’s death? Or when his hatred of me sent Nik into a three-year coma? Or a month ago, when he’d tried to convince Nik that killing me was the only way to save the universe?

      Re was quiet for a moment. “All of them.”
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      My hackles rose as Anapa entered my cell through the doorway he’d just created.

      I was lying on my back on the bed, my arms tucked behind my head, resting between Essence-tapping sessions. After a half dozen attempts, my ability to wield that alien power was growing in leaps and bounds.

      Re was sitting in the purple armchair in the corner, where he’d been for the last hour or so. My ability to channel and wield Essence had surpassed his a few attempts back, and he’d retreated to the chair to spend his time running through the different variables that might affect the execution of our fast-tracked plan.

      “What is it?” I asked Anapa. From the set of his features and the wariness shadowing his eyes, I had a feeling we were about to run into one of those less-than-awesome variables. I slid my arms out from under my head and propped myself up on my elbows. “What’s going on?”

      Re shifted forward in the purple armchair, roused from his thoughtful daze.

      Anapa turned to face the wall for a moment, waving his hand to close the doorway. “The group assigned to cleanse your universe is gathering in the portal chamber right now,” he said, his back still to me. “The Mother of All will be creating a portal to transport them shortly.” He inhaled deeply, shoulders slumping on his exhale, and turned to face me. “I am so very sorry, Katarina.”

      I sat up all the way, heartbeat suddenly hammering in my chest. Nik, Lex, Reni, everyone—they were out of time. Which meant I was too. Only problem was, I wasn’t nearly strong enough yet.

      Anapa took a step toward me, hand partially upraised. “This can still work,” he said, a plea in his voice. “You just have to concentrate on the task at hand and build your strength. There is no need for the plan to change.”

      “Like hell there isn’t,” I said, scooting to the edge of the bed and standing. The blood coursing through my veins was laced with adrenaline, feeding my muscles and sharpening my thoughts. The whoosh of air rushing in and out of my lungs gave my racing thoughts a rhythm. “Make sure Nik knows it’s starting,” I told Re as I marched toward the wall where Anapa’s doorway had been moments ago.

      “What are you doing?” Anapa asked as I passed him.

      “What has to be done,” I said, raising my hand and placing it against the blank wall.

      “Katarina, please . . . do not do this,” Anapa said. “Do not throw away all we have worked for.”

      I shot him a be-quiet look over my shoulder, then closed my eyes and concentrated on a single word: open. I needed to get out of this prison cell, now. If the Mother thought she could just wipe out an entire species without repercussions, she had another thing coming. Specifically, me.

      The wall seemed to resist at first, but I pushed those threads of At and anti-At further into the Essence, willing it to do my bidding. The doorway didn’t form smoothly, like when Anapa or Sian made one. The air crackled around me, there was a thunderous crack and a sharp concussion, and suddenly a jagged opening appeared in the wall. A long, featureless white hallway stretched out on the other side, no doors, just an endless stretch of blank, white walls.

      I stepped through the opening and into the hallway without hesitation.

      “Katarina,” Anapa called after me.

      I paused, half turning so I could see the Netjer out of the corner of my eye. He stood on the other side of the opening I’d blasted through the wall. “This is suicide,” he said. “You are not strong enough to face her and survive. You have to wait until—”

      “There’s no more time to wait,” I snapped. “Don’t you get it, Anapa? Those people she’s about to slaughter are my whole world. They’re my everything. Without them, I have no reason to fight anymore. No reason to care about any of this. Without them, this is over.”

      “Katarina, please listen—”

      I raised a hand, cutting Anapa off. “It’s now or never, Anapa. You can either help me or stay the hell out of my way.”

      Sadness shone in his midnight eyes, overshadowed by disappointment.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, and I meant it. “But I have to try to get through that portal. If I don’t . . .”

      I waited for him to say he understood, or at least to nod. When it became clear that he would do neither, I took a deep breath and turned my back to him.

      Taking that first step felt like walking through cement, but I picked up my foot and did it again anyway. And again I took a step. And again, and again, and again, until I was running down that endless hallway at full tilt.

      The Mother of All may have chosen the time and place for our grand confrontation, but I could at least choose my weapon. The threads of At and anti-At sprouted from my palm as I ran, extending out several feet and solidifying into a near-exact replica of my sword, Mercy.

      I didn’t need to kill the Mother of All. I didn’t even need to beat her. All I had to do was get past her so I could pass through the portal to my universe. Then the playing field would even out, and I would have all the power of my universe at my hands.

      I just had to figure out how to get to the portal chamber first. I hadn’t really thought this part out, mostly because I hadn’t expected this all to be happening so suddenly.

      Almost as soon as I thought about the portal chamber, a wall appeared about fifty yards ahead, where there had been none before. It started out opaque but quickly grew transparent as I neared, until it was almost as clear as glass. Beyond the wall, I could see the immense, domed quicksilver chamber where I’d first arrived in this universe. A group of Netjers were gathered near the center of the room. There were fourteen of them, lined up in pairs. My people’s executioners.

      But I only had eyes for one being standing among them—the Mother of All. She stood in the dead center of the room, back to me. A portal swirled in the far wall, and I had no doubt that it led to my universe. A pair of Netjers passed through the portal. Another followed. And another.

      There was no room for doubt in my mind. No room for fear. I had to get into that chamber, past the Mother of All, and through the portal before she shut it down. I had to. Period.

      I slowed to a jog, raising my sword overhead, tip pointed straight ahead. I shouted out my rage as I rammed the sword into the wall. The impact jarred my whole body, but I gripped the sword handle tight, refusing to let go. A moment later, just after the final pair of Netjers passed through the portal, the wall shattered.

      The Mother of All spun around as I exploded through the wall. I slowed, but I didn’t stop. I stalked toward her, gathering my strength and reinforcing my muscles with the energy I’d stored in my sheut as I raised Mercy once more in preparation to strike.

      A full, victorious grin spread the Mother’s shimmering blue lips into a wicked crescent moon. “Ah, Katarina, I’m so glad you could join us,” she said, her words and demeanor throwing me off.

      I hesitated, just for a moment.

      The Mother of All flicked her hand, and that hesitation turned into a full-on pause.

      I couldn’t move. Mercy was upraised, and my muscles hummed with unspent energy, but I couldn’t do a damn thing. I was stuck, frozen in place.

      I gritted my teeth, focusing inward on the otherworldly materials lacing my ba and using them to reach out to the Essence. Between one heartbeat and the next, the wild, foreign energy flooded into me, making my whole body sizzle. The replica of Mercy seemed to light on fire as the energy rushed through me and into her long, curved blade.

      I roared, and the spell the Mother had woven to hold me in place disintegrated.

      The Mother of All took a step backward, eyes widening in shock. “That’s not possible,” she said, shaking her head. “How did you—”

      It was my turn to grin. “I’ve been practicing,” I told her, voice razor sharp.

      Her eyes narrowed to slits. “Maybe,” she said, raising her hands. “But not nearly enough.”
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      I rushed the Mother of All, figuring I had just one shot at this. I couldn’t afford to screw it up by hesitating. I needed to take the Mother out of play, just for a moment. Just long enough for me to dive through the portal and return to my universe, where the fight would be a hell of a lot fairer. If I managed to get into Aaru and break Isfet free, the two of us together might even have the upper hand.

      A flash of bright, blinding light burst out of the Mother’s raised hands.

      “Ah!” I shouted, closing my eyes and averting my face even as I followed through on the strike. The blade of my sword sliced through the air. And that was all it sliced through.

      Unable to see my surroundings, I miscalculated the sword’s position in relation to the floor. The tip of the blade struck an unrelenting surface, screeching painfully. The friction twisted the blade, and the handle wrenched itself out of my grip and clattered onto the floor. I stumbled forward a few steps, blinking to clear my vision, but my surroundings remained clouded in darkness.

      I could sense my sword a half-dozen feet away. This version of Mercy was a part of me, the very material making it up pulled from my body and soul, and being separated from it was physically painful—like losing an arm or an eye. All I could think about was curling my fingers around the hilt and feeling the rightness that would come from having it in my possession once more.

      I dove in the direction of the sword, rolling over my shoulder as I landed. My fingers found Mercy’s hilt instinctively, and I flipped onto my feet, tension easing by the millisecond. I inhaled deeply, exhaling slowly, eyes searching the absolute darkness surrounding me.

      I had no idea if I was still in the portal chamber or not. The floor was hard and smooth, so the Mother hadn’t transported me back to my carpeted cell, but I couldn’t hear the vacuous yawn of the portal anymore, so either she’d shut down my only way home or she’d moved me elsewhere.

      Something in the gentle movement of the air told me I wasn’t alone, but I couldn’t tell any more than that. Was the Mother of All still with me? Or was it someone else?

      There was only one way to find out.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      I heard the achingly beautiful, musical laughter that could only belong to one being. “You attacked me, and I defended myself,” the Mother of All said, condescension thick in her voice. “Don’t worry, the blindness will pass in time.”

      So, it was still her.

      Raising my sword, I spun around to face her. “How? What did you do to me?” I cocked my head to the side, listening to the silence.

      The Mother of All didn’t make any passive sounds—no heartbeat, no rush of air filling and leaving her lungs. No signs of life at all. It was creepy as all hell. It also meant I had to keep her talking—to get her moving. Her voice and the shift in the air caused by her every subtle movement were my only indicators of her position compared to mine.

      “The sight of the portal seemed to cause you such distress,” the Mother said, “so I moved you away from it.”

      So we weren’t in the portal chamber any more. Good to know. I became very, very still. “The portal’s still open?”

      Faint spots of light danced across the darkness. My vision was starting to return. That bright-ass light must’ve damaged my retinas, and they were starting to heal. I couldn’t see anything definitive yet, but I decided to maintain the illusion of blindness. Better to be perceived as weak. Better to be underestimated than over. If I could catch the Mother off guard, there was still a chance that I could get to—and through—the portal.

      “It is,” the Mother of All said, emitting that annoyingly joyous laughter again. “I still need the portal. There are a few more souls to send through.” I knew from Anapa that opening a portal expended a huge amount of energy for the Mother; she would need to refuel after this, consuming some of the energy from some ill-fated universe.

      I could make out the Mother’s outline now, a hazy bright spot among the mottled darkness. She stood several paces away, moving ever so slowly to the right. It was almost like she was circling me. Smart of her, not to remain in a single spot and not to make any quick movements. Stupid, too, because now I knew she really was afraid of me. She didn’t want me to get a solid lock on her position, which meant I really could hurt her.

      I tucked that little bit of good news away, keeping my features blank and eyes mimicking that hapless searching of the newly sightless.

      “You won’t be passing through, though,” the Mother of All added. “You won’t ever be going home.”

      My vision had returned enough that I had a general idea of the shape and layout of the room we were in. Square—a perfect cube, from the looks of it—with white walls, floor, and ceiling. The room was completely empty, no doors or windows. No furniture. Nothing but the Mother of All and me.

      “No,” the Mother of All continued, “this is where you will spend the rest of your days. And when your body perishes and your ba is free, you will remain here, trapped with nothing but your own failure as company for all time.”

      It was a struggle to maintain my composure, but my sight was back enough that I felt comfortable redoubling my escape efforts. I needed to keep her talking for a little while longer. So long as she was here, with me, the portal was open. So long as she was here with me, I still had a shot. Thankfully, the Mother of all seemed fully wrapped up in her evil-villain monologue.

      “Sounds lovely,” I said, deadpan.

      The Mother was quiet for a moment. “Not particularly,” she finally said, apparently taking my response literally.

      I recalled Anapa mentioning once that sarcasm was his favorite thing about my universe, which made me wonder if it didn’t exist elsewhere. How sad for everyone everywhere else.

      “But,” the Mother of All continued, “you have madness to look forward to.”

      I followed her as she made her slow circuit around me, always keeping my focus slightly off target.

      “First your physical body will perish,” she said, “and in time, your sanity will go as well. Then, I think, eternity here shouldn’t be so bad.”

      My vision was almost back to normal. Just a few more seconds. “Oh, goodie,” I said, hoping the sarcasm would throw her further off-balance.

      It did. She frowned, unaware that I could see her expression and would be aware of her befuddlement. A moment later, she shook her head, her crystalline hair tinkling like wind chimes. “And please do not get your hopes up that one of your accomplices will rescue you. Both Re and Anapa will be sent through to your universe.”

      It was my turn to be caught off guard. “What?” I said before I could stop myself. “Why?”

      “They will join the rest of your bastardized species . . .” She made one of her trademark dramatic pauses. “In Aaru.”

      Her words hit me like a solid punch to the gut. My sword arm drooped, my heart dropping into my stomach.

      “Feel free to attempt escape as many times as you like,” she said. “This chamber is attuned to your ba, and every time you try to leave, you will be drawn right back here. But by all means, don’t take my word for it. Trying to free yourself will give you something to do to occupy your time while you await the inevitable.”

      She was winding down, getting ready to leave. Some deep, instinctive part of me sensed the truth in her words. I wouldn’t be able to break myself out of this new prison. As that truth settled in, my sword drooped further, stopping only when the nose touched the floor. I bowed my head, brow furrowing. There had to be a way. There was always a way . . .

      A faint spark of hope flickered to life in my chest. I wouldn’t be able to escape . . . but maybe I wouldn’t have to. Not if she let me out.

      “For what it’s worth, I am sorry that this is your fate.” The Mother of All stopped moving and tilted her head to the side, studying me. “You had the potential for such greatness.” She shook her head and turned her back to me. “What a waste,” she said, raising her hand and flicking her fingers at the wall nearest her.

      An opening appeared in the wall. Through it, I could see the shimmering, quicksilver walls of the portal chamber. Re was there, surrounded by a half-dozen other Netjers. From the way they were all standing, it was more than clear who was captive and who was captor. The Mother hadn’t lied.

      In the back of my mind, I wondered if she, like Isfet, couldn’t lie. Perhaps that was what perplexed the Mother so much about my sarcasm. It was basically lies coated in bitter humor. Not that any of that mattered now.

      All that mattered was getting out of here.

      As the Mother of All stepped through the doorway, I lunged after her. She glanced at me over her shoulder, no hint of concern on her face. There was just that damn smirk. Like she thought she’d won.

      I would show her.

      She flicked her fingers again, and the doorway winked out of existence behind me.

      Miracle of miracles, I made it through. My heart soared.

      Until I realized that I hadn’t followed the Mother into the portal chamber. There was no sign of the Mother of All or of Re or of the other Netjers. There was no sign of the portal. There was only me and four white walls.

      It was just as she said. I’d passed through a doorway and had ended up right back where I’d started.

      I was trapped.

      Forever.
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      I stood in the center of the room, turning every few minutes to study a different part of the walls, looking for a weak spot in my prison. I spent a good long time staring at the floor, too, and after a while, I even laid down on my back and stared up at the ceiling. I was looking not just with my eyes but with my soul. With my ba. I tapped into the Essence and, through that combined lens of At, anti-At, and alien Essence, scrutinized every millimeter of my cell.

      I couldn’t exactly see the intricate web of energy and matter making up the underlying structure of my cell, but I could sense it, which was just as good, so far as my brain was concerned. Not that it did me any actual good. The Essence was woven together in such a complex, fine pattern that I could hardly keep track of the gossamer strands, even with my extremely enhanced spiritual sight. It made the task of escaping all but impossible.

      But if there’s one thing I’m not a big fan of, it’s giving up. I think it’s the word quitter; I really hate that word, especially when it’s describing me. Nobody likes a quitter, at least that’s what they say. I don’t always agree with “them,” but I do on this. Quitters suck balls.

      Which is why, despite all of the evidence pointing to the conclusion that certain doom was currently in progress—not just my certain doom, but my universe’s as well—and that I was just circling the bowl, waiting to take the plunge into eternal misery, I wasn’t ready to throw in the towel. Not just yet.

      Maybe I was caught up in a pretty epic fucktangle—my worst yet—but I’ve managed to wiggle my way out of each worst-one-yet so far. Who’s to say that this time would be any different? Logic and common sense, probably, but so far as I was concerned, they could go take a flying leap.

      I was pissed off. Royally. How dare the bitch goddess damn me like this. I was Kat fucking Dubois. She had no idea who she was dealing with. I was fully ready to let my loose-cannon flag fly, and I would not stop—would not give up—until the end of gods-fucking-damned time.

      There was no indication for how long I’d been studying my prison other than the mundane functions of my own body. My withdrawal headache was still on the minimal side, which meant I hadn’t been in my new cell for more than a day. And I’d managed to “hold it” where bathroom needs were concerned, so that shrunk the time window further. If I had to guess, I’d have said I’d been trapped in that white room for somewhere between eight and ten hours.

      Eventually, I would have to relieve myself, but the idea was pretty damn unappealing considering I would have to use the just-in-case toilet bucket I’d made out of Essence and stashed in the corner.

      Part of me didn’t get why preserving the pristine nature of my cell mattered so much to me. If I didn’t find a way out of here, and soon, I would die. At this rate, dehydration would kill me before the bonding withdrawals were even that bad. Then, my ba would leave my physical body behind, but both I—in ba form—and my body would still be stuck in here. I’d have to watch my body rot away. There would be no getting away from that smell.

      “Aaargh!” I slapped my palms against the floor in irritation.

      I couldn’t see any break in the web of Essence surrounding my cell. So far as I could tell, the whole thing was one long, unbroken strand of that alien material woven over, through, and around itself again and again, leaving me no weak points to try to wiggle through. Sure, I could pull the Essence into the cell and reshape it—hence the toilet bucket—but I couldn’t push all the way through it to the outside. I had no idea what was outside, but it had to be better than this. Anything would be better than this.

      After a couple more hours of staring at the walls, I gave in and used the bucket. I sealed it off as best as I could, but my dignity was still the worse for wear. I just hoped nobody was watching me.

      I eased down in the opposite corner and leaned back against the wall, drawing my knees up and resting my forearms on top of them. There didn’t seem to be any way out, which was frustrating as all hell. I could only imagine what was happening back in my universe. Which phase of the terrifying echo-dream were we in now? How many of my people had been killed so far? How many humans? How many of the people I loved were already in Aaru?

      Up until now, I’d been too afraid of the answers to those questions to check in with Dom. It was time to suck it up and find out.

      I closed my eyes and lowered my left hand to the floor, letting the threads of At and anti-At extend out through the Eye of Horus symbol inked into my palm and interweave themselves through the Essence. The alien energy rushed into me, but it didn’t seem so painful anymore. Maybe because it had already seared the sensation out of my nerve endings, or maybe because reality itself had become so awful that something as mundane as physical pain couldn’t hold a flame to it.

      I took a deep breath, waiting for that initial burst of pain to normalize, then opened my eyes and pulled the mirror pendant hanging around my neck away from my chest. I couldn’t see my half-brother, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t hear me. I could sense that the magic was working.

      “Dom?” I said. “Are you there?”

      He appeared suddenly, and relief flooded my body. I hadn’t been sure it would work from in here. “It is time?” he said, not looking at me. “You are certain?”

      I frowned, brow scrunching. “What? Who are you talking to?” Not to me, that much was clear.

      “But I cannot see her . . .”

      “Dom, dude, I’m right here.”

      “Very well,” he said. “Little sister, I am taking it on faith that you can hear me.”

      “Yeah, Dom, I can hear you.”

      “Mei assures me that this is the moment when I must reach out to you.”

      I pressed my lips together and exhaled through my nose. I could hear Dom, but it looked like he couldn’t hear me. Apparently the Mother’s version of maximum security hindered my ability to communicate as well. It was distinctly not ideal. But . . . at least I could receive messages. It was better than nothing.

      “She has a message for you . . .”

      “Alright, I’m listening,” I said, despite knowing full well that he couldn’t hear me. Any message that Mei had for me would be about as important as they came and no doubt would have to do with her knowledge of the future, courtesy of her latent ability to travel through time. She usually kept her lips zipped regarding what she’d seen, so the rare times she chose to pass on a little hint or guidance, we were all always keen to listen. Now was no different.

      “You have the power to get home,” Dom said. “You have always had the power to get home.”

      “Thanks, Glinda,” I grumbled. But as his words sank in, I sat up straighter, pulling away from the corner of my cell—you have the power to get home. “How?” I asked pointlessly.

      “Use the cards,” Dom said.

      Unconsciously, I felt for the outline of the deck of tarot cards through the leather of my coat.

      “They will show you the way. Listen to the universe, and be patient. When the time comes, you will know what to do.”

      I waited a few seconds longer, but he didn’t say any more. “Is that all? Some specifics would be nice . . .”

      “I’m sorry, little sister,” Dom said, almost like he could hear me and was responding. “Mei refuses to say more, though I am certain she’s holding back. I’ll try to get more out of her.”

      I nodded, having complete and utter faith in him. If anyone could get Mei to spill the beans, it was Dom. He’d spent hundreds of years as Heru’s lead interrogator, after all.

      “Everyone is well here . . . or well enough, for now,” he said. “The Netjers have arrived, but they’re focusing on the low-hanging fruit at the moment.”

      I figured he was talking about the Senate and their supporters. They hadn’t been warned, beyond the human evacuation orders: a strategic decision meant to give our people as much time as possible to hunker down wherever they were hiding away.

      “Mei says this will be the last time we speak until . . .” He trailed off, falling silent for a moment. “Well, until whatever she’s seen in the future comes to pass.”

      An unsettling combination of good and bad feelings writhed around in my chest. Whatever Mei wasn’t sharing, she was holding it back for a reason. What was it? And why?

      “Be safe, little sister,” Dom said.

      “Thanks,” I said, knowing he couldn’t hear me.

      “Adieu.”

      I lowered the pendant to the floor, severed my connection to the Essence, and rested my head back against the wall, staring up at the ceiling. I had a feeling I was going to need all the energy I could get if I was going to have any chance of getting home. And I would get home.

      Or I would die trying.
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      I sat in the center of my cell, rooted to the Essence in the floor by threads of At and anti-At. Essence burned through my soul, igniting my nerve endings. I held my freshly shuffled deck of tarot cards in my left hand, my right hand hovering over the deck, fingertips almost touching the top card. Energy radiated out of the cards, fuzzy and crackling like static electricity.

      Closing my eyes, I focused my thoughts: How do I get out of here?

      I inhaled slowly, deeply.

      How?

      I could feel the charge building in the cards as my connection to the two universes bridged the gap between them.

      How do I get home?

      The electric charge to the cards made them vibrate with power, and a faint buzzing sound filled the barren room. The cards were ready. It was time.

      Holding my breath, I opened my eyes and flipped the first card.

      Judgement.

      I blew out a breath. “Seriously?” I was pretty damn sick of this card.

      The scene was much the same as before, the world in ruin and my loved ones gaunt and scattered on a barren plain. Beyond them, Seattle stood tall, my beloved city’s buildings ravaged, much as they’d been in the echo. And like when I drew the card back in Rome, I wasn’t pictured. There was no image of me drawn floating above the desolate landscape.

      Because I was here, and my universe was undefended. Susie and Syris were in Aaru. Isfet was in Aaru. Apep was imprisoned gods-knew-where, and Re and Anapa had to be in Aaru by now. And then there was me, stuck here.

      The card clearly represented the present situation. I set Judgement down. I didn’t need to know about the present, I needed to know about the future—specifically, how I would escape from this prison cell in the future.

      “Give me something to work with,” I said, tapping the top card with the index finger of my right hand. “Come on . . .”

      I drew the next card.

      The Hanged Man. The scene was stark, showing only me in a white room, lying on my back, my head near the bottom of the card, my feet near the top. This card traditionally represents waiting and sacrifice, and some sense deep within my soul told me the traditional meaning was spot on. It fit with what Dom had passed on to me about waiting for the right time, but the sacrifice part was a little less clear.

      I drew the next card, hoping for a little more specific direction.

      Death.

      A chill traveled up my spine. I took a deep breath and cracked my neck, reassuring myself that the Death card was almost never as grim as it sounded.

      Traditionally, Death represents transformation—the end of one thing, and the beginning of another. It’s neither good nor bad. It simply is.

      The scene on this particular version of the card showed me sitting in a white room with my legs crossed, my back to the wall, hands hidden behind my back. Clearly, the card was saying that I would transform somehow within my cell.

      A little unnerved, I set the card down beside the first two, hoping the next would bring some clarity to the reading. I licked my lips, cleared my throat, and drew the next card.

      Five of Swords. Traditionally, this card represents battle and loss. However, it speaks of not giving up—all is not lost. The fight matters, and there’s still a chance of victory.

      The scene on the card showed eight figures, all wielding a weapon of some sort, be it mundane or magical. I stood in the foreground, the largest of the figures, Mercy raised high and glowing brightly. Isfet stood close behind me, blonde hair floating and hands alight with silvery fire. Farther in the background, I could see Anapa, Re, Dom, Mari, Susie, and Syris, all six of them ready for a fight.

      I placed the card on the floor beside the others, studying them as a set, rolling their collective meanings around in my mind. Waiting. Sacrifice. Transformation. Battle. It spelled out a clear, if vague, story. But it didn’t tell me the one thing I really needed to know—how was I supposed to get out of my cell?

      “How do I get out of here?” I demanded, fingers hovering over the deck.

      There was a zap, and a sharp sting stabbed into my hand through the palm of the hand holding the cards.

      “Ow!” I yelped, dropping the deck of tarot cards and shaking out my hand.

      The deck spilled out on the floor, a few of the cards landing faceup. They were all the same.

      Death.

      They all displayed the same subject—me—and the scene in each was similar, but with minute differences, like my position in the white room or whether I was standing or sitting.

      I reached out with one shaking hand and flipped over one of the facedown cards.

      Death.

      “Holy shit,” I said, fingers moving to the next card. It was the same, but different. Over and over, I revealed the Death card, and each time the card was slightly different, but one element was always there: me.

      I hadn’t wanted to see it earlier in the reading. I’d done the equivalent of stuffing my fingers in my ears and saying “blah blah blah blah.” But the meaning was impossible to miss now—to get out of my prison, I needed to die.

      Probably for real, this time.
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      It took me a few dozen heartbeats and a handful of deep breaths to get a handle on the whole death deal. You would think that after having had so many quick dying stints the past few weeks I would have been used to the idea by now. Turned out I wasn’t.

      “Suck it up, buttercup,” I told myself. My thoughts kept turning to Nik and what my death would mean for him, making my heart ache and my stomach knot, but I couldn’t focus on that right now.

      I forced my hands to resume flipping over the tarot cards. There was more to the story waiting to be discovered. My death was the sacrifice—that much was apparent. But what was the transformation that would follow? What did I need to wait for to make death my vehicle of escape from this cell? Because the Mother of All had made it more than clear that simply dying wouldn’t free me from my eternal prison.

      It wasn’t until I’d overturned a little over half of the deck that I realized my mind needed to switch gears from the creative side of my brain to the logical, analytical side. For once, the cards weren’t showing me some collection of symbolic imagery; they were showing me a sequence of events, clearly laid out in pictures. It was almost like a flip-book, with each scene progressing the storyline along minutely.

      Once I caught on to the trick, I hastily flipped the rest of the cards over. Every single card in the deck was labeled Death, and each showed an image of me. I just had to match each card up with its sequential siblings and arrange them in order. Then—I crossed my fingers—I would finally know what to do.

      Turned out it wasn’t quite so easy as dying. Yes, according to the story playing out in the cards, I had to die. There would be a lot of blood, from the looks of it, but I tried not to dwell on the grisly aspects of the plan. The reading earlier had spoken of transformation after my sacrifice and, after that, a pretty epic-looking battle. I would die here, but only to become something more.

      My death wouldn’t be the end of me. Far from it. But then, I’d already known that. As things stood currently, I was looking at an eternity as an energy being, trapped within this sterile, white hell. Anything, and I meant anything, would be better than that.

      According to the rather detailed story laid out in the cards, I would wait until the right moment, and then I would take my own life. The moment my physical body died, my soul would float out of my body. And—I had to admit, I got a little excited when I saw this part—my ba would float right on out of my supposedly un-break-out-able cell. I would then pass through a portal to my universe, make a pit stop in Duat, and enter the eternal darkness that surrounded Aaru.

      That was where my soul’s story ended, but it was not the end of the story told by the cards.

      In one card, my body was shown in this white prison cell, but in the next, it was gone. Vanished. On card seventy-eight, the last card in the deck, it reappeared on a snowy mountainside, the final frame in a morbidly hopeful story.

      My fingertips grazed the surface of that final card. She—I—looked so small. So pale. So broken. So very, very dead. But there was some comfort in knowing that my body would follow my soul back to my universe. I supposed it made sense; the Mother of All had said the cell was made to hold my ba, not my physical body. Once my soul was gone, there was nothing keeping my body from returning to the place where it belonged.

      Which meant that, assuming Aset and Neffe could get their healer hands on my body as soon as possible after its return to earth, they might—super long shot—be able to bring me back to life. Then, Nik could yank my ba back out of Aaru—with Isfet, this time. No ifs, ands, or buts about it. Only together would we be strong enough to take on the Mother of All.

      I shifted my attention back to the part of the story where my soul was able to break free from its eternal prison. And to the one true snag—when I died, my ba would return to my universe through a portal. Which meant a portal needed to be open when I died. The cards literally showed a portal being opened, then me dying, and then my soul going through the portal. Unfortunately, only one being was powerful enough to open portals between universes.

      The Mother of All.

      How was I supposed to swing that? I doubted I could just knock on the walls and ask her nicely to open a portal. Oh no, that wouldn’t be a dead giveaway that something was up. Not at all.

      I stared at the storyboard laid out in the cards. It was so specific. So direct. And so damn infuriating with its specificity. There was one single, stupid way out. One impossible means of escape.

      I lay back on the floor and stared up at the ceiling, fuming. Tiny threads of At sprouted from my back, sinking into the Essence beneath me. That alien energy singed through me. I didn’t mind the pain so much anymore; it gave me something to focus on besides the overwhelming frustration.

      I’d just taken seventy-eight tiny steps forward, and one massive leap backward. I was basically no better off than I’d been before. I was maybe even worse off, depending on how you looked at it. Ignorance was bliss, after all.

      A faint crackle broke through my haze of irritation. I propped myself up on my elbows and looked at the tarot cards scattered on the floor beyond my knees. Had they recharged for some reason? Did they have more to tell me?

      But the sound wasn’t coming from the cards.

      A thrumming whoosh-whoosh-whoosh started on the very edge of my hearing and grew louder.

      I sat up all the way, recognizing the sound. A doorway. Someone was opening a doorway. Into my prison.

      What if it was the Mother of All? What if she saw the cards? What if she figured out what I’d learned? Then the plan would be even more useless than it was now.

      “Shit,” I hissed, hands working frantically to gather up the scattered tarot cards.

      I was just stuffing the deck back into its velvet drawstring bag when the Mother of All walked through a brand-new opening in the wall.

      I scrambled to my feet, shoving the concealed tarot deck into my coat pocket. “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      The Mother of All sniffed once, glanced in the direction of my clever little chamber pot, and raised an eyebrow. “I’ll give you a minute to say your good-byes,” she said, positioning her delicate, diamond fingers directly under her pixie nose and turning her back to me to walk through the doorway and out of my cell.

      Not a moment later, Anapa took her place. I thought he was a trick of the mind at first. A mirage created by desperation. But after I blinked a half dozen times and he was still standing there, I realized that this was real. He wasn’t in Aaru, not yet. He was here, in my cell.

      I wanted to run to him. To hug him and apologize and demand that he tell me everything that was going on. To thank him for being on my side, even if it meant tying his fate to my people’s. I hadn’t known him a long time, but I considered him a true friend. And now, I knew he was one of the few people in the many universes I could actually trust. Too late, maybe, but I had trust issues, so it was a momentous event worth acknowledging.

      But my feet were cemented to the floor by shock.

      He was still alive. He was still here. I’d written him off hours ago, along with Re and Susie and Syris. In my mind, Anapa was already dead. Already sealed away in Aaru until the end of time . . . or until the end of my universe. After that, he really would die, alongside all of my people.

      “Katarina . . .” Anapa paused, just through the doorway, then glanced over his shoulder before rushing to me, arms outstretched. “How are you? Are you well?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” I said, shaking my head and reaching out to him with open hands. “You’re still here.”

      He took my hands in his, gripping them tightly. “Only for a moment longer. You were my last request.”

      I hate crying. It’s pretty much the worst thing ever. But damn it all to hell, tears stung in my eyes, and my chin trembled as I stared into his midnight eyes.

      “I’m sorry that—” I shook my head, brow furrowed. “I wish it hadn’t ended like this for you.” I squeezed his long, slender fingers. “You’re a good guy—too good for these dickheads.” My nostrils flared. “Maybe it won’t be so bad for you in Aaru.”

      “I’ll find out soon enough,” Anapa said. He released my hands, gripping my shoulders instead. “I’ll find Isfet,” he promised, “and if there’s a way to get her out of there, I will do it. I will come back for you.”

      His words were lovely. Heartfelt and soul-warming. But my mind didn’t care about any of that. It cared about the soon enough. This was the moment foretold in the cards. This was the thing I’d been waiting for.

      I raised my hands, molding them to either side of Anapa’s elongated face. “When?”

      His angled brows drew together, and he started to shake his head. He thought I was asking him when he would break me out of this hellhole. I wasn’t. I was asking when he would give me the opportunity to break my own damn self out.

      I leaned in, bringing my face within inches of his. This close, his midnight eyes contained a whole galaxy of stars. “When is she sending you to Aaru?” I whispered, desperately searching his sorrowful stare.

      Anapa became very, very still. He must’ve picked up on my mood change, even if he didn’t understand the reason behind it. “Now,” he said, voice hushed. “As soon as I leave here, she’ll create a portal to your universe and send me through . . . with an escort, of course.”

      “Of course,” I said absently, lowering my hands.

      A sense of quietness settled over me. I could feel every beat of my heart. Every twinge of my muscles. Every fluctuation of my cells. I’d never been more aware of my physical body. But then, I’d never been so close to leaving it behind for good. Sure, I was hoping Aset and Neffe would be able to revive me—it was an essential step in the destroy-the-Mother plan—but even I knew that death by blood loss wouldn’t be the easiest thing to cure. Maybe I would find another way to break Isfet out of Aaru. Maybe I wouldn’t need my body at all. There was only one way to find out.

      I closed my eyes, smiling faintly. “Will you do something for me?” I asked Anapa, opening my eyes and locking gazes with him.

      “I don’t know what I can—” But something in my eyes must have cut his words short. He nodded.

      “When you get to Aaru, tell Dom to find me.” I leaned in and pressed my lips against his cool, smooth cheek. When I lowered my hands and pulled away, Anapa looked totally baffled. “And wish me luck,” I added.

      “Anapa,” the Mother of All called through the doorway, “come. It is time.”

      A slight head tilt and glance over Anapa’s shoulder told me she was watching us. I straightened my neck, blocking my view of the Mother of All with Anapa’s head and raising one finger up to my lips in a silent shhhh.

      Anapa held my gaze for a moment longer, then bowed his head and turned away from me, making his way back to the doorway. He paused on the cusp of the opening and glanced at me over his shoulder. “Good luck,” he whispered.

      And then he was gone.
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      The opening in the wall of my cell didn’t close after Anapa stepped through it. Rather, it remained open, giving me a view of the portal chamber and Anapa’s death escort. It was almost funny, considering that he was the inspiration behind the original god of the dead, according to Egyptian mythology. The great god Anubis, being escorted to the underworld by a host of other gods. Hilarious.

      I could only assume that the Mother of All wanted me to watch. That she wanted me to see my last ally vanish through a portal. That she wanted me to accept that I was truly defeated.

      Well, the joke was on her.

      As I watched the Mother of All open a portal to my universe, I backed up until my butt hit the wall. Pressing my shoulder blades against the smooth, featureless surface, I slid down to the floor. I crossed my legs in front of me, slouching a little further than was comfortable. Once I felt I was in a pretty sturdy position, I pulled the push dagger from my belt buckle and slipped it behind my back.

      Three deep cuts on each wrist should do the trick. Especially with my hands below my heart. I just hoped I would bleed out quickly enough—and that the damage to my body wouldn’t be impossible to fix. But speed of death was the more urgent matter; once this window closed, it was over. All of it. My people’s future—my sanity—gone. Desperation drove me onwards. Home was calling to me. It was now or never.

      Anapa was standing before the portal now. His back was to me, his hands clasped behind him. At least a dozen Netjers crowded around him, ready to drag him into my universe and throw him into Aaru. I supposed their number was a testament to his power; he was among the oldest and strongest of the Netjers.

      I made the first cut. Hot blood gushed from the wound, pouring down my hand. The pain was sharp and deep, but it paled in comparison to the agony of tapping into the Essence. It was like a feather tickling my skin. A mere irritation, nothing more.

      The corner of my mouth lifted, and I made the second cut.

      The Mother was issuing orders, but I tuned her voice out. I needed to focus on me now. On not screwing this up. This was the single most important moment of my life. I couldn’t fail.

      I made the third cut.

      The Mother of All had no idea what I was doing. She understood power. She understood strength and sheer, blunt force. But she didn’t know a damn thing about sacrifice. She didn’t get that sacrifice held its own kind of power.

      But I got it. I’d lived it. It was the final lesson my mom taught me, the moment she died. I just hadn’t learned the true meaning until now. I hadn’t understood the full, unsurmountable power of sacrifice, until now.

      I switched the push dagger to my other hand. My fingers were slick with blood, and the blood loss was weakening me, making the knife’s squat handle difficult to grip.

      I clenched my jaw, took a deep breath, and made the fourth cut. And the fifth.

      Anapa and his escort were moving toward the portal. The Mother turned partway, glancing back at me. She probably wanted to make sure I was watching. Remotely, I hoped my blood puddle hadn’t spread out enough that she could see it.

      My vision grew hazy around the edges, darkening, and my head drooped forward, but I used every last ounce of strength left in me to hold my head up and glare right back at the Mother of All.

      She sneered and turned her back to me. She hadn’t noticed the pool of blood spreading out on the floor around me. I had. I could feel it soaking through my jeans, both hot and cold at the same time.

      I made the sixth cut. A few seconds later, dark spots closed in until I could barely see. My head slumped forward. And just as the Mother of All had predicted when she first trapped me in this prison cell, I awaited the inevitable.

      Dying is hard. Until it’s not. Until it’s easy.

      No matter how ready you are, no matter how much you think you want it, you can’t help the part where your body fights it. Where instinct kicks in and claws like hell to hold on to life.

      I should know. I’d died a few times already.

      But this time was different.

      Much as I needed it not to be, this time was probably, most likely, forever.
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      It’s been four days since the attack in Rome . . . since Kat, the Goddess, my friend, disappeared and the end of the world began. It’s been three days since the rest of the Nejerets followed her to who-knows-where . . . since the evacuation orders started. And it’s been two days since I went into hiding. Since I became one of the lucky ones. One of the survivors.

      The only news of what’s going on “out there” comes from the increasingly spotty radio broadcasts. Seattle was one of the first of dozens of cities attacked, and the reports make it sound like it was completely destroyed. Bellevue, Kirkland, Renton—everything immediately across the lake was hit almost as hard, as were Vashon and Bainbridge and the other islands on the far side of the Sound. Collateral damage, they’re saying. I have to hold out hope that the reports are wrong . . . that it’s not as bad as they’re saying.

      I’d have been part of that collateral damage if it wasn’t for Joe. The evacuation order only applied to Seattle. Nobody knew what we were running from, just that we were supposed to be running. Who knows how many of my students are dead. How many of my friends . . .

      I can’t think about it for more than a second or two. If I do . . . well, it’s best not to find out.

      Joe and I are staying in his hunting cabin in Whittier, just over the pass. He has a cellar stocked with supplies, and we’re within walking distance of any number of sources of fresh water, so we should be good here for a few months. But even if things somehow miraculously calm down, what kind of world will we have to return to?

      I can’t help but wonder if—

      

      Alison’s pen stilled when the cabin’s front door opened and Joe walked in carrying an armful of firewood. She looked up, eyes meeting his.

      “Hey, Ali,” he said, flashing her a quick smile.

      She returned his smile, but hers felt forced and empty. She tried to cover it up by raising her mug and taking a sip of coffee. It was hot, black, and bitter, just the way she liked it.

      Joe crouched down by the wood stove, stacking the fresh load of firewood on the few remaining pieces from the previous night. The stove was their main source of heat, and they needed to keep it running at pretty much all hours to hold the mountain chill at bay. Though it was late March, it was technically still winter, as confirmed by the foot of fresh snow that had fallen overnight.

      “What are you working on there?” Joe asked, standing and pulling off his work gloves.

      “Oh, nothing important,” Alison said, setting down her pen and shutting the journal. She shook her head, lips twisting in a self-effacing smile. “It’s stupid, really.”

      She’d first had the idea to start a journal during a several-hour bout of insomnia the previous night. She was making a record of the end of the world. It might be nice to have one day . . . should anyone survive. She was a historian, after all—or a history teacher. Not the same thing, but her love of history and the historical record wasn’t any less than that of someone who spent their days doing research and producing articles for academic journals. Or, at least, from someone who used to do that. She doubted academia would be much of a priority in the new, ravaged world.

      “Aw . . .” Joe tucked the gloves under his left arm. “Nothing you do is stupid,” he said, making his way across the cozy living room to where she sat at the table. He paused to plant a kiss atop her head.

      She arched her neck, tilting her head back and offering him her lips. His were cold, a stark contrast to his frozen cheeks. “There’s still some coffee left in the pot,” Alison said. “Why don’t you pour yourself a mug to warm up?”

      “Perfect,” Joe said, planting one final peck on her lips. He straightened and headed into the kitchen behind her.

      Alison tapped her fingers on the journal’s leather cover, watching Joe make his way about the kitchen. He moved with the same efficient purpose as he had in the bar. They’d only been dating for a few weeks, their first hookup happening the evening Alison had discussed the troubles at her school over drinks with Kat. Things were still so fresh and new—they’d yet to even have “the talk.” They weren’t even a real couple yet, at least not technically.

      So far as Alison knew, Joe may very well have been dating a handful of other women at the same time as he’d been seeing her; it might have been sheer dumb luck that she’d been at the bar when the evacuation order for Seattle was issued and had, by default, been the woman he’d swept off to hunker down with in his cabin.

      Laughing under her breath, Alison shook her head. She knew she was being ridiculous, letting insecurity and jealousy get the better of her. Joe was crazy about her. He’d all but dragged her out of that bar and up to Snoqualmie Pass, only allowing a quick stop at either of their apartments to gather the essentials—including her Maine coon cat and his elderly pit bull. Watching the two mortal enemies battle it out over their tiny kingdom had been the main source of entertainment in the cabin the past two days.

      Joe pulled out the chair adjacent to Alison’s, unzipped his flannel coat, and sat, coffee mug in hand. Alison thought that black- and red-checked flannel pattern on Joe’s coat looked ruggedly adorable on him, and with his several days of scruff, he was verging on sexy lumberjack territory.

      “So,” Alison said, leaning forward to rest her chin on her hand, “what’s on the docket for today?” Plenty, she was sure. Ever since arriving two days ago, they’d been working nonstop, building up the firewood supply, setting up a snow-capture system to increase their cache of fresh water, and cataloguing their food supply.

      Joe set his mug on the center of the place mat in front of him and switched hands, letting the fingers of his left hand soak up the warmth permeating the ceramic. “I was thinking we’d head up to Snowshoe Butte. There’s a radio tower up there that goes out a lot during the snowy season—figured it might be worth checking if that’s why we can’t get a signal.”

      Alison straightened and nodded. “Sure,” she said, glancing at the battery-operated radio sitting in the center of the table. They hadn’t been able to pick up any kind of broadcast since the previous evening. They’d been listening to a looping disaster update one second, static the next.

      “Do you know how to fix that kind of thing?” Alison asked. Because she certainly had no idea.

      Joe shrugged one shoulder. “I tinker.”

      Alison laughed softly. “Of course you do.”

      She’d learned so much about Joe these past few days; at times, it seemed there was nothing he couldn’t do. She’d definitely ended up with the right guy to stick by while waiting out the apocalypse. Without him, she would probably end up dead in a matter of days.

      Oh, who was she kidding—without him, she’d have been killed outright in the initial blasts. Like so many others . . .

      Alison cleared her throat, blocking that train of thought. She would not fall into that devastating trap—not again. “So,” she said, “how hard of a hike are we talking?”

      “Not much of a hike at all,” Joe told her. “There’s a national forest road that’ll take us up most of the way. It’s maybe a hundred yards from the truck to the tower. It’s rocky, and it’ll be pretty icy right now, but I’ve got some extra crampons for you, so you should be able to stay on your feet.”

      Alison frowned. “Can I ask a stupid question?”

      “Again,” Joe said, pointing to Alison, “not stupid.”

      She snorted gently. “What’s a crampon?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sitting on the tailgate of Joe’s truck, Alison stared at the spiked metal contraptions attached to her hiking boots. They looked like some sort of foot-bound weapon, or maybe a gruesome torture device. She twisted around when Joe shut the driver’s side door behind her.

      “Alright,” he said, hoisting a day pack onto his shoulders, “let’s head up and see what kind of damage we’re dealing with.” He looked right in all of his mountaineering gear—cozy, but practical—whereas Alison felt like a marshmallow.

      Alison jumped down from the tailgate, her boots crunching into the snow. She followed Joe to the path leading out of the trees and fell into step behind him. The icy wind whipped and howled all around her, chapping her cheeks and making her eyes sting.

      “Just put your feet where I do and you should be fine,” Joe said when the fluffy, fresh snowfall gave way to a sheer sheet of ice.

      The ice field spread out before them, reaching almost all the way to the base of the radio tower. Alison’s first few steps were tentative, but she was pleasantly surprised by how well the crampon’s spikes dug into the ice, giving her a decent amount of traction.

      Even with the crampons, though, the going wasn’t exactly fast. But Alison eventually made it to the base of the tower behind Joe, the rocky outcropping providing a breathtaking, nearly 360-degree view of the Cascade Mountains. Alison could see for miles and miles in every direction. The landscape stretching out all around her looked pristine, a veritable winter wonderland, like the world outside of this wild place wasn’t in ruin.

      It gave Alison hope that maybe things weren’t as bad as they’d seemed. Surely this beautiful scene would have been touched by the violence, marked in some way by the destruction. There was no sign of any of it.

      “Looks like the wind knocked some of the antennas off-kilter,” Joe said, voice raised to be heard over the wind. He was pointing up to higher parts of the radio tower.

      As if on cue, Alison’s hood was blown back, and she nearly lost her beanie. She yanked her hood back up and cinched the ties on either side, then looked up to where Joe was pointing. She couldn’t for the life of her pick out which antennas Joe was pointing to, but she would defer to him. He was the expert here, relatively speaking, after all.

      “You mean, we have to climb up there?” Alison asked, none too fond of the idea.

      “Not we,” Joe said, lowering his arm. “I’ll head up with a few tools. You hunker down here and let me know when the radio is back up and running.”

      Alison drew her lip in between her teeth. Climbing a radio tower built on a rocky outcropping on the top of a mountain didn’t sound like a remotely good idea in even the best weather. With wind like this . . .

      “I’ll be fine, Ali,” Joe said, leaning in to brush his lips against hers. He flashed her a broad grin. “I’ve got rope, remember? And there’s no problem rope can’t fix.” He set his pack down and unzipped it, then pulled off his right glove before sticking his hand in the pack to dig around for the supplies he needed.

      Alison didn’t feel nearly so certain, but she tried not to let on. In her experience, doubt never made anybody perform better. “Just be quick,” she said, jiggling her knees to rev up her body heat. “It’s freezing up here.”
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        * * *

      

      “It’s working!” Alison shouted up to Joe.

      She bit the end of the finger of her outer glove and pulled it off, freeing her right hand to fiddle with the nobs on the handheld radio. She turned up the volume until she could hear more than just the droning murmur of a voice over the howling wind. Tilting her head to the side, she held the radio up near her ear.

      . . . taking refuge in the San Juan Islands. There are boats leaving Anacortes, Bellingham, and Edmonds, every hour on the hour between the hours of ten and three today, the twenty-ninth of March. All refugees are welcome, but those bringing surplus food, water, and medical supplies are given priority, as are those with valuable skills, including but not limited to . . .

      Alison started when Joe jumped down from the lowest rung of the tower’s scaffolding. “What are they saying?” he asked as he crouched down in front of Alison, forearms resting on his thighs.

      “They’re telling people to go to the San Juans,” she said, turning the volume up even higher.

      . . . been no word from the Nejeret leaders, but there are multiple reports of Nejerets being hunted down and killed by supernatural beings. It seems that Nejerets are the targets here, not humans, so if you come across any Nejerets, do not give them shelter. It is advised that you get as far away from them as you can. While humans do not seem to be the targets here, the beings hunting the Nejerets are purported to be extremely powerful and have shown that they have little regard for human life. They will not hesitate to kill you if you get in the way of . . .

      The broadcast fizzled out, giving way to seconds of static, and Alison feared they’d lost the signal again. “Come on,” she grumbled, shaking the radio and glancing up at the tower, fruitlessly looking for some sign of a misaligned antenna.

      Suddenly, the broadcast was back, loud and clear, but the voice was entirely different.

      This message goes out to all of humanity.

      It was Heru. His voice was unmistakable.

      Alison froze, locking eyes with Joe. So far as she knew, this was the first anyone had heard from the leader of the Nejerets since they all disappeared just before the chaos started.

      I know that you have suffered great losses during the recent attacks, and you are likely confused and frightened. All of the death and destruction is not the result of the Nejeret war. This foe is not merely my enemy or my people’s; this foe is an enemy of earth . . . of our entire universe. Believe me when I say that in time, they will destroy us all.

      They are the Netjers, the creators of this universe. Their power is near absolute. And they have abducted and imprisoned the only one who can fight them. The only one who can avenge all who have fallen. The only one who can protect us all. Katarina Dubois.

      The Goddess needs your help. She is lost, and only you can help us find her. You must help us find her. She is our only—our final—hope. Without, none will survive for long.

      This broadcast will play on a loop until Kat is found. All sightings should be reported to . . .

      Alison lowered the radio until it rested on her snow pants. She couldn’t tear her gaze from Joe’s. For long seconds, she stared, stunned by what she’d just heard.

      Suddenly, there was the crackle of electricity, and every hair on Alison’s body stood on end. Her brow furrowed.

      Based on Joe’s altered expression, he felt and heard it too.

      “What is that?” Alison asked.

      There was a zap and a crack, and a blindingly brilliant flash of light came from the valley between two mountains a couple miles away.

      Alison averted her face and raised her arm to cover her eyes.

      Joe touched her arm, his grip tight even through the thick, insulated coat sleeve. “Ali, look!”

      When Alison lowered her arm, she found Joe pointing to the place where the flash of light seemed to have originated. It wasn’t gone completely, but the intensity was greatly diminished, allowing Alison’s eyes to pick up on all of the colors writhing and whipping about down in the valley. It reminded her of the aurora borealis. But while she’d never seen the northern lights in person, she had seen this light show before.

      Alison climbed to her feet, legs slightly unsteady, and slowly walked closer to the ledge of the rocky outcropping, reaching out to hold onto the base of the radio tower for safety. She almost couldn’t believe what she was seeing. But believing wasn’t necessary; action was.

      Alison twisted to partially face Joe but didn’t look away from the diminishing glow. “We have to get down there, Joe,” she said. “It’s her.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Lex

          

        

      

    

    
      Lex stood at the glassless window in the bedroom she shared with Heru and their daughter, Reni, and surveyed her new home. Or was it her old home? She supposed it was both, though at the moment, it felt a little like a prison.

      The ancient Nejeret Oasis, a stunning city of At built deep in the heart of the Sahara Desert by Re, had been lost to her people—to the world—for thousands of years. Until Lex’s impromptu travels through time and the universe’s last near-catastrophe drove Heru to rediscover the Oasis’s concealed location. To this day, it remained buried under the mountain of broken limestone and the dome of At that had hidden it for so long, turning it into a cavernous, haunting underground city.

      Darkness had been the first thing to greet Lex, Heru, and the rest of their family when they’d arrived in the wee hours of the morning two days earlier. Or, at least, when most of their family had arrived. Nik remained on the outside, as did Mari and Mei; they had their own secure place to hunker down and wait out this deadliest of storms.

      After Lex had arrived and removed the At wall blocking the one and only way into the Oasis, a seemingly endless stream of allied Nejerets had filtered in through the tunnel. Thousands of men, women, and pre-manifestation children now filled the Oasis, transforming the long-abandoned city into a bustling kingdom of immortals.

      Almost all of their friends and allies were accounted for. The few who’d missed the midnight deadline had been sealed out of the Oasis by a solid wall of At—as they’d known would happen. Lex could only hope that they had done as instructed and put as much distance between themselves and the Oasis as possible. Everyone hiding under that mountain of limestone was depending on the city below remaining a secret; if the Netjer assassins found the Oasis, Lex and everyone else down there would be dead.

      According to Lex’s watch, it was the middle of the night out in the desert, but inside the hidden Oasis, it appeared to be twilight. All of the intricate At bridges crossing the canal that wove throughout the Oasis glowed with a gentle luminescence, a trick Lex had learned thousands of years in the past from Re.

      Her current sheut wasn’t as powerful as the one she’d once borrowed from the ancient Netjer caretakers of the universe, but it allowed her some control over At, including the ability to make that otherworldly material glow, or even to make it invisible. As such, it had fallen on her to provide the light that allowed the Nejerets to do more than cower and hide in the unrelenting darkness. Come sunrise, she would imbue the dome protecting them from the dangers outside with a soft light, making it slowly brighter. Next-best thing to an actual rising sun.

      “Feeling restless, Little Ivanov?” Heru said quietly, settling in behind Lex. He wrapped his arms around her middle and squeezed her gently.

      Lex inhaled and exhaled, slow and deep, and rested the back of her head against her husband’s shoulder. “My brain won’t turn off,” she said, voice hushed to keep from waking Reni, asleep in the bed behind them. “I just keep imagining what it must be like out there.”

      According to their latest check-in with Nik, Seattle was a wasteland, Bainbridge included, and the other Netjer strongholds—New York, Cairo, Rome, Udaipur, Beijing—hadn’t fared any better. The world outside of the Oasis had changed drastically in a matter of days. When—if—Lex and the rest of her people ever emerged from their safe haven, there would be no sense of a homecoming. Home was gone.

      “I know.” Heru pressed his lips against the top of Lex’s head. She could feel him breathing in and out through his nose, his breath rustling her already-mussed hair. “Me too.”

      “What if we never get out of here?” Lex asked, eyes stinging with the threat of tears. She hated the thought that the rest of Reni’s life might be spent underground. That her daughter might never truly know what it’s like to see the sky or feel the sun on her skin.

      Heru’s arms tightened around Lex’s body. “Then we make a life here, Little Ivanov. This was home once. It can be again.”

      Lex knew he was right—they’d brought everything they would need to create a self-sustaining subterranean civilization with them, should it come to that. When she made the At glow, it emitted the full spectrum of light required by plants to grow and thrive, and the Oasis was fed by a natural spring that had been flowing for well over six thousand years; there was no reason to expect it to dry up any time soon.

      Once the tons of ready-to-use food and supplies they’d brought with them had run out, they would be able to grow, cultivate, and create anything they needed. As a result of their long lives, Nejerets tended to be the most knowledgeable and skilled people around; if anybody could make living underground work, it was them.

      But that didn’t mean Lex was looking forward to spending the rest of her conceivably very long life in a self-contained underground oasis. The prospect was daunting—though it was far preferable to the unknown that awaited them in Aaru. From what little Dom had shared about the land of the dead, it sounded closer to hell than paradise.

      Lex had to get her head wrapped around the fact that the world she knew and loved was gone. Whatever happened over the next weeks and months—and even over the next years—life would never return to the way it had been before. She needed to stop romanticizing “out there”; it wasn’t her world anymore. The Netjers had assured that.

      At the sound of a throat clearing behind them, both Lex and Heru craned their necks to see who had intruded on their moment. Aset stood in the doorway, a sleepy four-year-old clinging to her like a snuggly koala bear. The boy, Bobby, was nearly half her size, making the sight of her holding him almost comical.

      Heru released Lex and turned to face his twin sister. “What is it?” he asked Aset.

      Aset had been on watch with the Oasis’s one and only Dom mirror. Nik had another—the mirror compact—and Garth’s family had the last of the three mirrors still remaining in this universe. It was their sole means of communication from within their At-concealed hideaways. Garth’s family had been more than willing to take up the responsibility of being their communication hub in the outside world, sorting through all of the tips being called in regarding the whereabouts of Kat’s body. If Aset was here now, it had to be something about Kat. It just had to be.

      Lex’s hopes soared, and her heart was suddenly hammering in her chest.

      Aset readjusted her hold on Bobby, shifting the little boy higher on her hip. “It’s Kat—” Her eyes shone with unshed tears and what appeared to be a bevy of emotions. “We found her.”

      Lex brought her hand up to her mouth, barely able to hold in a relieved sob. “Oh thank God!”

      “Where?” Heru asked, already striding toward his sister.

      “The Cascades,” Aset said. “Near Snoqualmie Pass.” She shifted Bobby so the majority of his weight was on her other hip. “Nik and Mei are already on their way to retrieve her, but—” She hesitated, a shadow of dread darkening her amber gaze.

      Aset cleared her throat. “Kat, she—her body is in rough shape. The woman who found her said she looks like she’s been drained of all of her blood and that there are deep cuts in her wrists.”

      Heru stopped in front of his sister. “Tell me there’s a way to bring her back from that.”

      “Maybe,” Aset said. “But we’re going to need a lot of blood donors, maybe organ donors, too, depending on the damage.” Again, she hesitated for a moment. “And . . . we’ll need some specialized equipment—things we didn’t bring with us. Neffe’s making a list right now.”

      As she spoke, Lex moved closer, a sinking suspicion turning her insides into a wretched tangle. “You want Heru to go out there and get the things on Neffe’s list, don’t you?”

      “More of a need than a want,” Aset said, looking at Lex. “But yes. Mei has her hands full with transporting Nik and retrieving Kat, so . . .”

      “Very well,” Heru said. “If it must be done, then it must be done.”

      “Good.” Aset nodded once. “I’ll go with you. You’ll never find what we need on your own.”

      Lex stepped closer and placed her hand on her husband’s shoulder. “I’ll come, too. I can shield you both while you gather what we need.” When Heru looked at her, she was a little surprised to find pride shining in his golden eyes. She’d expected a fight.

      “Neffe should be up with the list momentarily,” Aset said, brushing past Heru and Lex as she stepped into the room, heading straight for the bed. “Let me just get Bobby settled in here and I’ll be ready to go.”

      Lex watched Aset tuck the little boy into the bed beside Reni, her hand automatically seeking out Heru’s. When her fingers intertwined with his, she turned her head to look at him. There was no need for words. Their soul bond connected them in ways that allowed a far deeper form of communication.

      Lex tightened her grip on Heru’s hand, and he lowered his chin in a single nod. They had a job to do, and they would do it.

      Kat’s body had to be retrieved and revived so Nik could drag her ba out of Aaru when the time came—and drag Isfet out right along with her. The fate of the universe depended on everyone playing their parts and making that happen.

      Well, the fate of the universe had depended on Lex and Heru once before. They hadn’t failed it then, and they sure as hell wouldn’t fail it now.

      “This is everything we might need,” Neffe said, bounding through the doorway and into the bedroom. She thrust a piece of paper out to Aset. “Let me know if you have any questions,” she said, then turned to her father. “Aset knows the UW hospital best, so start with that one. If they don’t have everything, or if it’s damaged, try one of the other hospitals on the list.”

      Aset skimmed the list and shook her head. “Looks good,” she said as she folded up the list. She tucked it into the front pocket of her slacks before striding over to Heru and Lex, holding her hand out to her brother. “Shall we?”

      Lex took a deep breath, preparing for the vertigo she knew would follow the series of jumps through space it would take to first get to the edge of the Oasis and then, once they were through the tunnel and out in the desert, back to Seattle.

      Not a second later, her world was engulfed in an explosion of brilliant colors, and she was off to do the thing she’d sworn to herself she would never do again. She would risk her life to help save the world. One more time.
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      Nik stood by the antiquated vault door, shoulder leaning against the wall and arms crossed over his chest. They needed to be gone—minutes ago. The cold and snow would help to preserve Kat’s body for a little while, but they didn’t have time to burn. And yet Mei continued to study the topographical map of Snoqualmie Pass, hands planted on the table on either side of the map, almost like she was searching for some miniature version of Kat permanently inked in among the elevation lines.

      Nik continued to stare at the back of his daughter’s head for what felt like a solid minute before his patience waned to a spider thread. “Mei . . .”

      Mei raised one hand from the table and made a sharp gesture—hold on—her eyes remaining glued to the map. “Based on what they told us, there are a few spots where she might be. I want to make sure I’m not overlooking anything,” she said without turning. “Better to jump straight to her than slog through the snow for gods know how long. Remember, Father, if the Netjers find us out there, this will all be for naught.”

      She was right, of course. Nik knew that, but the adrenaline coursing through his body insisted that he be doing something, and waiting didn’t count. He needed to be holding Kat in his arms. He needed to feel her . . . to know that she had really returned to this universe. To know that he would be able to see her again—to hear her voice and feel the rightness that came with being in her presence.

      It certainly didn’t help that the bonding withdrawals were making him irritable and edgy. He’d gone four days without seeing his bond-mate in the flesh, and it had been well over two days since their little spiritual liaison via Re’s body. Nik’s head throbbed painfully, and a bone-deep ache was settling into all of his joints. In another couple days, the withdrawals would weaken him enough that he would begin to lose consciousness sporadically. In a week, he would be dead. That was the thing Kat was racing against from inside Aaru; she had to find Isfet and convince her to help without completely taking over Kat’s soul before he was too weak to pull her soul out of Aaru and stuff it back into her body.

      Normally, Mei would be able to sense the life signature of her target—Kat, in this case—and teleport straight to her. Not this time. Not when there was no life left in Kat’s body. No hint of her soul.

      Once Mei jumped Nik to the mountains, closer to Kat’s body, he would be able to sense the At and anti-At inked into her skin, allowing them to find her that way, but teleporting straight to her was plan A . . . and plans B and C, if she wasn’t at the first location. They needed to minimize their own exposure to the Netjers, giving the deadly, powerful hunters as brief of a window as possible to detect them.

      According to the couple who’d contacted the Sealths to report finding Kat’s body, she was in a valley between three specific mountain peaks. Based on the details they’d given and the estimated coordinates, Mei had narrowed Kat’s location down to three spots, all within two miles of each other.

      Also according to the couple who’d found her, Kat’s body was in bad shape. Dom had passed on word from Neffe that Heru was venturing out to pick up whatever she and Aset would need to treat Kat, but this would be some serious miracle-worker shit.

      Nik could feel his muscles tensing as his mind drifted to the very real possibility that Aset and Neffe wouldn’t be able to bring Kat back to life. He clenched his teeth, jutting out his jaw. He refused to entertain such dismal thoughts. She would come back to life. Back to him. She had to.

      “Alright,” Mei said, straightening as she folded up the map. “I’m ready.”

      “Me too,” Mari said, emerging from the storeroom beyond the kitchen holding a half-open backpack. She zipped up the main compartment and hoisted one strap over her shoulder, then twisted her arm behind her back to snag the other strap. She’d been gathering everything she would need to start a field transfusion as soon as they found her, including several pints of Nik’s blood, donated first thing that morning. The older the donor, the more powerful the blood. Nik was the best source here, but once Kat made it to the Oasis, there were dozens of ancient Nejerets even older than Nik who were ready and willing to donate their blood, too.

      Nik pushed off the wall and turned to spin the vault door’s handle. He felt the locking mechanism deep within the heavy iron and steel door unlatch, then pushed the door open. They needed to be outside of the bunker’s protective anti-At shell for Mei to be able to teleport them anywhere.

      Nik stepped through the door and out into the dark, musty hallway beyond, the light from the bunker spilling out to reveal worn brick and a scuffed and cracked marble floor—both belonging to the long-gone bank that had first built the vault-turned-bunker.

      Mari followed, close on Nik’s heels, and Mei was right behind her, tucking the folded map into an interior coat pocket.

      “Deep breaths,” Mei said as she reached one hand toward Mari, the other toward Nik. She gripped their nearest arms, face tensing, and then the world was engulfed in flames of every color imaginable.

      There was a flash of darkness, and for an eternal moment, Nik felt like he was drowning. There was no air to breathe. No light by which to see. No sounds, save the thud-thump of his straining heart.

      And then the brilliant rainbow luminescence returned, a shock to his eyes. Frigid air whipped all around him, picking up and twisting the long leather coat around his legs. The brilliant light faded, revealing a pristine alpine scene.

      “Wrong spot,” Mei said a fraction of a second before jerking them right back out of reality.

      This jump was much shorter, a mere hop compared to the leap they’d just made, and Nik barely caught the flicker of darkness before he was back in the mountains. The two back-to-back jumps had left him dizzy and disoriented. His head spun, his brain trying to make sense of the input from his eyes.

      Two people, a man and a woman from the looks of them, stood a short way down the slope in a clearing between the pines. To Nik’s mind, they moved in and out of focus.

      Nik squeezed his eyes shut, then opened them again. He could only see the couple’s backs, but they seemed to be looking down into a hole in the snow.

      The woman glanced over her shoulder, her mouth falling open in surprise. She touched the man’s arm, then pointed up the slope, toward Nik and the others.

      Mei was the first to head down toward the couple, the deep, powdery snow slowing her hurried strides.

      “Hey!” Mari said, smacking Nik’s arm.

      Nik shook his head, trying to clear the confusion from his teleportation-muddled mind.

      “Pull it together, tough guy.” Mari took hold of his arm and dragged him forward a couple steps. “Kat needs us.”

      Kat. Nik’s thoughts untangled with that single word, snapping into extreme focus. Kat—she was down there, in that hole.

      In two strides, Mari was no longer pulling him forward; he was dragging her down the mountain. Nik heard her curse under her breath—something about slowing down—but he couldn’t. He needed to get to Kat as fast as possible.

      Nik shook off Mari’s hold on his arm and bounded down the slope, his longer legs making it easier for him to lope through the deep snow. He skidded to a stop a yard or two from the couple. Mei was already there, on her hands and knees, easing herself into the hole.

      Nik barely caught a glimpse of Kat’s pale, porcelain face before both she and Mei disappeared in a puff of rainbow fire. The two reappeared a few feet from the hole not a second later, Mei straddling Kat’s body.

      “We didn’t want to move her,” the human woman said, taking slow steps around the now-empty hole. All that remained of Kat in there were crimson stains of blood. “We thought the snow would preserve her, and—”

      “You did the right thing,” Mari said, finally catching up. She dropped to her knees as her mom moved to the other side of Kat’s body.

      Nik felt numb as he made his way around the trio. He stumbled the last few steps, collapsing onto his knees near Kat’s head. Her raven hair fanned out over the snow in stark contrast, but her skin almost matched the snow for whiteness. Her lips were tinted blue, her lashes dark half-moons above her washed-out cheeks.

      Slowly, Nik reached for her, his hand shaking. It was one thing to know she was dead, but another to see her lifeless body with his own eyes. He couldn’t sense her soul, and a deep sense of hollowness took root inside him.

      “Don’t,” Mari said, the single word a whipcrack as she caught his wrist before his fingers could make contact with Kat’s too-pale cheek. “We can’t risk you pulling her back yet. Her body can’t support her. Who knows what would happen to her then.”

      Nik froze. He closed his eyes, slowly curling his fingers into a fist. Every cell in his body was screaming for him to take Kat into his arms. To bring her soul back to her body. To bring her to him.

      He opened his eyes, forcing himself to face the harsh reality. Mari was right. That outcome might be as disastrous as if the Netjers had been the ones to find her first.

      “Give her time,” Mari said, voice softening. “Trust her. Let us do our work while she does hers in Aaru, and when the time is right, we’ll get her back. Alright?” Mari wove her head from side to side until she snagged Nik’s focus. “Alright?” she repeated, more forcefully this time.

      Nik nodded and retracted his hand, and Mari returned to setting up the field transfusion.

      Mari connected the tube from one of the blood bags to the IV needle she’d already stuck into Kat’s arm, then held the blood bag out to Nik. “Hold this,” she said. “I need to get something pumping through her.”

      He accepted the bag, and after a few seconds, his hands no longer shook. He had a purpose now. A focus.

      Mari rose up over Kat and placed her hands on Kat’s chest. She started compressions, and ever so slowly, the bag of blood emptied.

      “Once we see fresh blood coming out of her wounds, that’s our signal to go,” Mari said, not letting up on the steady compressions.

      Mei gasped suddenly, pulling Nik’s attention to her. Her eyes were rounded by shock, and her hand was covering her mouth. “Someone just teleported in,” she said, eyes meeting Nik’s.

      “Heru?” Nik asked, a spike of adrenaline making his heart hammer in his chest. He scanned the woods beyond Mei, then turned partway to look in the other direction behind himself.

      “No,” Mei said, voice barely audible. The color drained from her face, and she looked like she was going to be sick. “Not Heru.”

      “Shit,” Nik hissed, thrusting the bag of blood at Mei. “Hold this.”

      Heru was the only Nejeret besides Mei who could teleport. Which meant that whoever this new arrival was, it wasn’t a Nejeret. And it certainly wasn’t a human. It was a Netjer, and the bastard was hiding. They had the ability to turn invisible. The only clue Nik had to the Netjer’s location was the fact that it had to have teleported in fairly close for Mei to have sensed its arrival.

      Nik thrust his now-empty hands straight over his head. Energy surged through his sheut, and a solid sheet of At and anti-At spread out from his hands, shielding Nik, Mei, Mari, Kat’s body, and the two humans under a small, black-streaked dome. He channeled a raging river of the otherworldly energy, making the dome as thick as possible.

      But he couldn’t reinforce the shield quickly enough. Even as he added layer after layer to the interior, he could feel the Netjer stripping the At and anti-At away from the outside. He couldn’t keep up. The Netjer was too powerful. In a matter of seconds, the demon would be through, and then it would all be over.

      Suddenly, Nik felt more anti-At reinforcing his dome. It had to be Mari.

      A quick glance over his shoulder confirmed his suspicions.

      Mari had handed her job over to her mom and the humans, and she’d joined Nik in defending their small rescue party. Together, the two seemed to be holding the Netjer off. They weren’t making headway, but at least they weren’t losing ground anymore, either.

      But Nik knew that the second either of them stopped, the Netjer would tear through the shield and rip them all apart.

      “It’s time!” Mei called. “She’s bleeding again!”

      Nik exchanged a glance with Mari. He could see her commitment to the cause—her sheer fucking determination—and suspected what she was going to say before she opened her mouth. He shook his head, even though he knew it was the only way out of this.

      Mari’s lips twisted into a wry smile. “Go,” she said and nodded behind her to Kat’s body. “I’ll hold the bastard off until you guys can get away.”

      “Mari, no!” Mei said, stopping chest compressions on Kat and staring at her daughter. The two weren’t related by blood, but their bond was as deep as any shared by a mother and child. “You can’t—”

      “I have to, Mom,” Mari said. “It’s the only way.”

      “But—”

      Mari shook her head vehemently. “Nik needs to be alive to bring Kat back when the time comes, but this—” Her chin trembled. “This is what I can do. This is how I can help. I can make sure you’re all long gone by the time this asshole gets in here.”

      Mei covered her mouth with her hand, trapping a heartbreaking sob.

      “Besides,” Mari said, bravado masking the fear shimmering in her eyes, “I have a feeling Kat’s going to need all the help she can get in Aaru . . .” She looked at Nik. “Go, now,” she ordered, voice thick. “I’ve got it.”

      Nik nodded once, and she nodded back. And then he released the energy flowing through his sheut and lunged across the snow toward Mei and Kat’s body. “Get in the hole,” he shouted to the humans. “Cover yourselves in snow. The Netjer might not notice you’re here.”

      The man seemed to be in shock, but the woman nodded, yanking him back to the hole. She jumped in, dragging him in with her, and started clawing at the edges.

      When Nik reached Mei, he touched her shoulder. “We have to go, Mei. Now.”

      She didn’t say anything. She didn’t even look at him. She just stared at her daughter.

      On the next heartbeat, the world fell away.

      The trio reappeared in the tunnel outside of the bunker, the light spilling out through the open vault door brightening as the rainbow brilliance caused by tearing a hole through the fabric of the universe faded.

      Nik clenched his jaw, fighting the waves of dizziness that washed over him.

      Mei stood and shrugged Nik’s hand off her shoulder as she stepped away. “I’ll be right back,” she said, voice barely audible.

      “Mei, wait!” Nik said, stumbling toward her, steps made awkward by the disorientation caused by teleporting. “We’re not—”

      There was a brilliant flash.

      “—in the right place,” Nik finished, but it didn’t matter.

      Mei was gone.

      She was supposed to take Kat to the Oasis, not back to the bunker. That was where all of the medical geniuses like his mother would be waiting to whisk her body away and spend the next gods-knew-how-many days attempting to reverse her death. But here, there was only Nik, and he had only the most basic knowledge of the healing arts—things he’d absorbed by proximity from his mother over the years. All he could do was sit there and watch his blood leak out of the self-inflicted gashes on Kat’s wrists.

      If Mei didn’t return in a matter of seconds and complete the mission, Nik feared the decay that would set in at a cellular level would be irreversible. There wouldn’t be a damn thing any medical equipment could do to save her then, no matter how advanced or specialized. Not even Aset and Neffe with their combined thousands of years of healing experience could cure a rotting corpse.

      “Fuck!” Nik turned and slapped his hand against the brick wall hard enough to gouge deep cuts into his palm.

      The stinging pain brought sharp clarity to his mind. Maybe he couldn’t heal Kat, but he could do the next best thing. He could preserve her.

      Nik crouched down beside Kat’s body and held out his hands, one over her forehead, one over her heart, careful not to actually touch her skin. He inhaled deeply, closed his eyes, and once again opened himself up to channel the primal energy that flowed so freely through the universe. It flooded his sheut, and he used that power to pull At into reality and replace every single molecule in Kat’s lifeless body.

      It only took a matter of seconds, but Nik felt like he’d just run a marathon by the time he was done. He sat back on his heels, chest rising and falling with heavy breaths and whole body shaking from fatigue. Transformations were always harder than simply creating something out of At. There were so many delicate details locked within each cell of the human body, and every single one had to be exactly right or Kat wouldn’t be the same when he reverted her to flesh, blood, and bone. That, on top of the massive amount of energy he’d channeled through his sheut just moments earlier to fend off the Netjer, and Nik was on the verge of collapsing into a deep, regenerative sleep.

      He could feel the darkness of unconsciousness lurking around the edges of his mind. It was inevitable. But he couldn’t give in yet. Kat’s body might not have been where it needed to be for the healing to commence, but at least he could make sure she was safe.

      Nik slid an arm under Kat’s neck, the other under her thighs, and stood, lifting her stiff, stonelike body off the ground. Carefully, he maneuvered her through the vault doorway and into the bunker. He set her on the sofa in the living area, then returned to shut the vault door, locking it with a turn of the handle.

      He barely had enough energy to lean back against the door and lower himself down to the floor. Exhaustion overwhelmed him, and he slumped to the side, succumbing to the darkness of unconsciousness.
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        * * *

      

      A deep, metallic gonging roused Nik from the deepest of sleeps. He felt like he’d only been out for a few seconds.

      Groggily, he opened his eyes and looked around.

      For a moment, Nik didn’t recognize his surroundings, and a jolt of adrenaline made his heart flutter in his chest. His mind slowly regained coherency, and he shook his head, throwing off the cobwebs of sleep.

      He was in the bunker. Kat was on the couch, her body preserved in At. Mei and Mari were gone, dead, for all he knew.

      The gonging came again.

      Not gonging, he realized. Knocking. Someone was knocking—banging, from the sound of it—on the outside of the vault door.

      Maybe Mei and Mari weren’t dead.

      He stood and gripped the vault door’s handle but hesitated before spinning it to unlock the door.

      Or . . . what if it was the Netjer on the other side?

      Nik blew out a breath and shook his head. Paranoia was preventing him from thinking straight. If any of the Netjer assassins had found the bunker, they would have torn through the anti-At surrounding it and broken in within seconds. They wouldn’t have bothered with knocking.

      Hope surging, Nik yanked the door handle, spinning it until the locking mechanism clanged. He shoved the door open, eyes searching the darkness beyond for Mei’s statuesque figure.

      But it wasn’t her standing there. It was Heru.

      Did that mean that Mei really was dead? Nik felt a sharp dagger of regret stab into his chest. His daughter—his only offspring. They’d only just begun to build a real relationship. Now they never would.

      “Don’t look so disappointed,” Heru said. “Mei is safe.”

      Lex stepped out of the shadows behind Heru. “She’s at the Oasis. She told us you were still here. We got here as soon as we could.” Lex’s focus shifted past Nik, searching the bunker behind him. “Where’s Kat?”

      Nik stepped to the side, letting Heru and Lex in. “On the couch.” He followed them to the living area.

      “Oh thank God,” Lex breathed, a hand to her chest. “Neffe’s been in a tizzy thinking Kat’s rotting away in here, but Aset felt certain you would’ve preserved her like this.”

      Nik took up a post at the opposite side of the couch from Lex and Heru, crossing his arms over his chest. “She was only out of the snow for a few seconds. Hopefully it wasn’t too long . . .”

      Lex crossed the room to place a hand on Nik’s arm and gaze up at him, smile reassuring. “You did everything you could, given the circumstances. I’m sure she’ll be fine.”

      Nik let out a relieved breath. They were in the eye of the storm, the wind howling all around them, but here, now, was a single, peaceful moment of reprieve. “So Mei and Mari made it out of there,” he said, combing his hair back with his fingers. “At least she didn’t leave us here for nothing.”

      Lex and Heru exchanged a weary glance.

      Nik narrowed his eyes. “What? What happened?”

      Lex looked at Nik, eyes glistening with unshed tears. “Mari—” The words seemed to catch in her throat, and she swallowed roughly. “She didn’t make it, Nik. Mei brought her body, but . . .” Lex lowered her sorrowful stare to the couch and shook her head. “Mari’s with Kat now.”

      “Shit,” Nik said, drawing the word out low and slow. He genuinely liked Mari. She’d been a big part of Kat’s life, and he could only imagine how devastated Mei must be by her death.

      “Yes, well,” Heru said gruffly. He cleared his throat. “It’s a heavy loss, but we’ve got Kat’s body now, and we’ll do everything in our power to make sure Mari’s sacrifice wasn’t in vain.” He, too, looked down at Kat’s frozen body. “Let’s take her home.”
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        * * *

      

      “Alright, Nik,” Aset said to her son, “go ahead and begin the transformation.”

      She stood on the other side of Kat’s bed from Nik, the thin plastic tube from a fresh bag of blood—Heru’s own this time—pinched between her thumb and forefingers. She was ready to attach the blood bag to the IV needle still stuck in Kat’s arm the second Nik reverted Kat to her natural, non-At state.

      After a quick nod to his mother, Nik raised his hands, once again positioning them so they hovered just over Kat’s forehead and chest. He inhaled deeply, closed his eyes, and pulled the At out of this plane, leaving behind only organic material.

      Once the final particle of At was gone, Nik took a step backward, exhaling heavily. It wasn’t as exhausting as before, but then, he’d had hours of rest since arriving at the Nejeret Oasis.

      There was already a flurry of activity around Kat’s bed as Aset and Neffe went to work hooking up the various machines brought in to do the impossible: bring Kat back to life. Within seconds of being unfrozen, Kat was intubated, and Aset and Neffe’s team of highly skilled healers went to work setting her up on the most advanced and invasive life-support machines available.

      Someone swapped out the blood bag just moments before it was empty. Someone else pushed past Nik, adding an additional bag of some clear fluid to the IV.

      “Come on,” Lex said, hooking her hand around Nik’s elbow. “Let’s get out of their way . . . give them room to work.”

      Nik let her pull him away from Kat’s bed, but he couldn’t tear his eyes from the woman who’d shoved her way, kicking and screaming, into his heart.

      Lex led him out of the room that had been set up as an emergency operating room in the bottom floor of her and Heru’s home in the oasis and through another doorway into the dining area. An At table had been set up with a feast in buffet form, there for the medical team to replenish themselves as they worked day and night on reviving Kat.

      “Have something to eat,” Lex said. “You need to keep your strength up.” She released his arm and retrieved a plate from the end of the table, offering it to him. “How bad are the withdrawals now?”

      Nik shrugged, accepting the plate despite having little appetite. “They’re manageable.”

      When he made no move to put anything on his plate, Lex took it back and started loading it up with an assortment of meats, cheeses, fruits, and bread. “Well, don’t be a tough guy, okay?” She glanced at him, empathy shining in her carmine eyes. She knew exactly what it felt like to slowly die of bonding withdrawals. “Keep Aset updated on your symptoms. She may be able to ease them a bit.”

      “Yeah, sure,” Nik said. But his mind was still back in that room with Kat—with her body.

      Lex handed him the plate full of food, then pointed to a long dining table with benches for seats set up across the room. “Sit,” she ordered. “Eat.” She planted her hands on her hips. “You can go back in there and see her when you’re done.”

      Dazedly, Nik made his way to the table and swung one leg over the nearer bench to sit. He went through the motions of eating—picking up food with his fingers, putting it into his mouth, chewing and swallowing—but didn’t feel like he was actually there doing it. He felt numb to his body’s actions, just doing what had to be done to stay alive.

      Mei shuffled in from outside, though Nik didn’t really notice her until she sat opposite him at the table. Her presence brought Nik back to the here and now.

      He focused on her face, reading the lines of heartbreak and sorrow etched around her eyes and mouth. This was the first time he’d seen her since he’d arrived at the Oasis. The first he’d seen her since Mari’s death. Mei looked how he felt. Worse, maybe.

      She rested her joined hands on the table and sighed heavily. “I’m sorry,” she said, voice hollow. Her eyes met his, but she didn’t seem to be truly looking at him. Her mind was somewhere else. “I wasn’t thinking straight,” she added, “but I had to try. She’s—she was my baby. My little girl.”

      Nik breathed out, his chest tight. Mei had lost the person she loved most in the world, but here she was, apologizing to him. He reached across the table, covering her hands with his. “There’s nothing to forgive.” He gripped her hands tightly. “Mari was brave and noble. She still is.” He laughed sorrowfully. “I’m sure she’s already kicking major ass in Aaru with Kat.”

      A laugh bubbled up from Mei’s chest, and it seemed to surprise her. It stopped almost as soon as it started, but there was a little more life to her honey-brown eyes now. “Yes, I hope you’re right. Those two—” Her lips quivered, and she took a deep, shaky breath. “They’ve always been more like sisters than anything else.” Tears welled in her eyes, and her chin quaked. “It somehow feels right for them to be there together.”

      “Yeah,” Nik said, feeling pulled to the cusp of tears by his daughter’s sorrow. He cleared his throat. “Yeah, it does.”
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      The trip between universes was just as psychedelic the second time. The portal spat me out near the moon, and I had a few blissful seconds to stare down at my beautiful blue planet, the loveliest sense of peace washing over me. It had worked. I was home.

      And then I was staring down at the earth through a gossamer veil, the vibrant streams of soul-energy flowing past me and the multifaceted voice of the collective a joyous chorus humming all around me. Tendrils uncoiled from the general current of soul-energy, curling around my arms and legs, and as I floated across the streaming energy toward the endless darkness surrounding Aaru, the voices took turns greeting me like a long-lost friend.

      Almost there. Almost . . .

      The soul-energy coalesced into a distinctly feminine form before me, her hands reaching out to grip my arms, holding me in place. Her face solidified into a recognizable shape with achingly familiar features.

      It was my mom. Or, at least, it looked like her. It was just as likely that I was staring down the projection of Isfet; she tended to favor taking on my mom’s shape when communicating with me in Duat.

      “Kat?!” With the way she said my name, both disappointed and angry, there was no mistaking who I was facing—my mom. “What are you doing here?” she demanded. “I told you—you shouldn’t be here!”

      “I know,” I told her, smiling sadly. “I didn’t have a choice, Mom. This was the only way. I have to go into Aaru and find Isfet or we’re all dead—you, me, the soul-energy . . . everything.”

      My mom shook her head, her rainbow brow furrowing. “I don’t understand.”

      I took my mom’s hands in mine. “You were right—Isfet can’t lie.” I gave her hands a squeeze. “The danger that was coming is real . . . and it’s here. We need her, Mom. You have to let me go.”

      Still my mom didn’t look convinced. Leave it to her to try to save her daughter, even if it meant leaving the whole universe to burn.

      “Coming in hot!” a familiar voice called from behind me.

      I barely had time to turn and look before Mari crashed into me like a flaming golden comet. She broke my mom’s hold on me, knocking me free, and we sped toward the precipice of that eternal darkness together.

      “Mars!” I exclaimed, finding her hands. “What are you doing here?” Horror washed over me as I realized there was only one way for her to be in Duat. “You died?”

      She let out a joyous laugh that seemed totally inappropriate. “I couldn’t let you have all the fun!” she said.

      “You’re insane!” I told her, and I couldn’t help but join in her laughter. It was infectious. I couldn’t believe she was there, with me.

      “Maybe,” she said, then shrugged. “Probably. But I’m here, which means you won’t have to do this alone. I’ve got your back . . . just like old times.”

      I did the only thing I could think of doing—I threw my arms around her, hugging her soul for all I was worth. “I’m glad you’re here,” I whispered as we hurtled toward Aaru.

      “I wouldn’t miss it for the world,” she said.

      I closed my eyes, revitalized by Mari’s presence, and together, we dove headfirst into Aaru.
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        Thanks for reading! You’ve reached the end of Judgement (Kat Dubois Chronicles, #5). Keep reading for more Kat adventures in Afterlife (Kat Dubois Chronicles, #6). 
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      “What is this stuff?” Mari asked, turning in a slow circle as she scanned the dense, pearlescent mist surrounding us. Her voice punctured the silence, seeming to float along throughout the shimmering mist.

      Mari was no longer the glowing, golden, au naturel version of herself; her soul had reverted to a normal, non-glowing, clothed appearance the moment we broke through the dark shell surrounding Aaru. A quick glance down at myself told me the same had happened to me.

      “I don’t know,” I told her, raising my eyes to continue looking around.

      I’d died a few times before, and one time I’d even made a quick trip into Aaru only to be yanked right back out by Nik, courtesy of our soul bond. I may have been the only being to have ever escaped from this eternal purgatory, but that hardly made me an expert on the place. I mean, I’d only been here for a few seconds.

      “It was like this the last time I was here,” I added unhelpfully.

      “It’s kind of pretty,” Mari said, combing her fingers through the mist, causing it to swirl chaotically.

      “Sure,” I said, glancing at her sidelong. I wasn’t a big fan of being blind, and the mist made it so we couldn’t see more than a few yards in front of us clearly. We were sitting ducks, no clue as to what dangers might be closing in all around us. “And it’s kind of creepy, too.”

      Mari frowned at my comment, then shrugged.

      Deep within the mist, my eyes caught movement. A mere shadow of a person, but undoubtedly human-shaped. Hope made me believe it was Anapa. He’d been thrown into Aaru mere minutes before our entry. He had to be around here somewhere.

      Squinting, I waved a hand out in front of me, trying to move some of the mist out of the way to give myself a better view. But that vague, could-be-Anapa silhouette faded, and just like that, whoever I’d seen deep within the mist was gone.

      “Kat . . .” Mari’s voice was low and filled with warning. “There’s something out there.”

      “I know,” I said, still searching the place where I’d seen the figure. I pointed in that general direction. “I’d swear I just saw someone over there.” I took a step, intending to find whoever I’d seen.

      Mari’s fingers closed around my wrist. “Yeah . . . this is less of a someone and more of a something.” Her tone sent a chill creeping up my spine, and the tiny hairs all over my body stood on end.

      That physiological response struck me as odd, considering I didn’t actually have a physical body anymore—I was a ba, an energy being, now, just like everyone else trapped in Aaru. But the spurt of not-adrenaline making my not-heart pound and setting my not-brain on high alert captured those pesky philosophical thoughts and shoved them away, stuffing them into a corner of my mind for later dissection.

      I turned my head, craning my neck to look past Mari. There was something out there, alright. Emphasis on thing.

      I couldn’t see whatever it was clearly, but the movement was impossible to miss, even through the thick mist. The thing was huge—not quite as tall as me, but spreading out for dozens of feet to either side—and it shifted constantly, slowly darkening and taking on shape as it lumbered closer. Or rather, taking on shapes. It was still little more than a shadow in the mist, but I could see parts of it winding around and through itself, like an enormous mass of slithering snakes.

      “Holy fucking shit,” I breathed, resisting the urge to shimmy in disgust.

      I hadn’t really known what obstacles I would face in Aaru, but giant snake monster definitely hadn’t made the list. As if it wasn’t bad enough that I would be spending the few remaining days I had left as me chasing down Isfet, the very being who—if everything went according to plan—would be the instrument of my own destruction . . . now I had something to run from, too. Fan-fucking-tastic.

      I started backing away, and Mari was more than eager to follow. “What the hell is that thing?” I said, voice barely more than a whisper. I didn’t really expect an answer from Mari, which was probably good, because I didn’t get one.

      A vine-like appendage uncoiled from the mass and slid out ahead of the thing, almost like it was reaching for us. Or exactly like it was reaching for us. It was a dark, tarnished silver, and its movements were so serpentine that it triggered some instinctive response within me. It was only by sheer force of will that I manage to suppress a girly scream.

      “Time to run?” Mari asked, fear raising the pitch of her voice.

      My backward steps transformed into skips as I picked up the pace. “Uh-huh,” I said, my pitch rising to meet hers.

      I turned, reaching back for Mari. The last thing I wanted to happen was for us to get separated. If I lost her in the mist, I feared I might never find her again. My hand fumbled to take hold of hers, but finally, I got a solid grip on her wrist, and together we ran away from that horrifying monstrosity as fast as we could.

      Mari and I ran at full tilt for minutes, legs pumping and lungs burning. The ground was firm but topped with a loose, silty layer, like a hard-packed dirt road. It was almost perfect for speed, but I guessed it would be less awesome for stopping.

      After a while, Mari slowed, dragging behind me. But I wasn’t willing to slow too much, and I pulled her onward. I wanted to get as far away from that thing as possible, as fast as possible.

      “Kat, wait,” Mari said, yanking on my arm for me to stop. “I can’t . . . I can’t breathe.”

      I slowed to a walk, then stopped and turned to face her, breathing hard. I pinched my waist, attempting to ease the exertion-induced ache stabbing into my side.

      Mari was bent over, hands on her knees, practically gasping. “I don’t even . . . have a body,” she said between heaving breaths. “I don’t know why . . . this is so . . . hard for me.”

      I frowned. The dead sprint hadn’t been all that easy for me, either, and once again, my seemingly normal corporeal responses struck me as pretty damn odd, considering I was currently very much incorporeal. We didn’t have physical bodies anymore—they were dead, left behind in the physical realm—so why did we seem to still be constrained by our old bodies’ limitations? It didn’t make any sense. This place didn’t make any sense.

      I shook my head, dismissing the confusing train of thought. Understanding the rules of Aaru wasn’t exactly my biggest priority right now; finding Dom was. If the rest of Aaru was like this—a big misty mess—it could take ages. Tracking him down was the primary objective; without him, I doubted we would ever find Isfet.

      “I don’t know what to tell you, Mars,” I said, scanning the mist for signs of movement. “But we should keep going. That thing—I’m not about to just sit here, waiting for it to catch up to us.” I reached for Mari, taking hold of her elbow, and pulled her into a quick walk.

      I’d taken maybe five steps when a shadowy shape took form in the mist ahead, so faint that I wasn’t entirely certain my eyes weren’t playing tricks on me.

      My heart skipped a beat, and I froze, eyelids opened wide in terror. If that thing had found us again, we would have to run again. I wasn’t sure how much gas Mari had left.

      “What is it?” Mari asked, hand gripping her side and eyes searching the mist. “Do you see something? Is it—is it it?”

      I became utterly still, hardly even breathing. “I don’t know,” I said, voice barely above a whisper. I raised my hand, pointing in the direction of the shadowy spot. It was a little darker now. There was definitely something there. “Over there,” I said.

      I watched, breath held, as the shadow darkened and took on a clearer form. Then I blew out a breath and relaxed a little when it became clear that this shadow was man-shaped, not mass-of-snakes-shaped. I shook my head, laughing under my breath. This place was making me crazy.

      “It looks like a person,” Mari said.

      I nodded. “It could be Anapa,” I told her, not taking my eyes off the dim shape. “Or Dom or Re.” Or any other of the thousands—maybe tens of thousands—of immortal souls inhabiting Aaru.

      The silhouette was growing dimmer now, like whoever was out there was moving away from us.

      “Come on,” I said, once again grabbing Mari’s arm and pulling her into motion.

      We settled into an easy jog, and the shadowed silhouette in the mist steadily sharpened. In a blink, the person became clear enough to identify, and my lips spread into a broad grin.

      “Anapa!” I called out, releasing Mari’s arm as I picked up the pace. “Anapa, wait up!”

      Anapa paused and turned partway, his expression one of utter confusion. “Katarina?” His voice was filled with disbelief. “How—” His brow furrowed, and he shook his head, a delayed grin spreading across his face. “You escaped from the Mother of All? How?”

      I slowed to a walk as I drew nearer. “It’s a long story,” I said, planting myself in front of him, hands resting on my hips. “But now I’m here, which means the plan’s still on. We need to find Isfet so I can take her out of here with me.” I inhaled deeply, determination driving away the fear of what exactly taking Isfet “out of” Aaru entailed—namely, the sacrifice of everything that I was. “The Mother of All is going down.”

      Anapa laughed, still shaking his head. A moment later, his focus shifted past me, and his smile withered.

      Dread knotted in my stomach, and I spun around, eyes widening in horror.

      Mari was still maybe ten yards out, walking toward us. And just beyond her, the snake thing writhed, its shadowy mass closer and clearer than ever. Several silvery tentacles reached out, slithering toward Mari.

      I sucked in a breath. “Mars,” I shouted. “Run!”
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      Mari froze, eyes rounding. And then she launched into a dead sprint. She didn’t even bother to look behind her to see what was there; my expression must have told her everything she needed to know.

      But she wasn’t fast enough.

      The viny tentacle nearest Mari whipped out, coiling around her ankle and yanking her foot out from under her.

      Mari shrieked as she slammed down face first onto the ground, barely catching herself with her hands.

      I was already running toward her by the time she hit the ground. I could hear Anapa’s heavy footfalls behind me.

      Mari rolled onto her stomach and clawed at the ground, but her fingers didn’t seem to be able to find purchase. The creature dragged her backward, pulling her ever closer to that immense, writhing mass.

      What would happen if she reached it? What would it do to her? The horrifying possibilities spurred me onward, and I ran even faster.

      I closed in on Mari way slower than I would have liked, wishing desperately that I had my sword, Mercy, with me. Not a moment after the thought entered my mind, I felt the weight of the sword on my back, the gentle constriction of the leather harness wrapped around my ribcage. There hadn’t been any swell of power in my sheut. No sense of the At and anti-At lacing throughout my soul and forming the sword. It was as though my thoughts had brought it into existence; it was suddenly just there.

      I didn’t have time to waste thinking about how my sword had come to be here. I was just grateful to have it with me. Between one step and the next, I reached over my shoulder and drew Mercy, the At blade ringing out as it slid free from the scabbard. The sound echoed all around me, carried off by the mist.

      “Mars!” I yelled, barely a dozen steps away from her. When she looked up at me, I tossed her the sword.

      Mari stopped fighting and twisted onto her back, hand shooting out to snag the sword hilt. She sat up and slashed at the tentacle wrapped around her ankle, severing it in one smooth motion. It whipped about, the severed end oozing a thick amber goo that reminded me of tree sap.

      Mari scrambled backward, using feet, butt, and one hand to get away from the monstrosity while she brandished the sword at its weaving tentacles with her other hand.

      The snakelike appendages closed in on her, hanging just out of reach of the wickedly sharp blade. Each time she threatened one tentacle, another lashed out, only pulling back when she turned her attention to it.

      More tentacles sprouted from the writhing mass, while others grew longer, circling around behind Mari. She wasn’t moving fast enough, and I doubted the sword would hold them at bay for much longer. Soon they would have her surrounded, and then they would strike.

      “Sword, Mars,” I shouted. I was almost to her. “Now!”

      Without even looking, Mari chucked Mercy into the air.

      I caught the sword by the handle, whipping the blade around to cut off the ends of the two tentacles nearest me even as another two snaked around Mari’s legs. The severed tentacles whipped about, spraying that oozing, amber goo all over the place like a slobbering dog shaking its head. I could feel it splattering my jeans and coat.

      I spun, slicing through another tentacle, then sprang into an aerial over Mari, slashing through the two new tentacles wrapped around her legs while I was upside down. The second my boots touched the ground, I whipped Mercy out to the side, dispatching the final, slithering appendage. A thick glob of amber goo smacked into the side of my face, dripping onto my shoulder and into my hair.

      I raised my arm, attempting—and failing—to wipe the warm, sticky mess from my face. Giving up, I took up a defensive stance. I turned to the side, bending my knees and raising my sword, elbow held high.

      The severed tentacles whipped about, spraying that amber goo all over the place as they retracted into the larger mass.

      “You good, Mars?” I asked over my shoulder, not willing to take my eyes off the thing.

      “Yeah,” she said, voice shaky. “I think so.”

      I backed up a step, maintaining my stance. I took another step, and another, until I reached Mari. Anapa was with her, pulling her up to her feet.

      “Fight, or run?” I asked.

      “Fight,” Mari hissed, and out of the corner of my eye, I watched two anti-At daggers appear in her hands, blades glistening like obsidian. I didn’t know much about Aaru, but one thing was becoming abundantly clear: thoughts held a shit-ton of power here.

      Anapa nodded in agreement, and a second later, he was holding a long staff with wicked-looking silver blades on either end and looking a hell of a lot like he knew how to use it.

      I grinned, anticipation thrumming through me. There wasn’t much I loved more than a good fight. “I was so hoping you would say that,” I told Mari.

      As if on cue, new tentacles sprouted from the hideous monstrosity, reaching for us. More and more emerged, cautiously extending outward, until there were too many and I lost count. They weaved from side to side gently, like a horde of cobras mesmerizing their prey just before they struck.

      In unison, the tentacles reared back.

      I held my breath, my anticipation transforming into fear. Fighting had been the wrong decision. I could see that now, clear as day. We were far outmatched, but it was too late to run.

      All at once, the tentacles lashed out.

      I managed to slice through at least a dozen before one caught my sword arm. It coiled around my wrist, squeezing as it worked its way up my arm. Another wrapped around my waist. Another my right thigh. And another my left ankle.

      Panic fluttered in my chest as I fought against the tightening bindings.

      The tentacle wrapped around my waist wound its way higher, constricting around my ribcage as it lifted me off the ground.

      I struggled to breathe. I struggled to move at all.

      “Mars!” I called out with my last breath. “Anapa!” I craned my neck this way and that, searching for them among the sea of writhing, snapping tentacles.

      I spotted Mari, looking even worse off than me. But a moment later, a tentacle coiled around my head and covered my eyes, sealing me in darkness.

      I hung there, blind and suffocating, for what felt like an eternity.

      And then, suddenly, I was falling.

      I landed on my butt, tentacles loosening all around me. I wriggled out of them, shrugging off their dead weight and crawling away a few yards as I sucked in a lungful of air. I almost didn’t believe what I was seeing.

      Reinforcements had arrived—Dom had arrived—and he was tearing through the tentacles with a glorious fury. He fought like a man possessed. Entranced by his deadly dance, I couldn’t tear my eyes from him.

      Someone grabbed my arm, their grip tight, but I hardly noticed. “Come on, Auntie!” that same someone yelled. “We’ve got to go!”

      The voice cut through my admiring trance, and I turned to look at the young woman tugging on my arm. “Susie?” I said, stunned to see my niece.

      “Come on!” she repeated, pulling harder.

      I let her yank me up to my feet. I felt like I was looking at a ghost, and I couldn’t stop staring at her. Probably because I kind of was looking at a ghost.

      “We’ve got to get to the anchor point,” Susie said, urging me away from the fight.

      “But—” I glanced over my shoulder, looking for Anapa and Mari. “But what about the others?”

      “Re already got them out of there,” Susie said. “They’re all waiting for us.” She tugged on my arm, pulling me into a stumbling run. “Let’s go!”

      Again, I glanced over my shoulder, catching sight of Dom as he tore through the tentacles. “But Dom—”

      “He’ll be fine,” Susie said, urging me onward. “He knows how to handle the Beast better than anyone.”

      I fell into step beside her, matching her long, loping strides, no longer needing to be pulled along. “The Beast?”

      “Yeah,” Susie said as we ran. “That’s what we call it.”

      I glanced over my shoulder, but I could no longer see any hint of the Beast or Dom through the mist. “What is it?”

      “Nobody knows,” she said, “but it lives in the mist surrounding Aaru, lying in wait to attack new arrivals.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      Susie shook her head and shrugged. “Don’t know,” she said. “But it’s not usually this hostile; it mostly just messes with people’s heads . . . makes them see things that aren’t real.”

      I frowned. It was starting to look like my venture into Aaru was going to be even less pleasant than I’d imagined.

      “Don’t worry, though,” Susie added. “Once we get to Dom’s place, we should be safe. It’s in another part of Aaru, and Dom told me the Beast almost never leaves this part.”

      “Never?” I repeated back to her, hoping I’d heard her right. If I never saw the Beast again, it would be too soon.

      Susie flashed me a tight smile. “Almost never.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      I was relieved beyond words when four people came into view through the mist, Mari and Anapa included. Part of me hadn’t believed Susie’s claim that they were out of the Beast’s clutches. A small part of me had felt like, by running, I was abandoning them to some terrible fate. Thankfully, that small part had been wrong.

      Mari and Anapa stood near a tall, roughhewn stone archway, alongside Re and Syris. Through the archway, I could see a verdant, ancient wood, overrun by huge ferns, thick moss, and broad tree trunks.

      Anapa and Re shuffled off to one side of the archway, exchanging quiet words, while Mari stood on the other side of the arch, hugging herself, eyes unblinking as she stared off at nothing. Syris was posted directly in front of the archway, his hand pressed against the inner edge of the gray stone, his golden, hawklike stare locked on us. A broad grin slowly spread across his face as we drew nearer.

      I slowed to a walk a dozen yards out. “I guess we should have run,” I said to Mari.

      A slightly hysterical laugh bubbled up from her chest, seeming to surprise her. Her eyes opened even wider—how that was possible, I didn’t understand—and she covered her mouth with one hand.

      I paused beside Mari, resting my hand on her arm. “You okay?” When she nodded, eyes haunted, I offered her a quick, tight-lipped smile and a nod. She was thoroughly freaked out. I could relate.

      Releasing her arm, I stepped past her, heading for Syris. “Nice to see you, kid,” I told him, reaching out to give his shoulder a squeeze.

      “You too, Auntie,” Syris said, flashing me a wide smile.

      “I missed you goobers.” I held out my arm for Susie. “Both of you.”

      It had been nearly four years since I’d seen the twins—since they’d gone off to learn how to be the caretakers of our universe from the other Netjers. Both were taller than me now, taking after their parents, and they looked less like teenagers than they had when they’d left and far more like Lex and Heru. Syris especially—his resemblance to his father was more striking than ever.

      “We missed you too,” Susie said, sidling in. She wrapped her arm around my waist as I curved mine around her shoulders in a side-hug. “How are Mama and Daddy?” she asked. “We haven’t talked to them since the Mother of All locked us up.” She exchanged a concerned look with her brother. “Dom gives us updates when he talks to them, but mostly about where they are and what they’re up to . . . not so much about how they are.”

      “They’re good,” I told her, meeting her carmine eyes. The strange red-brown color of her irises reminded me so much of Lex that it hurt my heart, and I realized I wasn’t being entirely truthful. “Or, at least, they were good before . . .” I frowned, a single, hollow laugh working its way up from my belly. “Honestly, you guys, I don’t know how they’re doing now. I don’t even know where they are.” I swallowed roughly. “But I’m sure the news of what happened to you guys destroyed them.”

      “Yeah, probably,” Susie said, gaze drifting to the gate. “I just wish we could talk to them ourselves . . . not just through Dom. Then, maybe, if they could see that we really are okay . . .” She shrugged, exhaling heavily. “Or maybe that wouldn’t make a difference at all.”

      I frowned, stuck on what she’d said about only being able to talk to Lex and Heru through Dom. I hadn’t realized the mirrors would only work for him. But the more I thought about it, the more it made sense, considering his name was the only one etched into the glass on the other side of the mirrors.

      Syris stared off into the shimmering mist, watching the way we’d come. After a few seconds of thoughtful silence, he said, “They’re in the oasis.”

      I looked at him, eyebrows rising.

      “Pretty much everyone is,” he added.

      “Oh yeah!” Susie said, some of the brightness returning to her eyes. “Last we heard, they were awaiting word of where you—of where your body was. You know, so they could retrieve it and get to work healing you . . .”

      My body. I nodded slowly. I’d sacrificed my life—or at least my mortal body—to make it back to this universe, but if Aset and Neffe couldn’t repair the damage I’d done to my body and bring it back to life, then my death would have been for nothing. It was only through contact with my physical body that Nik would be able to pull me—and, through me, Isfet—out of Aaru. But if there was no viable body for us . . .

      Both Isfet and I would remain trapped in Aaru, leaving the universe undefended when the Mother of All eventually came calling. She would suck this universe dry of its soul-energy, leaving behind a lifeless husk that would shrivel up and flake away until there was nothing left. No Duat. No Aaru.

      Then, we wouldn’t just be dead. We wouldn’t exist at all.

      I closed my eyes and inhaled deeply. There was nothing I could do about what was happening in the physical realm right now. I had to trust that my people would succeed out there, that they would find my body and revive it, and instead focus on my own task in here. I’d found Dom; now I needed to track down Isfet. And I needed to do it quickly.

      I only had until Nik succumbed to the bonding withdrawals and his physical body gave in . . . or until the Netjers tracked him down and killed him. Either way, he would end up trapped here in hell with me.

      Much as I might enjoy the relative eternity we would have together in Aaru—it would be a hell of a lot more time for us to be together than if I succeeded and gave myself over to Isfet—Nik’s status as a living, breathing Nejeret was the other half of the break-Isfet-free equation. If Nik died before I’d found Isfet, there would be no way for us to break her out of Aaru.

      “There’s Dom,” Syris said, pointing into the mist with his chin.

      My heart skipped a beat, and I whipped my head around to follow Syris’s line of sight. Dom’s smooth, purposeful stride was unmistakable, even with the dense mist clouding any distinguishing features. As his face became more distinct, happiness swelled within me, a soothing warmth spreading through my chest and out to the rest of my body. Or rather, to the rest of my soul.

      I released the twins and started toward my half-brother at an awkward run-walk. I stopped short of Dom, just out of arm’s reach. All I could do was stare at him. It had been months since I’d seen him as anything more than a ghostly, silvered reflection in a mirror.

      But now, he stood before me, dark hair slicked back and not a stitch of his tailored suit out of place. He was in full color, looking as alive as he’d ever been. He was really here, standing right in front of me. I could reach out and touch him if I wanted to. And I did want to, but I was paralyzed by a rush of emotions.

      “You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Dom said, his thin lips twitching as he suppressed a smile.

      My shoulders jerked with a sudden bout of laughter. Dom had made a joke. Dom never joked—he was as serious as they came—and the display of macabre humor was so unexpected that it knocked me out of my state of shock.

      But my laughter quickly died out, giving way to crushing guilt and silent tears. “I—” I choked on the words. “I’m so sorry, Dom.” I could have saved him. I should have saved him. But I hadn’t been fast enough—I hadn’t been smart enough—and my ineptitude had cost him his life.

      “Oh, little sister . . .” Dom opened his arms, and I practically fell into them. He wrapped his arms around me, resting his cheek on the top of my head. “When Mei finally admitted that she knew what you would have to do to come back to us—when she told me you would have to take your own life . . .” His hold on me tightened. “I tried to get through to you again. I tried to tell you that there must be some other way.” His voice caught, and he cleared his throat roughly. “To think of what you must have gone through . . .”

      I squeezed his torso, sniffling against his shoulder. “It had to be done.”

      “Perhaps,” he said, “but what if the attempts to revive your body are unsuccessful? What then, little sister?”

      I loosened my hold on Dom and pulled away so I could see his face. “Then we find another way,” I said. “There’s always a way.” My lips curved into a small, grateful smile. “You taught me that.”

      Dom inhaled and exhaled deeply, expression somber, and then he nodded once. “Yes, well . . .” He released me and stepped back, clearing his throat again. Neither of us was big on the ushy-gushy stuff, and awkwardness quickly replaced the joy of our reunion. “We should be on our way before the Beast catches your scent again.”

      Mention of the Beast was like a bucket of ice water dumping over my head, and cold focus returned to me in a heartbeat. I nodded. “Uh, yeah . . . let’s get the hell out of here.”

      “Come,” Dom said, striding toward the others.

      I jogged a few steps to catch up.

      “Everyone through the anchor point,” Dom said, gesturing to the archway with his hand.

      Re guided Anapa through, and I watched them step into the enchanting forest scene. Mari followed, then Susie.

      I paused when I reached the archway, peeking around the backside, like I might see the same forest behind it that I could see through it. But there was nothing but dense, shimmering mist for as far as the eye could see. It was just like one of my gateways—a doorway to some other, faraway place.

      I glanced at Dom, opening my mouth to ask him what exactly this thing was.

      But he put a stop to my question before it could even start. “I’ll explain everything when we get to safety.”

      I shut my mouth and nodded.

      “After you, little sister,” Dom said, holding his arm out toward the archway.

      I stepped closer, scanning the whole thing from ground to apex and back down to the ground on the other side. There was a symbol carved into the keystone—a perfect circle.

      I’d known about the mist from my brief trip into Aaru a few weeks back, but I was about to leave what little I knew about this strange prison behind and step into the unknown. I hated being in the dark on pretty much anything, but if there was one person I trusted with my life—or rather, with my afterlife—it was Dom.

      I glanced at him once more and, taking a deep breath, stepped through the archway.
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      “How’s Nik doing?” I asked Dom as we walked along a lazily winding trail through the woods.

      The forest was downright magical. Old-growth evergreens reached high above, piney branches merging together to skew the view of the treetops and block out the sky. The late-afternoon light filtering down through the thick canopy cast the woods in a gold-green hue, brightening the lush undergrowth to shades of emerald, peridot, and jade. Long clumps of hanging moss clung to the lowest branches, glimmering like spun gold. The air was rich and earthy, the scent of pine mixing with the gentle sweetness of berries and tree sap. Among the fanning ferns, thick moss carpeted the ground on either side of the trail, conforming over boulders and fallen trees and concealing intricate root systems.

      Not that the beauty of this new part of Aaru did anything to distract me from thoughts of Nik. I hadn’t spoken to him since his brief stint possessing Re, back in the Netjer universe. Dying certainly hadn’t done anything to lessen the bonding withdrawals on my end, which meant Nik was never far from the forefront of my mind.

      But beyond that, I simply missed the shit out of him. I missed his wicked charisma and moody broodiness. I missed the ever-present mischievous glint in his ice-blue irises and his stupid, beautiful smirk. I missed his subtle, endless kindness and the way he gave me shit nonstop. I missed him, plain and simple. He was my other half—my literal soulmate—and it hurt me beyond the withdrawal pains to be separated from him for so long.

      “Nik is . . . well enough,” Dom said after a thoughtful pause.

      I glanced at him, mind redirected from the dangerous, pity-party train of thought.

      “His withdrawal symptoms are progressing as expected,” Dom added. “Though the last time we spoke, Mei confessed that she believes him to be downplaying his level of discomfort.”

      “Well, that’s not good,” I said, worry for Nik on an emotional level—for the man who’d stolen my heart—overshadowing the more practical, fate-of-the-universe reason to be concerned about his health.

      “Indeed, it is not.” Dom fell quiet for a moment. “I am eager to check in with him,” he said. “Hopefully he will have news of your body.”

      I snorted, the corner of my mouth tensing. “Gods, I hope so.”

      Dom and I settled into a companionable silence as we walked, both losing ourselves in a warren of thoughts. Ahead, Susie and Syris led the way, directing our course when the trail forked this way or that. Re followed close behind them, then Anapa and Mari walking side by side, Mari grilling Anapa about the Netjer universe. Dom and I brought up the rear, falling back a little, both of us naturally preferring the sense of privacy brought on by the distance.

      In the rare moments I let myself think about the likelihood that, should everything work out the way we hoped, Nik and I would never be together again—not in the flesh after Isfet took me over, body and soul—the ache in my heart became all-consuming. I made an effort to keep that subject buried deep within the farthest recesses of my mind. I locked it away and threw out the key. I couldn’t risk thinking about it for more than a second or two; if I did, I might not be able to follow through with what had to be done.

      The universe was depending on me, damn it. I would not fail.

      It felt strange to hope for an outcome that would likely end in my permanent demise. To escape from Aaru, Isfet needed to become one with my soul, and once Nik yanked us both out of this prison, the transformation would be permanent. I would become her, losing myself in the process. But at least everyone else would have a chance. Knowing that would make the sacrifice worth it. Not any easier—and certainly not any less terrifying—but worth it nonetheless.

      “I assume we’re heading somewhere specific,” I said eventually, when the pull of the mental quicksand became perilously strong. Silence was only making it harder to avoid dark, dangerous thoughts about my fate. Focusing on something mundanely tangible was far, far safer—something like our seemingly never-ending stroll through the woods.

      “We are,” Dom said. “My cottage is not far from here. There, you will rest, and then we will plan.”

      “There’s no time for rest,” I told him. I was in a bit of a time crunch, after all. “I need to find Isfet yesterday.”

      Dom shook his head. “You must rest, little sister; your soul has been through a trauma, and it needs time to recuperate.” He held up a hand, cutting off my protests before they could start. “You must trust me in this. Aaru is an unforgiving place, with unfathomable dangers lurking around every corner. Without a clear head and steady focus, you will lose your way.” He glanced at me, one eyebrow arched higher. “Remember, festina lente.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Slow is fast, I know.”

      The saying had long been one of his go-tos where I was concerned. And for good reason—I’d been prone to hasty decisions and reckless behavior my whole life. As impossible as it might have seemed, I was a hell of a lot more cautious and controlled now than I’d been before Dom’s training.

      “So, do you know where to find Isfet?” I asked, hope raising the pitch of my voice.

      Dom shook his head, squashing that hope like a cockroach. “We’ll discuss it more when we’re safely indoors.” He glanced around, eyes narrowing. “You never know when someone is listening here.”

      I frowned, knowing from experience that I wouldn’t get any more out of him on the subject right now. He was as stubborn as me. Lex was too. Apparently, it was a family trait.

      “Fine,” I said, scanning the woods. Dom’s warning made the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end, and I suddenly couldn’t shake the feeling that we were being watched. “But at least tell me something about this place.” I needed the distraction of talking—badly.

      “Such as?” Dom asked.

      I chewed on the inside of my cheek, thinking. “Well, I know I don’t have access to my sheut powers—I figured that much out already. What else do I need to know?”

      It was Dom’s turn to frown. “You are correct—sheuts have no power here.” He was quiet for a moment. “But Aaru does have its own sort of magic.”

      “Oh?” I recalled the way Mercy had appeared in my hand almost the moment I’d wished for the sword and wondered if he was talking about that strange magic. Absently, I reached over my shoulder, face falling when I didn’t find a sword hilt. I still wore the harness, but I’d abandoned Mercy back in the mist.

      Eyeing me sidelong, Dom nodded thoughtfully. “A single, focused thought can bring anything imaginable into existence,” he said, holding out his hand. My sword suddenly appeared.

      “How . . . ?” I asked, accepting the sword when he handed it to me. My eyebrows bunched together. “How does it work?” I sheathed Mercy over my shoulder, still staring at Dom, waiting for him to explain.

      Dom tapped his temple with two fingers. “I thought of your Mercy, and she formed in my hand, just as you and everything you’re wearing formed the moment your ba entered Aaru.” Again, he glanced at me sidelong. “But be warned, little sister—guard your thoughts, for once something is created here, it will remain forever.” He returned his attention to the woods. “I have often wondered if that is how the Beast first came to be.”

      “Shit,” I said, sufficiently cautioned. I certainly didn’t want to be responsible for creating something like that. “Alright . . .” I fell silent once again, thinking through the implications.

      Being able to create something—possibly anything—with a mere thought was an unbelievable power, but knowing that it was a power available to everyone somehow cheapened it, even as it made it more dangerous.

      “What about getting hurt?” I asked, following the danger train of thought down a new track. “Can we be injured here? Because even though I know I don’t actually have a body, I feel like I do.” I recalled the way my lungs had burned when Mari and I had been fleeing from the Beast. Despite being dead, for all intents and purposes, I still felt alive.

      “The sense of a physical body seems to be something intrinsic to Aaru, just like the creation magic.” Dom fell quiet for a moment. “You can feel pain,” he said with a slow nod, “but you cannot be truly injured . . . at least, not permanently.” He held out his hand, pointing to the way ahead. “Ah, here we are.”

      I shifted my focus from him to the trail ahead. Through the woods, a small stone cottage was coming into view. It looked like something straight out of a storybook with its river stone walls, small glowing windows with their tiny diamond panes, and sloping roof covered in a thick layer of moss.

      I looked from the cottage to Dom and back again, my mind automatically dredging up some of the stories he’d told me of his childhood. Most were heart wrenching—tales of a boy and his mother stolen away by his evil father, the boy forced to do unspeakable things to protect his mother. But the few happy memories he’d shared had centered around a cottage deep in the woods where he and his mother had hidden away when he was a young boy. I had no doubt that this was the cottage from his youth. Dom had recreated his happy place in the hereafter.

      “It’s beautiful,” I said, voice thick with emotion. I looked at Dom. “I can see why you were so happy here.”

      He stiffened a little. “Yes, well . . . it was the first place that ever felt like home.” He cleared his throat. “When I first passed through the anchor point and arrived here, confused and alone, I wandered these trails for what felt like days. The woods reminded me so much of those outside of Avignon that all I could think about was this place . . . of home. And suddenly, the trail curved, and there the cottage was.”

      It broke my heart to think of Dom wandering these woods all by himself, and anything I said in response would have reflected that sentiment—which I feared Dom would mistake as pity—so I said nothing at all.

      The others were already inside the cottage by the time Dom and I reached the stone path leading to the front door. I followed him up the pathway, a heavy sadness clouding my mood. Before he could push the door open, I grabbed his wrist, holding him back.

      Dom turned partway to look at me, eyebrows raised in question.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, once again, then barreled on before he could stop me. “I know you want me to stop apologizing for your death and—and everything, but that doesn’t change how I feel. I need you to know, Dom. To really know.” I pressed my lips together, studying his pointed features. “I could’ve saved you. There was a way, and I didn’t see it. I missed it, and I failed. I failed you, and I—”

      “Little sister,” Dom said, covering my hand with his. “Kat . . .” The faintest smile touched his lips. “I know. You and I, we are so very similar”—he placed his hand against his chest, just over his heart—“here. I do not believe that you are responsible for what happened to me. But you do, and you will continue to do so until the day you believe you have earned absolution. Only then will you have peace in your heart. But I cannot give you that—only you can.”

      I swallowed roughly, eyes locked with his.

      “I forgive you, little sister, for whatever small part you may have played in my death,” he said. “I hope, one day soon, you may find a way to forgive yourself as well.”
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      The interior of Dom’s cottage was both expected and not, combining elements that fit in with the old French countryside vibe—like the massive stone hearth, herbs hanging to dry from the exposed ceiling beams, and most of the furnishings—with elements that definitely didn’t fit in. The two worn leather armchairs angled toward the hearth looked like they belonged in a study surrounded by shelves filled with leather-bound books, not a country cottage. And the kitchen sink was very much a product of the modern era with its running water and hot and cold settings. But even with the added modern touches, the place retained the comfort and coziness Dom must have been craving when he’d created it, however unintentionally.

      Mari was sitting in one of the leather armchairs near the hearth, feet drawn up, a crocheted blanket tucked over her lap, staring into the dancing flames. Susie and Syris were sitting with Anapa and Re at one end of a rustic farm table near the tiny front window, voices hushed as they discussed the plan Anapa and I had devised for defeating the Mother of All.

      “How long until your next scheduled check-in with Nik?” I asked Dom as I followed him into the cottage through the front door, fingers digging into the back of my neck in a useless attempt to ease the ache caused by bonding withdrawals.

      He let me in past him, glancing across the room to the clock on the mantle above the hearth. It had an antique look, but it still didn’t quite seem to belong. “We try to check in every hour, on the hour—when I’m around,” Dom said as he shut the door. “So, in about thirty minutes.”

      I looked at him, lowering my hand, then did a double take of the clock. “It’s nine o’clock?” I asked, eyebrows raised as I glanced at the tiny front window. Based on the light streaming through the trees, it still looked like late afternoon to me. “In the morning or night?”

      “It doesn’t really matter,” Dom said as he walked over to the table.

      An array of mirrors was laid out on the far end—a decorative compact mirror, a large glass shard, and an antique hand mirror. A replica of the standing mirror from my bedroom had been tucked against the wall nearby, and a small mirror pendant dangled on a leather cord, hanging from one corner of the standing mirror. They were all Aaru versions of the mirrors I’d charmed to allow me, and others, to reach across the barriers between realms and speak with Dom.

      “Time of day is static here,” Dom explained, leaning over the table to look into each of the three mirrors laid out there. “It never changes, but the clock is helpful for me to keep track of the passage of time.”

      “Huh,” I said, slowly making my way to him. There was a strange, almost static noise that grew louder the closer I drew.

      “Come,” Dom said, waving me over, and I picked up the pace, reaching him in a matter of seconds.

      The static gave way to the hum of voices, and I stared, wide-eyed, at the sources of the noise: the mirrors.

      I shook my head slowly, not quite believing what I was hearing. My eyes stung as tears welled. I could hear Aset’s voice, and Lex’s and Heru’s.

      A moment later, my heart stopped. Nik—I could hear him. His voice was coming in and out of range and his words were virtually impossible to make out, but I would’ve recognized the timbre of his voice anywhere.

      “You can hear them, can’t you?” Dom said.

      I could feel his eyes on me. His, and everyone else’s. Probably because nobody but Dom had been able to use the mirrors on this side to communicate with those still in the physical realm. Until now.

      I nodded remotely, unable to tear my eyes from the mirrors. I couldn’t see any of the people I could hear, but being able to hear their voices was almost as disarming. It felt like years—eons—since I’d seen any of them, and my heart ached to be with the people I loved. To be with Nik.

      “How fascinating,” Dom said. “You must be able to use the mirrors because you are the one who created them. You are just as connected to them as I am.”

      I leaned over the table, looking into each of the mirrors, one at a time. I started with the compact—I could see Neffe dressed in scrubs, standing off to the side of a hospital bed and writing in a notebook as a gaggle of other medically inclined Nejerets moved around the bed with obvious purpose. It took my brain a moment to register that the person in the bed was me.

      I—my body—was hooked up to all kinds of machines, and it definitely didn’t look like it was in very good shape. Bandages had been wound around my wrists, hiding the self-inflicted wounds, and my chest rose and fell, but based on the sounds of the machines surrounding the bed, my body wasn’t breathing of its own accord.

      I shifted my focus to the shard of glass, the largest remnant from the mirror I’d charmed in the high school locker room a few weeks back, and the moment I saw who was on the other side, I leaned even closer.

      Nik was pacing around what appeared to be one of the bedrooms on the upper floor of the palace he and his mom had occupied in the Nejeret Oasis during ancient times. The space was filled with At furniture, looking more like a room in an ice palace than anything else. Nik’s appearance was haggard—he was in rougher shape than I’d ever seen him before. His jeans and T-shirt were rumpled and stained with blood, his hair was in disarray, and bruise-like patches darkened the skin under his eyes.

      “Nik,” I said, planting my hands on either side of the mirror shard on the table. I cleared my throat. “Nik!” I said, raising my voice.

      He didn’t turn and rush to the mirror. He didn’t even look. Probably because he couldn’t hear me.

      Of course he couldn’t. I knew how the mirrors worked better than anyone else. The only way he would be able to hear me was if he was touching the glass.

      I traced my fingertips over the surface of the mirror, eyelids drifting shut. He was a mess, and all because of me. That knowledge caused cracks to spread throughout my heart.

      Opening my eyes, I focused on the only other person I could see through the mirror. Aset sat in one of two chairs set up around a small, round table near the wall, her fingers tapping a quick staccato on the tabletop as she watched her son pace. From the looks of it, the mirror shard was propped up on a raised surface of some kind on the opposite side of the room from Aset.

      Without tearing my eyes from the looking glass, I pulled out the chair tucked under the table and sat. I listened to Nik’s muffled conversation with his mother for minutes, fully intending to sit and wait as long as it took for him to notice me. Occasionally, I picked up a word or phrase, but for the most part, their conversation was incoherent to me. Not that I minded; I could have stared into that mirror and watched Nik pace for days.

      About five minutes in, Aset’s eyes drifted my way, and I sucked in a breath. And then I started waving at her like mad.

      Aset straightened in her chair, eyes rounding. “Nik,” she said, slowly standing.

      But Nik seemed lost to his own ramblings and didn’t stop pacing.

      Aset snagged his arm as he walked past her, halting his movement. When he looked at her, she pointed to the mirror. To me.

      Nik glanced at the mirror shard, expression disinterested. And then his lips parted, and he froze, eyes locked with mine.

      Remotely, I heard Dom ushering everyone out of the cottage, and I watched Aset slip out of the room on Nik’s side of the glass.

      His mom’s exit seemed to be the spark Nik needed to shake off the shock caused by seeing me. Nik rushed the mirror until his face was all I could see. “Kat? Kitty Kat? Is that really you?”

      I nodded, voice caught in my throat. The tears threatening earlier welled anew, spilling over the brim and streaking down my cheeks. I hadn’t thought I would ever see him again—at least, not as me. But there he was, in full, stunning glory, and staring into his eyes was far from comforting; it made the coming sacrifice a thousand—million—times harder.

      “Hey,” he said, voice soothing, “hey . . .” He pulled back a little, and his fingertips glided across the mirror. “I’m right here, Kitty Kat. I’m right here, and I’m alright.” His lips quirked upwards at the corners. “And you’re alright. My mom just shared the news. We’ve got a pulse—you’re alive!”

      I closed my eyes and bowed my head, all of the stress and tension built up over the past few days tumbling out of me in silent, ragged sobs. “I’m sorry,” I said, sucking in a shaky breath. Thankfully the worst of the sobs were short-lived. “I don’t even know why—why I’m crying.” I sniffed, hastily swiping the tears from my cheeks as I opened my eyes to meet Nik’s. “I hate crying,” I said with another sniff.

      Nik offered me a gentle smile, his lip ring glinting. “I know, Kitty Kat.” Much to my surprise, a few tear tracks wet his cheeks as well.

      Seeing that I wasn’t the only one so affected by our long-distance reunion made me feel a little better, and I returned his smile. “How are you?” I asked, wiping my cheeks again. “You look like shit.”

      Nik guffawed. “And I feel like it, too.” His eyes crinkled at the corners as a grin engulfed his face. “It’s not so bad now that I can see your beautiful face, though.”

      “Shut up,” I laughed, but the good humor quickly faded. “How long do you think we have left?” I didn’t need to clarify that I was talking about our bonding withdrawal timeline. He would know what I meant.

      Nik frowned, inhaling and exhaling deeply through his nose. “A week, max,” he said, slowly shaking his head. “At least five days, I think.”

      “Have you started losing consciousness yet?” Once that happened, we would only have a few days left until the withdrawals killed him.

      Again, Nik shook his head. “No, just the aches and pains.”

      “Alright, good,” I said, nodding to myself. “Has there been any sign that the Netjers know about the Oasis?” I bit my lip, a little afraid of the answer.

      “They haven’t torn the dome off yet,” he said, pierced brow quirking higher, “so I take that as a good sign.”

      I blew out a breath, relieved. “Good,” I said. “That’s good.” I stared at him for a long moment, just enjoying being able to see him. “So, what have you been doing to keep yourself busy?”

      “Thinking about you,” Nik said, lips twisting into a wry smile.

      “Oh . . .” I leaned back, wrinkling my nose and groaning dramatically. “Too much cheese!”

      Nik chuckled. “Thought you’d like that.”

      I pressed my lips together and shook my head.

      He let out another soft chuckle. “I’m not doing anything very exciting here, trust me. Just helping people get settled in and reinforcing the dome to buy us a little more time should the day come . . .”

      I crossed my fingers and raised them so he could see. “Let’s hope that never happens.”

      “Ain’t that the truth,” Nik said. “So, what’s it like there?”

      “In Aaru?”

      “Yeah,” Nik said, leaning in. “Dom never shares much.”

      I frowned, considering how to answer. “It’s . . . definitely a strange place.” I leaned in, elbows on the table, settling in to share pretty much everything that had happened since I’d died. “Like, when you first get here, there’s this mist, and . . .”
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      “So,” Mari said, “what now?” She’d resettled in one of the armchairs by the fire, having come back into the cottage with the others some forty minutes after they’d left.

      The twins had returned to the table to continue their discussion on destroying the Mother of All with Anapa and Re. Dom was crouching in front of the hearth, tending the fire while he waited for water in a cast-iron teapot hanging over the flames to boil.

      I stood near Dom by the hearth, one hand on the rough wooden mantle as I stared into the writhing flames, thinking about Nik. I replayed our mirror-bound conversation over and over in my mind. Talking to him hadn’t done anything to lessen either of our bonding withdrawals, but catching up had raised our spirits tremendously. We’d vowed to continue the hourly check-ins until the time came for me to hand myself over to Isfet.

      Reluctantly, I emerged from the soothing memories of Nik and returned to the here and now. “We have to find Isfet,” I said, answering Mari’s question without looking away from the flames. The wood crackled and popped as the flames consumed it.

      “That’s a big duh,” Mari said. “But what’s the plan? Or do you already know where to find her, Dom?”

      Dom glanced at Mari over his shoulder. “No, I’m afraid I do not.”

      “I do . . . sort of.” I chewed on the inside corner of my mouth, eyes narrowing as I recalled the place where I’d come upon Isfet in the echo-dream. “She’s in a forest of birch trees,” I said. “They’re coated in something that looks like ice but isn’t, and something that looks like snow—but isn’t—is falling. It’s covered the ground in a thick blanket of . . . well, whatever it is. Deep within the forest, there’s a clearing, and in that clearing, there’s a huge oak tree that looks like it’s made entirely of metal—the trunk is tarnished silver, and the leaves are bronze and gold—and it reaches high overhead, its branches stretching out over the forest as far as the eye can see.” I paused, almost able to see the scene in the flames. “That’s where we’ll find Isfet—by the tree.”

      “Right, so . . . we know where she is, but we don’t know where she is?” Mari said.

      “Yeah,” I admitted, “pretty much.”

      “Does that place sound familiar, Dom?” Mari asked.

      As she spoke, I watched my half-brother out of the corner of my eye, quietly hopeful.

      He nodded slowly. “We call it ‘the grove,’ though I have never seen the place myself.”

      I turned to face him, mounting excitement making my heart beat faster. “Do you know where it is?”

      Dom raised his gaze, meeting mine.

      I held my breath.

      He shook his head. “I’m sorry, little sister. I cannot say that I do.”

      My excitement fizzled out and I exhaled my disappointment, but like a dog fighting over a bone, I wasn’t ready to give up yet. “Well, someone around here must know where the grove is. If you know about it, then someone’s been there,” I said, thinking aloud. “They can take us there.” There was, of course, the chance that this someone would be unwilling—not a big deal. There wasn’t a better trio than Dom, Mari, and me where coercion was concerned. “They have to take us there,” I added.

      “Or at least they can draw us a map,” Mari said, raising one shoulder in a half shrug.

      Dom set down his fire poker and rested his forearms on his thighs. “It is not that simple,” he said. “You see, Aaru is not like the physical realm. It’s not laid out in a fixed pattern.”

      I frowned. “What do you mean?”

      Dom inhaled deeply, exhaling slowly. “Think of Aaru like a series of concentric rings. The outermost ring is what we call the ‘mist plane.’ Everyone who comes to Aaru enters there, and they must wander through the mist until they find an anchor point—

      “An anchor point?” I asked.

      Dom nodded once. “One of the fixed points connecting the mist plane to the second ring in.”

      My eyes widened as a lightbulb lit up in my mind. “The archway—that was an anchor point, wasn’t it?”

      Again, Dom nodded. “There are hundreds, maybe thousands of anchor points in Aaru, and they never move, but the anchor point they match up with is constantly changing,” he explained. “Imagine that the rings are all shifting endlessly, spinning and rotating in every direction imaginable.”

      Mari perked up in her armchair. “Like an armillary sphere!”

      I glanced at her, picturing one of the intricate, ancient bronze astronomical devices I’d learned about in physics class, back in high school. Surprisingly, her analogy helped me picture the layout of Aaru in the way that Dom was describing. “Huh,” I grunted, then turned my attention back to Dom.

      “Yes,” he said, “very much like an armillary sphere . . . only on a much grander scale, and far more complex. You see, only when two anchor points match up is an archway activated, allowing one to travel through to another portion of Aaru. But”—he raised one finger—“as the rings are in constant motion, the window during which an archway is active varies in duration from hours to minutes to just a few seconds, in some cases.”

      I narrowed my eyes, thoughts working in overdrive as I recalled the way Syris had kept his hand in the archway all the way up until we passed through. “Unless someone’s holding the anchor points in place,” I said slowly. “Like what Syris did when he was waiting for us back in the mist plane.”

      Mari looked at me, blinking as her mind put the pieces together. Her eyes widened suddenly, and her mouth fell open, like she couldn’t believe that I’d gotten there before her.

      The corner of my mouth lifted into a faint but very pleased smirk.

      “Precisely,” Dom said, so focused on his explanation that he missed our exchange entirely.

      “I can see why a map would be out of the question,” I commented.

      “Yes,” Dom said, “quite so. And complicating matters further, imagine that each ring of Aaru is divided into sections, also connected by anchor points, and those are constantly shifting around too.”

      “Hmmm . . .” Mari was tapping her pointer finger against her lips, stare distant. “So, the only way to keep track of how exactly to get from one section of Aaru to another is to keep track of the precise series of sections and anchor points that must be followed in order to get from point A to point B.”

      Dom nodded.

      “Sounds like there’s a lot of waiting involved,” Mari said.

      I frowned, tension tightening my shoulders. Waiting around was the last thing I needed to be doing right now. It felt like all I’d done by escaping from the Netjer universe and coming here was trade one impossible task for another.

      “Some waiting, yes,” Dom said, “but as the rings are constantly shifting, and there are multiple routes one can take to travel from one section of Aaru to another, it is less an issue of waiting and more an issue of timing and attention. Patience and precision are the keys to successfully navigating this place.”

      I blew out a breath. “Well that’s good news, because time is one thing we don’t have.” I pushed away from the mantle and started pacing—five steps away from the hearth, turn, five steps back. Repeat. “Now, all we need is someone who knows the way to the grove.” I glanced at Dom. “Please tell me you know where to find someone who knows how to get there.”

      For seconds—eons, it felt like—Dom didn’t respond. He didn’t even move.

      I stopped mid-stride, slowly turning to face him. “Dom . . .”

      Dom bowed his head in a single nod. “I do know of a man who has been to the grove.”

      “And you know where to find him, I assume?” I said, eyebrows climbing higher. I didn’t get why he was being so cagey about this. I couldn’t shake the feeling that he had bad news and he was avoiding sharing it.

      “I know where he is, yes,” Dom said.

      “Great.” I rubbed my hands together, eager to hit the road. “So, who is this guy?”

      “The First.”

      I tilted my head to the side, certain there was more coming. When Dom remained silent, I asked, “The first what?”

      “The first Nejeret who ever died and entered Aaru,” he said. “He is the only one to have ever laid eyes on Isfet.”

      “Alright . . .” I eyed Dom. “So what’s the catch?” Because clearly there was one. “Is he hard to track down, or something?”

      Dom was quiet for a long, drawn-out moment. “Finding the First is not the hard part,” Dom finally said. “He’s been in the same location for thousands of years.”

      I swallowed, throat suddenly dry. I had the distinct impression that the other shoe was about to drop.

      “And he has been asleep for just as long.” Dom locked eyes with me. “We will find him easily enough, but it is waking him that will be the true challenge.”
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      “Many have tried to wake the First,” Dom told us. “Some try still.”

      “And fail,” Mari guessed.

      Dom tilted his head in assent.

      “Awesome,” I said, easing down into the armchair opposite Mari’s. I was suddenly exhausted. Why couldn’t anything ever be easy? “You know . . . I saw him once—the First,” I told them, my stare returning to the flames. “The first time I went into Duat. His death was one of the moments in time that Anapa showed me when he was explaining how a Nejeret ba affects the song of ma’at.”

      My eyebrows drew together as I remembered looking through the transparent film separating Duat from the physical realm, watching the ancient Nejeret succumb to his grave injuries in a firelit cave, tended only by his human brother.

      “He was so afraid,” I said, voice remote. “He called out to us as he floated through Duat.” I hadn’t understood his language, but I hadn’t needed to; he’d been begging for help. He’d been terrified. “And then,” I said, “Aaru swallowed him up.”

      “That’s great,” Mari said, drawing my attention to her, not a hint of sarcasm or sympathy anywhere to be seen.

      I stared at her in bewilderment, a disturbed laugh dying in my throat. From my end, it had been troubling and mildly traumatic. Definitely not great.

      She waved my affronted reaction away. “Not that you watched him die and all that,” she clarified, “but that you know something about him. You got to see a moment from his life—and a big one, at that.” She scooted to the edge of her chair, lowering her bare feet to the floor. “Maybe we can use that to wake him up.”

      “Maybe . . .” I rested my hands on the arms of the chair, tapping the fingers of my right hand against the upholstery in a slow rhythm. I shifted my attention to Dom. “How did he end up in his eternal slumber, anyway?”

      Dom picked up a pair of sturdy iron tongs and crouched down, reaching the end of the tongs into the hearth. “According to legend, when the First entered Aaru, there was only the grove and the mist surrounding it,” he said, clasping the handle of the teakettle with the tongs and hanging it on a hook mortared into the stone surrounding the hearth. “The First found Isfet there, fast asleep, nestled among the roots of the great tree. For years—maybe a hundred, maybe more—it was just the two of them.”

      “Did she ever wake up?” Mari asked.

      Dom looked at her without moving his head, the orange flames reflected in his dark eyes. “Nobody knows.”

      “She told me I woke her the first time I entered Duat,” I said, fingers stilling. “If that’s the case, then maybe she was asleep the whole time . . . which meant the First was basically all alone for who knows how long.”

      “That must’ve driven him mad,” Mari added.

      “Indeed,” Dom agreed. “Some believe Isfet woke, and her company kept him sane. Others believe his love for her was a product of his insanity.”

      “His love for her?” I asked, brow furrowing. My eyes opened wider, my lips parting. “You mean—he fell in love with Isfet?”

      “So the story goes,” Dom said. “I, personally, do not believe he lost his mind.” Dom folded his arms across his chest and leaned his shoulder against the side of the hearth. “At least, not entirely. Some semblance of sanity must have remained for him to accomplish what he did.”

      “Meaning what, exactly?” I asked, resuming my tapping.

      “The First was sane enough to deduct that if he came to Aaru when he died, then other Nejerets would eventually join him,” Dom explained. “It is said that he feared he would have to share Isfet with them, so he hid her grove, building an arduous maze around it with only his thoughts, making it so complex that he and he alone would be able to find her again.”

      I shook my head. That part of the story didn’t make any sense. I knew Isfet, and she wasn’t one to just let some man hide her away. If she’d been awake, she wouldn’t have put up with such misogynistic bullshit. Which meant, either she never woke, or the First built a maze around the grove to protect the rest of Aaru from something in the grove—maybe from Isfet herself, or maybe even from the Beast?

      “The maze,” Mari said, “that’s where we are right now, aren’t we?”

      Dom nodded, and I understood why he thought the First couldn’t have been completely mad. “In time,” he said, continuing the story, “others joined the First in Aaru, but he shirked their company, finding he’d grown used to his solitude. He became obsessed, building the maze ever larger and more complex . . . until he reached the mist plane. You see, he’d expanded the shell surrounding Aaru as far as it could go. He could build no more. His purpose—the thing that had kept him going for thousands and thousands of years—was gone.”

      I frowned. The legend felt disjointed and wrong, somehow, like thousands of years of being passed down had warped it into something nonsensical. Parts didn’t connect logically, which made me think it had been twisted too far from the events it was based upon to be no more reliable than a fable. I mean, we didn’t even know the First’s name . . . there was no way to guess his reason for building the maze.

      “So,” Dom said, “one day, the First wandered into a cave and retreated within himself, falling into a deep, endless slumber, and there he remains to this day.” After Dom finished the story, silence hung in the air, only punctuated by the pop and crackle of the fire.

      I cleared my throat, shifting forward in the armchair. “So, how far away is this cave?” I asked.

      “Not far,” Dom said. “Just a couple anchor points away.”

      I nodded to myself, then yawned, jaw cracking. I was starting to get what Dom meant about needing rest before setting out. My eyelids felt heavy, my whole body—or rather, my soul—lethargic, an added irritant on top of the full-body aches caused by the bonding withdrawals.

      “The First’s cave is in a highly sought-after section of Aaru,” Dom explained. “The Nejeret who currently rules there built a fortress on top of the cave, and the only entrance is through the fortress’s dungeon.”

      “How cliché,” Mari commented, drawing her feet up and snuggling back into her armchair.

      I snorted a laugh in agreement. “And I’m guessing we can’t just walk into this fortress and ask the guy in charge if we can go down to the cave to pay the First a visit, huh?” I said, reading Dom’s expression. It was obvious that he was none too fond of this other Nejeret.

      Dom confirmed my suspicions with a nod. “The ruler of that section is a tyrant, and he keeps the fortress heavily guarded,” he said. “He chose that spot specifically because he wanted to be the only one with access to the cave, and rumor has spread that he has been spending most of his time down there, trying to wake the First. I’ve heard whispers that say he believes that if he can wake the First and force him to show him the way to the grove, Isfet will be able to help him escape from Aaru and return to the physical realm.”

      I scoffed. “Isfet can’t do that,” I said, thinking this guy was an idiot. “She can’t even get herself out of here.”

      “As you say,” Dom said with a side nod. “But you can.”

      His statement, a simple recognition of the truth, set me immediately on edge.

      “We must use extreme caution when infiltrating the fortress,” Dom continued. “If this Nejeret catches you, he will use any means necessary to discover why you are there—and learn what you are capable of—and once he knows that, little sister, he will never let you go.”

      A chill washed over me, giving rise to goose bumps and seeping into my skin, settling deep within my soul. We had to get into the First’s cave, and to do that, we had to go through the fortress. There were no other options.

      Finding my way to Isfet was becoming more and more complicated by the second. I was half tempted to tell Dom to shut up before he told me something that convinced me the mission was doomed and I lost heart completely.

      I gripped the arms of my chair, fingers digging into the padding until the pressure made my nails ache. I met Dom’s stare and nodded once, telling him I understood. I couldn’t get caught by the tyrannical Nejeret. If I did, it would be game over.

      Again, my jaw cracked open with an insuppressible yawn. “We should go now,” I said, speaking through the tail end of the yawn.

      Dom shook his head. “It’s too dangerous. We need clear minds, or we’ll end up making stupid mistakes—and that we cannot afford. Rest, now,” he said, turning away from the hearth and walking over to a wooden chest set against the wall. He lifted the lid, pulling out a perfectly folded quilt and bringing it over to me.

      I was too tired to argue, and spread the quilt over my legs, letting my head rest against the cushy chairback.

      Dom returned to the hearth and opened the face of the clock on the mantle. Using his index finger, he shifted the hour hand to the six. A moment later, the minute hand ticked to the twelve, and the clock chimed six times. When it finished, Dom faced the room once more.

      “We’ll leave when the clock strikes twelve,” he said. “You have six hours. I suggest you use it wisely.”
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      Exhaustion held me hostage in sleep for some time, but when I woke, stiff from sitting curled up in the armchair, we were still nearly an hour out from our go time. The fire in the hearth had died down to little more than ash and embers, but it still crackled and popped gently, filling the hushed cottage with a soothing, residual warmth.

      I stared at the clock on the mantle between bouts of closing my eyes and attempting to force sleep. I’d slept through the last five check-ins with Nik—Dom had promised to let him know I was resting—and the next was still a solid fifty minutes away. I had nothing to do but sit there, haunted by the thoughts whispering at the edges of my mind like tempting demons.

      There were few things I hated more than the restlessness that came from trying and failing to sleep. It only made my withdrawal pains more noticeable, my brain feeling like it was throbbing in time with my pulse and my whole body aching like I had a fever. I finally gave up on sleep after another fifteen minutes had passed.

      I stood, careful not to wake any of my slumbering companions, and made my way to the tiny window at the front of the house. I pulled the curtain to the side and stared out into the woods. It still looked as though it was late afternoon, the light streaming through the trees casting the forest in a golden haze.

      I rubbed the back of my neck, digging my fingers in deep, wishing it would do more than temporarily relieve the tension in my shoulders. Stretching my neck from side to side, I wondered what would happen to me if we never managed to wake the First . . . if we never found Isfet . . . if my body was never revived. If Nik never pulled me out of Aaru.

      Out there, in the real world, Nik would reach the point where the bonding withdrawals made him lose consciousness in increasingly long increments, until finally, the withdrawals knocked him out for good. Soon after, he would die. But what would happen to me in here? Would I start to lose consciousness too? Or would I remain awake, the lack of a physical body forcing me to suffer through the agonizing pain? There was no way to know; I was a pioneer in this, forging a new path, and it was scary as hell.

      That train of thought was more than a little unsettling, and I shivered. I wrapped my arms around myself, hands gripping my upper arms. Like so much else, it was probably best not to think about those kinds of things. After all, it wasn’t like there was anything I could do about it.

      Outside, among the ferns and other forest shrubbery deep within the woods, something moved.

      I squinted, bringing my face as close to the window as possible and holding my breath so I didn’t fog up the glass. Dom had made it sound like there were likely others lurking about in the woods, watching and listening. Had I just spotted one of these Peeping Toms?

      Movement drew my eye to another part of the forest. Someone was definitely out there. It annoyed me that somebody thought it was fine to just creep around in the woods surrounding Dom’s cottage. I snuck around and spied on others; they didn’t sneak around and spy on me.

      I glanced back at my companions, curled up on the floor and chairs throughout the cottage, then back out through the window. Again, I caught a hint of movement deep in the woods.

      I straightened my back, my hands balling into fists. I was on a razor’s edge from the combination of the withdrawals and the anticipation of the impending task, and my annoyance at this forest lurker was only making it worse. I needed an outlet, some way to expel at least a little of this anxious energy.

      My feet were carrying me to the front door before I even realized I’d decided to go outside and track the stalker down. I retrieved my sword and harness from one of the hooks on the wall by the door and eased the door open, slipping outside and shutting it as quietly as possible. Shrugging into my sword harness, I stood on the stoop and scanned the woods.

      But there was no sign of the lurker now.

      I crossed the stone path, making a beeline for the edge of the woods, eyes ever searching. I would find whoever was out there, and I would explain to them none too nicely why it wasn’t okay to sneak around outside of Dom’s house.

      I moved like a cat, keeping my footfalls quiet and taking care when picking where to place my feet, and made my way into the woods. I reached over my shoulder, curling my fingers around Mercy’s handle, but I thought better of it and released the hilt without drawing the sword. Holding Mercy would only make my movement through the woods more awkward.

      My hand was still raised when I heard the snap of a twig off to my left. I spun that way, eyes searching, but at the sound of movement behind me, I spun around again, fingers gripping my sword hilt. I drew Mercy in one smooth motion, and the At rang out in warning.

      When I saw what had made the noise, I froze, sword held out more like a shield than a weapon.

      It was the mist. It was rolling in, dense and shimmering. The Beast’s slithering tentacles crept along the edges, flicking out periodically, almost like a snake’s tongue scenting the air.

      I took a backward step, then another . . . and another. My heart hammered in my chest, and my stomach twisted into knots. In my mind, I could distinctly hear Susie telling me that the Beast almost never ventured out of the mist plane. Almost never.

      I risked a quick glance over my shoulder as I backed away from the mist-bound Beast, making sure I was heading back toward the cottage.

      My eyes opened wider. There was no sign of the cottage behind me. There was only more of the mist. More of those creeping tentacles. The Beast had me surrounded.

      Sword extended in front of me, I turned in a slow circle. My breaths came faster, my eyes frantically searching for a break in the mist. But so far as I could see, there was no way out, and the Beast was closing in all around me.

      I gulped. I was trapped.

      “What do you want?” I asked, voice thready. I cleared my throat and took a deep, shaky breath. “I won’t hurt you if you just let me go.”

      Abruptly, the ambling approach of the mist stopped and the Beast withdrew until I couldn’t see any part of it, leaving me standing in a clearing just wide enough for me to turn around in a full circle without touching the mist with the tip of my sword.

      After a tense what-the-fuck moment, shapes appeared in the mist’s glittering depths. Not more snakelike tentacles, but shadowy human forms. As one drew closer to the edge of the mist, it grew more distinct. It was a woman, her features becoming clearer with each step.

      She wasn’t just any woman—she was my mom.

      My mouth fell open. “What the hell?” I whispered.

      My mom stopped at the edge of the mist and stared at me, the light in her brown eyes soft and warm. Slowly, her lips curved into a gentle smile.

      “Mom?” I said, voice barely audible.

      Had she somehow found a way to follow me into Aaru from Duat? I hadn’t thought anything like that was possible—she was made of soul-energy, after all, and she belonged in Duat—but then, she had been right there when Mari and I made our descent into the land of the dead.

      I took a step toward my mom, lowering my sword, the Beast completely forgotten. “Is it really you?”

      She held my stare for a few more seconds, then turned partway, looking over her shoulder.

      I followed her line of sight.

      She was watching another of those human-shaped shadows move closer. This one was very distinctly male, and as its features became clearer, my heart plummeted. It was Carson. My mom’s murderer.

      I watched, feet cemented to the ground, as Carson drew closer to my mom. She turned to face him, and almost in slow motion, he raised a gun to her head.

      “No!” I screamed, instinct to save my mom sidelining my fear of the Beast. I lunged into the mist, lashing out at Carson with my sword.

      The second my blade sliced through his shoulder, tearing down through his body, he seemed to melt into a writhing mass of slithering, silvery tentacles. They lashed about, leaking amber goo where my blade had cut through them. But, surprisingly, they didn’t attack. Rather, they retreated.

      I spun around to face my mom, but she was gone. All that was there now was the mist and a few more retreating tentacles.

      My sword arm drooped, and I stood there, surrounded by the mist. Tears streamed down my cheeks, and my chest heaved with each breath.

      The Beast could mess with your head. I’d been told that, but I hadn’t understood what it meant. Until now.

      My mom hadn’t been real. None of it had been real.

      But even though I knew it wasn’t real in my mind, I didn’t feel it in my heart. Awareness of the situation didn’t make the emotions dredged up by the dreadful scene any less raw or potent. They were overflowing within me, shredding my self-control.

      I gripped my sword hilt tighter and sucked in a deep breath. And then I screamed into the mist, venting my pain and anger. My rage. I screamed again and again, and as I let it all out, I vowed that if I ever crossed paths with the real Carson during my time in Aaru—or rather, if I crossed paths with his putrid soul—I would make him suffer for what he’d done to my mom.

      Like my screams were blowing it away, ever so slowly, the mist retreated, and the Beast left with it.

      I stood out in the woods until the final tendrils of the mist were gone. Once there was no longer any sign of it, I turned and picked my way back through the underbrush to the trail and headed back to the cottage. Just as I was easing the door shut, the hour hand struck twelve, and the clock started to chime.

      It was time to go.
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      We trekked through the woods for hours, the never-changing late afternoon light growing more and more irritating with each passing second. I hated not being able to estimate how much time had passed based on the change in the sun’s position. I had to rely on the pocket watch Dom had lent me to tell when to pull out the compact mirror for a quick on-the-go chat with Nik.

      “This way,” Dom said, stopping at a fork in the trail and holding his arm out toward the right-hand branch.

      We passed him in single file, first the twins, then Anapa, Re, and Mari, and then me. Dom fell into step behind me shortly after I passed him. He’d led the way the whole time, silently guiding us in this direction or that when the trail split. The fact that he was giving up his lead position raised my hopes that we were closing in on the anchor point and that soon we would travel to the next section of Aaru.

      The trail sloped upward at a somewhat steep incline, and I leaned forward, embracing the burn in my muscles. It kept my focus off of the pain in my head and ache in my joints. It kept my thoughts away from Nik . . . away from everyone who was still alive. Away from wondering how much longer until the Netjers found them and they joined us in Aaru. I focused on the burn, on placing one foot in front of the other. On feeling the forest air gliding in and out of my lungs.

      And ever so slowly, my worries faded into the background.

      “I see it!” Susie called from up ahead, snapping me out of my semi-hypnotic hiking state.

      I picked up the pace to a jog, only slowing when a rough stone archway came into view positioned near a ledge at the top of the hill. There was a small clearing off to the left of the arch where a fallen log and a few overturned tree stumps had been arranged around a fire pit. I figured it was there to give people a place to hunker down while they waited for the anchor points to shift.

      As I drew nearer, I focused on the archway itself. Like before, there was a symbol carved into the keystone, but this one was different—two zigzagging horizontal lines, one directly atop the other—and I wondered if the symbol represented this anchor point or the one on the other side.

      The scene visible through the archway was idyllic—a pristine, white sand beach stretching as far as the eye could see, waves from the turquoise-blue ocean gently crashing onto the sand, only to withdraw a moment later. I smiled to myself, thinking I definitely wouldn’t mind traversing that beach for a couple hours.

      “Might as well sit down,” Dom said, bypassing the archway and heading for the fallen tree near the fire pit. He sat and stared at the ground beyond the tree’s broken end. A moment later, a stack of perfect firewood appeared, a tiny pile of kindling right next to it. “Kat, would you mind grabbing a handful of hanging moss?” Dom said as he bent over to pick up the kindling. He crouched closer to the fire pit and started arranging the sticks in a roughly teepee shape.

      “But aren’t we going through?” I asked, pointing to the archway. I could smell a hint of ocean in the air, and the scent made me instantly homesick. The others seemed just as drawn to the tropical paradise as they all huddled around the archway, faces filled with subtle longing.

      “We’re a little bit early,” Dom said without looking up. “We have to wait for the next shift. We might as well make ourselves comfortable.”

      I sent one last lingering glance through the archway, then reached up, yanking a large chunk of hanging moss from the branch stretching over my head. “How long do we have to wait?” I asked, walking over to Dom and handing him the moss.

      He tucked the moss into the interior of the small twig teepee. “There’s no way to say for sure,” he said, pulling a book of matches from his trouser pocket. He lit a match and touched the flame to the moss. The moss lit on fire almost instantly, and within seconds, the sticks were starting to burn. “This connection usually lasts about an hour,” he said, pointing to the archway with his chin. “But since we don’t know when the last shift was . . .”

      “Could be minutes, could be an hour,” I said, finishing his explanation.

      He nodded.

      Reluctantly, we all gathered around the fire. Dom had it roaring along in no time. I sat beside him on the fallen tree, Mari on my other side. The twins shared one of the broad overturned stumps, and Anapa claimed the other. Re opted to stand, clasping his hands behind his back, his expression alert as he stared off into the woods behind us, almost like he was watching for something.

      After about fifteen minutes, there was a harsh, grating sound. The ground trembled, and I planted my hands on the rough bark on either side of me, looking at Dom in alarm. “What’s happening?”

      “The anchor points are shifting,” Dom said. He stood, an arm outstretched to steady himself, his attention snapping to the archway.

      In a blink, the scene visible through the archway changed, the mesmerizing ocean giving way to an endless sea of sand.

      “We must hurry,” Dom said, striding toward the archway. “This connection will not last for long.”

      We joined him, crowding in around the arch.

      “I liked the last one better,” Mari said, a slight grumble to her tone.

      Silently, I agreed with her, and I’d have bet anything the others felt the same.

      Dom chose to ignore Mari’s comment. “Now remember,” he said, looking around at each of us, “you cannot truly be injured here, at least not in any lasting way. Any pain is only temporary.” And with that cryptic statement, he stepped through the archway.

      The rest of us exchanged worried glances, mouths turned down in frowns.

      “Come along,” Dom said, placing his hand on the interior of the archway from the other side to keep the anchor points from shifting again and leaving the rest of us stranded on the wrong side. “Best not to waste time.”

      Right, I thought, time. We didn’t exactly have an endless supply of it.

      The twins walked through the archway, as did Anapa and Re. Mari paused, eyes meeting mine, then shrugged and stepped through too.

      I moved closer to the archway, looking up just a moment before stepping through myself. The symbol on the keystone had changed. Now, it was a simple triangle. Guess that answered my question—the symbol was tied to the connecting section of Aaru.

      The moment my boot touched the sand on the other side, I understood Dom’s warning about pain being temporary here. The air was blisteringly hot, and the sun hanging high overhead beat down relentlessly. It would take more than a few minutes here for the heat to become unbearable.

      I closed my eyes and inhaled deeply. It’s not real, I reminded myself. It can’t really hurt me. It’s not real . . .

      Even so, I couldn’t help but think how appropriate it was for at least part of the land of the dead to burn like hell.
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      Agony is slogging through an endless desert, weaving around and between towering sand dunes, the sun beating down from high overhead. I should know. That had been my life for what felt like an eternity. Really, it had only been the Aaru equivalent of an hour.

      I’d long since removed my leather coat and was carrying it tucked behind my sword. My entire body was a sweaty, sunburned mess, so it hardly mattered that the coat turned my back into a wellspring. Strands of my ponytail stuck to my neck and shoulders, and my tank top was entirely soaked through.

      From the looks of it, none of my companions were faring any better. In fact, Anapa looked the most miserable of all. Probably because he’d never really been subjected to the miseries thrust upon us flesh-and-bone beings. I kind of felt bad for the big guy.

      Dom led the way through the desert, choosing what seemed to me to be a haphazard route winding between the sand dunes. I could only hope he actually knew where he was going. Mari walked with him, asking him question after question about the physics of Aaru. I trailed several dozen dozen paces behind them, half listening to their conversation between alternating bouts of misery and self-pity.

      Dom was currently explaining how he knew which way to go to reach the next anchor point. Something about the position of the sun. In the back of my mind, I supposed that made sense. After all, in this place, the sun never moved. It was as solid of a reference point as anything, especially here, were the dunes looked the same in every direction for as far as the eye could see.

      I was so out of it that I jumped when someone touched my arm. Instinctively, I pulled away and reached over my shoulder to grab my sword hilt.

      Re held up his hands in placation and backed away a step. “Apologies,” he said, “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      I released Mercy’s handle and lowered my arm. “No worries,” I told him and continued on through the desert.

      For a short time, he walked along beside me, saying nothing. His silent presence quickly made me anxious.

      I glanced at him sidelong. “So . . . what’s up?”

      He cleared his throat, continuing to stare ahead. “I, ah, followed you . . . last night.”

      My brows drew together, and I shook my head. “What are you talking about?”

      “Into the woods,” he said. “Into the mist . . .”

      My heart skipped a beat, and I looked at him, searching his moonstone eyes. How much had he seen? My mom? Carson? Had he seen me lose my shit?

      “I, well . . .” Re paused, taking a deep breath. “I feel that some of the responsibility for what happened to your mother rests on my shoulders,” he finally said, expression oddly sympathetic. Sympathy—or understanding of any kind—wasn’t something I was used to getting from him. “I wanted to apologize,” he added. “I’m terribly sorry that the events I set into course thousands of years prior led to your mother’s death.”

      I laughed under my breath, dry and bitter. The reaction was totally inappropriate, but it was all I seemed capable of at the moment. “Yeah, well . . .” I inhaled and exhaled heavily, staring ahead once more. “How could you have known, you know?” I said. “Besides, the events you set into course also led to me existing in the first place, so I suppose I should be grateful.”

      After a moment, I added, “But thanks for the apology, anyway.” I glanced at Re, flashing him a quick, closemouthed smile, then cleared my throat and looked away. The empathy shining in his moonstone eyes was dragging me perilously close to tears, and I’d had enough of crying. I’d been doing far too much of it lately. I was over it.

      For a little while longer, Re and I walked along, side by side, in companionable silence. After a few minutes, he cleared his throat again. “I’m also sorry for being so blind,” he said. “I didn’t know . . .”

      I shot him a sideways glance, no idea what he was talking about, now.

      Re pointed over his shoulder with his thumb. Only Susie and Syris walked behind us. “When I paved the way for them to come into existence, I thought they would end up tending this universe for all eternity,” he explained. “I had no idea that the Mother of All would—” He shook his head, pressing his lips together into a thin, slightly downturned line. “I swear I didn’t know what she would eventually do to this universe. I had no idea what she used the universes for . . . no idea that she destroyed them.”

      I looked at Re full-on and searched his eyes, reading nothing but sincerity on his face. He was as disgusted by the Mother of All as I was. As we all were.

      I clenched and unclenched my jaw, reining in my hatred of the being who had given life to everything in existence. And who, if left unchecked, would eventually destroy everything, too. She had to be stopped; even if it meant the end of me, it would be worth it, so long as it meant the end of her, too.

      “We’ll make sure she never destroys another universe again,” I vowed. “Never again.”
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      I thought it was a mirage at first, just a tiny, fuzzy point of gray atop a dune at the far edge of the horizon. But as each dragging step brought us closer to what appeared to be an anchor point, the clearer the roughhewn stone archway became until my brain had to acknowledge the fact that it, in fact, was real. Or as real as anything was in Aaru.

      I picked up the pace to catch up with Dom, who was way up at the front of our trudging train of people. My feet still dragged as I jog-walked; they just dragged a little less than before.

      Dom glanced over his shoulder a few times as he strode along through the desert, watching me approach. There was worry written all over his face and more than a hint of fear, but by the time I’d reached him, his expression had blanked.

      Had I imagined his apprehension? Was it just a trick of my heat-exhausted mind?

      “Everything alright?” I asked Dom as I fell in step beside him.

      He shot me a sideways glance. “Of course.”

      I frowned, not buying it. “Do you think we’re going to have to wait again?” I crossed my fingers, expecting a not-so-great answer based on those brief glimpses I’d caught of his expression.

      Dom’s eyebrows rose. “I honestly cannot say.” Once again, he looked back over his shoulder, and the worry and fear resurfaced.

      I’d thought he’d been looking at me with all that trepidation, but close-up, I could see that his focus was far away. He wasn’t looking at any of us. He was looking at something beyond us.

      I followed his line of sight far across the desert to the horizon behind us, back the way we’d come. What I saw there turned my insides to lead, and I missed a step, stumbling a few yards up the side of a dune. But I didn’t pull my attention away from the horizon.

      Far off in the distance, a thin layer of white covered the golden sand.

      I turned around fully and raised a hand to block out the sun, squinting to make sure my eyes weren’t playing a trick on my brain.

      They weren’t. That was the mist, alright. And if the mist was here, then so was the Beast.

      “Best to hurry, I think,” Dom said, continuing on his way, abandoning me to my long-distance gawking.

      “What is it?” Mari asked when she reached me. She stopped and stood beside me, staring across the desert we’d just traversed, much as I was. It was obvious the moment she saw the mist; the color drained from her face, and her mouth fell open. “Holy shit. Is that—”

      “The mist?” I finished for her. “Yeah.” I turned and jogged to catch up with Dom. “Do you think it’s following us?” I asked him as I drew near.

      He glanced over his shoulder to look at me, but his focus slid past me, returning to the thing oozing along the horizon. “I don’t know,” he said, shaking his head and returning his attention to the way ahead. “I have heard tales of the Beast moving throughout Aaru like a stalking hunter in times long past, but . . . I had hoped they were just stories.”

      I chewed on the inside of my cheek, vacillating over whether or not to tell him about my mist encounter in the woods back in his section of Aaru.

      “Perhaps it is merely a coincidence that it came here,” Dom said. “We are still near the outermost layers of Aaru. I suppose it is not inconceivable . . .”

      “I saw it earlier, too,” I admitted reluctantly. I should have told him sooner, but the encounter had been so strange . . . so disturbing. “In the woods, just before we left your cottage,” I added.

      Dom looked at me, eyes widening. “Then, it would seem, the Beast is following us. Why did you not say anything?”

      I shrugged, trying to play off my solo encounter with the Beast like it was no biggie when in reality it had shaken me to the core. “I didn’t think it was that big of a deal, and, well . . .” I shook my head. “I didn’t want you to worry. There’s too much other shit going on right now to worry about. I thought the Beast was the least of our troubles.”

      Dom shot another quick glance over his shoulder, then looked at me. “Apparently you were wrong in that assessment, little sister.”

      “Yeah, I’m realizing that now.” I crossed the first two fingers of my left hand and held my hand up for Dom to see. “Let’s just hope we can zip on through this anchor point and throw the Beast off our trail for a bit.”

      “Yes,” Dom said, brow furrowing. “Let us hope.”

      When I glanced at him a few seconds later, his brow was still furrowed. “What?” I said, studying his profile. “You’re wearing your thinking face. What is it?”

      But Dom just shook his head. “I had an idea, but I don’t want us to get ahead of ourselves. One step at a time . . .”

      “Alright,” I said, giving in to his dismissal only because I knew pushing the matter would be pointless.

      Dom and I settled into a pensive silence as we continued on. I could hear the others’ panic-tinged voices behind us, and as a whole, we moved faster through the desert, pushed onward by the Beast’s presence.

      “Hurry,” Dom said when we drew close enough to the archway that the scene through the opening became visible.

      I could make out a stormy sky streaked by branching bolts of lightning every few seconds. If that was the section of Aaru we needed to get to next, then we needed to be there now. The anchor points could shift at any moment, and missing the connection and having to wait until it came around again wasn’t an option. Especially not now, with the Beast slowly closing on our heels.

      Dom loped ahead, making it look like running through fine, bone-dry sand was the easiest thing in the world.

      I felt like if I tried to run right then, I would have stumbled at best and likely ended up tripping over my own feet and falling on my face. No matter how many times I reminded myself that none of this was really real and that any discomfort was purely temporary, I couldn’t shake the heat exhaustion or the feeling that I was severely dehydrated. I followed Dom as quickly as I could—which was pretty much just a brisk walk punctuated by a stumble every time I tried to increase my pace to a jog.

      Dom reached the anchor point well before any of us and stuck his arm through the archway, preventing the connection from breaking and postponing the next shift.

      Relieved, I slowed my pace, my feet dragging even more now than they had been before. Even so, I was still the second one to reach the anchor point.

      “This is our stop?” I asked, not slowing as I drew near. If I slowed, I would stop. And if I stopped, I would sit. And if I sat my butt down in the sand right now, I feared I would never get back up again.

      “Yes,” Dom said. “Go on.” He nodded to the archway.

      I stifled a laugh, and it came out sounding faintly like a sob. It looked so cool and refreshing on the other side of the archway. Not even the Beast itself could have kept me from reaching it and falling through. I longed for the touch of the rain . . . for the caress of the wind . . . for anything that would soothe my singed skin and exhausted soul.

      I lurched through the archway, stumbling forward a few steps, then dropped to my knees near the edge of a rocky bluff in an entirely new section of Aaru.

      Mere feet from my knees, the ground fell away in a sheer cliff, and beyond it, a deep gray sea raged, waves rolling and crashing together. The sky was a deeper, darker gray than the water, and angry clouds roiled from horizon to horizon. Wind whipped my ponytail around, making strands of hair stick to my face, and icy rain pelted my raw skin and sweat-soaked clothes. I held my arms out to the sides, welcoming the deluge.

      The sky was suddenly alight with jagged, twisting bolts of lightning, and the silhouette of an imposing fortress loomed on a rocky outcropping ahead, looking almost like it was floating over the stormy sea. As the lightning faded, it left behind a negative of the fortress momentarily imprinted into my retinas. A heartbeat later, the crash of thunder shook me to the very core.

      As I stared at the shadowy outline of the fortress, the relief provided by the rain and cool air faded, replaced by a severe case of we’re-fucked. I heard the others joining me on the bluff, but I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the fortress, almost rendered invisible by the storm.

      The ground groaned and shook suddenly, knocking Susie and Anapa to the ground, and I looked back at the archway. Dom had joined us, releasing the anchor point. The endless desert that had become my hell for the past few hours was gone, replaced by a primordial rainforest. A huge reptilian foot planted itself within view, then lifted and moved out of sight, only to be replaced by another.

      A high, hysteria-tinged laugh bubbled up from my chest as I watched a herd of brontosauruses slowly march past the anchor point. Looked like some creative Nejeret had created dinosaurs here—dinosaurs.

      Another bout of lightning lit up the sky, drawing my eye back to the fortress. I half expected to see a dragon beating its wings against the brightened storm clouds. This place was crazy. Pure, absolute insanity. I mean—dinosaurs.

      “I’m guessing that’s where we’re heading,” Mari said as I struggled to suppress another bout of hysterical giggles.

      Hands on his hips and staring off toward the fortress, Dom nodded.

      “How, exactly, are we supposed to get in there?” Mari asked, moving closer to Dom and mirroring his position as she studied the fortress. “Because I’m guessing we won’t find any back doors to sneak in through, and based on what you told us about the guy in charge here, marching up to the front gate and asking him nicely to let us in seems like pretty much the worst idea ever.”

      Her line of thinking sobered me. I knew exactly what she meant. Whoever built the fortress wasn’t looking for visitors; it was the opposite of inviting, and I had no doubt that the walls were crawling with guards.

      I looked at Dom. “What do you think? What’s the best way to get in?”

      Dom glanced at me sidelong. “We climb,” he said, no hint of doubt in his voice. “Up and over the wall.”

      I balked. “And what’s to keep the guards from pouring hot pitch on our heads or shooting our faces full of arrows?”

      Maybe it wouldn’t kill us—what with us all already being dead—but it would still hurt like hell, and I didn’t think even Dom would be able to Zen his way through that kind of pain. Besides, sneaking in was the game plan. As in, not getting caught.

      “The guards will not be a problem,” Dom said.

      I frowned, feeling like I was missing something. But based on Mari’s confused expression, it wasn’t something obvious. “Um . . . why won’t the guards be a problem?” I asked.

      “Because they will not be at their posts when we arrive,” he explained. “They will have retreated into the fortress long before we reach the walls.”

      I exchanged a baffled look with Mari.

      “And why exactly will they do that?” I asked, drawing out the word why.

      Dom flashed me a wicked grin. “Why, dear sister, because they will be hiding from the Beast.”

      I narrowed my eyes. Sure, maybe the Beast had been trailing us through the past two parts of Aaru, but we’d just shaken it back in that desert. The anchor point had shifted, and the Beast would have to wait until it reconnected to this place to follow us here.

      I placed a hand on the rocky earth and pushed myself up to my feet. “But what if it takes hours to get here?” I said, brushing my hands off on my jeans. “Or what if it lost our trail and never comes at all?”

      Dom’s focus shifted past me, and the tense fear that flashed across his dark irises caused the tiny hairs on my arms and the back of my neck to stand on end.

      Ever so slowly, I turned my head to look over my shoulder. Instinct forced me to take a few scrambling steps away from the cliff. From the mist just peeking over the edge.

      We wouldn’t have to wait after all. The Beast was already here.
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      As the mist crept over the edge of the cliff, we backed away, not too fast and not too slow, coaxing it closer and closer to the fortress. It had yet to display any overt signs of the Beast, but we were careful about staying well out of its reach nonetheless. We brandished our weapons just in case the Beast got frisky and decided to pop out.

      “How’s it looking?” I asked Dom, risking a quick over-the-shoulder glance at the fortress. “Think they’re gone?”

      We were maybe a hundred yards out from the walls, and the slight upward slope gave us a good view of the dense, shimmering mist blanketing the landscape from here all the way back to the anchor point nearly a mile away now, where it spilled over the cliff like a marshmallow waterfall. The guards must have noticed the mist by now.

      “I cannot tell for sure,” Dom said, “but I think . . .”

      Lightning flashed in the sky, turning night to day for a fraction of a second. For the briefest moment, I had a clear X-ray view of the Beast. It spread throughout the mist, those silvery tentacles stretching out like roots across the land instead of coiling into a slithering mass as it had been during my first encounter with it back in the mist plane. It was impossibly huge—far larger than I ever could have imagined.

      “Yes!” Dom hissed. “I can see the guards withdrawing into the fortress walls.”

      “Good,” I said, fear raising the pitch of my voice. I didn’t think I would ever forget seeing just how immense the Beast was. “So, um, maybe we could pick up the pace a bit, then?”

      I heard Dom’s footfalls hasten in response. I skipped back a step, sheathing Mercy, then turned and started to run after him. All around me the others did the same, and I wondered if they’d seen what I’d seen in the mist. Based on their wild, wide-eyed stares, I was betting they had.

      I reached the fortress wall just behind Mari. Dom had already thought a tall, steel ladder into existence. Mari was the first to start climbing, Re right behind her, and Anapa following him.

      “Faster, guys,” I hissed, switching from looking up and watching them climb to scanning the approaching mist. It was closing in fast, just behind Susie and Syris.

      “You next, little sister,” Dom said. “The twins and I will be right behind you.”

      I waited until Anapa’s shoes were well above head height and started to climb. The ladder was impossibly long, and my arms and legs burned by the time I was two-thirds of the way up.

      “This looks a hell of a lot easier in the movies,” I muttered, craning my neck to look down at Dom.

      Except he wasn’t right behind me on the ladder. I couldn’t see him at all.

      The lower rungs of the ladder had been swallowed up by the mist, completely blocking out my view of the ground at the bottom. There was no sign of Dom or the twins. There was just the thick, swirling mist.

      Lightning struck again, illuminating the horrors that lay within that dense, shimmering mass and giving me near-perfect visibility for a brief moment. I spotted Dom and Syris standing near the ladder’s base, with Susie maybe fifty yards out. Syris was gesturing wildly for her to hurry, Dom holding him back with a hand on his arm. The thunder that followed the lightning rumbled so loudly that the ladder trembled beneath me.

      I clung to the slick steel and glanced up at the battlement high overhead. Re was in the process of climbing over the wall. Mari was already up there, peering down over a crenel, her face looking ghostly in the gap between the dark gray stone of the fortress wall.

      Another bout of lightning illuminated the sky, and I glanced down again. Susie was almost completely surrounded by the Beast now, those silvery vines sneaking closer to her.

      “Shit,” I hissed, and I made a split-second decision.

      I hooked the heels of my boots on the sides of the ladder and loosened my hold. My heart hammered in my chest as I started to slide down the ladder toward the ground, the mist rising up to meet me insanely fast. It had taken me minutes to climb as high as I had, but it only took mere seconds to drop back down.

      “Kat!” Dom shouted, startled by my sudden appearance. Both he and Syris froze. “What are you—”

      I leapt off the ladder before hitting the ground, rolled over my shoulder to keep from losing my momentum, and hurtled forward on my feet at a dead sprint. “Stay here!” I shouted to them as I raced past.

      I couldn’t see much through the mist. Shadows of the Beast’s tentacles weaved about, but I brushed past them, running all out toward the place where I’d last spotted Susie from high above. I’d been unable to protect her in the physical realm, but I refused to fail her here, too.

      Finally, I caught sight of her outline through the mist. “Susie!” I called ahead, slowing to a jog. “Are you okay?”

      As she grew more distinct, I realized she wasn’t alone. Susie’s arms were wrapped around another woman, and she hugged her desperately, her heart-wrenching sobs echoing all around us. I couldn’t see the other woman’s face at first, but then she raised her head, and my heart sank.

      It was Lex.

      Seeing my half-sister was a punch to the gut, and I stumbled to a walk. If she was here, that meant she’d been killed. That meant the Netjers had found the Oasis. That meant time had run out. My thoughts spiraled out of control.

      Was Nik dead too? And Heru and Aset and Neffe?

      What about my body?

      Was it really game over?

      The embracing mother and daughter grew clearer with each step, and my eye was drawn down to Lex’s feet. She didn’t have any at all. Rather, where her feet should have been, her legs gave way to a thick tangle of silvery vines that disappeared into the mist behind her.

      I blinked, my entire, distraught frame of mind shifting. This wasn’t Lex. This was an illusion, like my own mother had been back in the woods around Dom’s cottage. This was the Beast messing with Susie’s head.

      “Let her go!” I shouted as I lunged forward.

      I grabbed Susie’s arm even as I reached over my shoulder with my right hand and drew my sword. I tore Susie out of not-her-mother’s grasp, yanking her behind me and brandishing Mercy at the cruel illusion.

      “You can’t have her,” I said sharply, taking a backward step and pushing Susie back with me. “Do you hear me?” I shouted, lashing out with my sword. “You can’t have her!”

      Not-Lex held up her hands, her carmine eyes locking with mine, almost like she—it—was surrendering. A small, closemouthed smile curved her lips, and she bowed her head. A moment later, she melted into a mass of writhing, silvery tentacles and retreated deeper into the mist.

      “What—” Susie’s voice was hoarse. “What just happened?” She shook her head, eyes rounded in horror. “My mom—”

      “That wasn’t Lex,” I said, eyes searching the mist. “It was the Beast.”

      No matter how hard I looked, I couldn’t see any sign of the Beast in the shimmering mist, and my gut told me we’d somehow reached a truce, the Beast and I. My gut also told me to get the hell out of there—fast.

      “Let’s go,” I said, turning and running back the way I’d come, dragging Susie right along with me.

      It didn’t take us long to reach the ladder. Dom and Syris still stood at the base, arguing about whether or not to chase after me, just as they’d been arguing about whether or not to search for Susie.

      Susie wriggled out of my grasp and stumbled toward her brother, practically falling into his arms.

      Dom simply stared at me, dark eyes filled with questions.

      “I don’t know,” I said preemptively, slowing to a walk before stopping to stand before him. “We can talk about it later.” I made a shooing motion toward the ladder. “You three go up. I’ll come last.” I glanced around at the dense mist surrounding us. There was still no sign of the Beast. “I don’t think it wants to hurt me. At least, not right now.”

      “Susie,” Dom said, reaching for the young woman but still staring at me. “Your turn.”

      Susie released her brother and woodenly started to climb the ladder. Syris followed right behind her, and both vanished through the mist.

      Dom stared at me for a moment longer, then turned and started up the ladder after them.

      I waited until he was out of sight before turning my back to the ladder to scan the mist. “Why are you following us?” I asked, voice barely above a whisper. I licked my lips and raised my voice, eyes still searching the mist. “What do you want?”

      I waited for several heartbeats. Then waited several more.

      But there was no response from the Beast, and eventually I gave up and, turning to the ladder, started to climb.
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      Once I’d climbed over the top of the wall and was standing on the battlement with everyone else, we all exchanged a combo of anxious smiles and laughs, nods, thumbs-ups, and high-fives. There’s nothing like surviving an oh-shit moment to raise the collective spirits of a group.

      “Um . . . I hate to be a buzzkill,” Mari said, “but . . .” She pulled back from peering over the edge of the wall and looked first at Dom, then at me, her gaze full of concern. “The mist is rising.”

      “Shit,” I breathed. The Beast was climbing the wall, which meant our break was over.

      “Alright,” Dom said. “Let’s keep moving.” He turned away from the group and hurried toward the nearest tower, the rest of my companions following in a tight cluster.

      I hung back, leaning over the crenel to get another look at the mist. I couldn’t see the Beast, but I had no doubt that it was in there. Shivering, I pushed away from the edge of the wall and hurried after the others.

      The tower extended a story or two higher than the main part of the wall, but there was an opening giving us access. The tower’s interior was square and maybe ten feet across, with two heavy wooden doors with iron hinges set opposite one another. We huddled in the enclosed space, soaked through with rain now more than sweat, the stone walls giving us welcome shelter from the storm. But the walls wouldn’t do much to protect us from the Beast. We needed to get inside the fortress.

      Dom opened one of the two doors, then shut it again. I caught the barest glimpse of upward-climbing stairs before the door closed. After striding across the tower to the opposite door, Dom eased it open and turned to the rest of us, one finger held up to his lips telling us to keep quiet, then snuck into the fortress.

      We fell into a tight, single-file line and followed him inside. I was right behind Dom. Anapa, bringing up the rear, shut the door once we were all inside, and we silently made our way down the uneven steps of a winding stone stairway.

      “What was that?” a male voice said, floating up from lower down in the tower. “Did you hear it?”

      Dom stopped his descent and held up a hand, signaling for the rest of us to hold tight.

      “It’s just the wind rattling the door,” another voice said.

      “But what if it’s not?” the first guy said. “What if it got inside?”

      “Then you can run to your room and hide under your bed,” his companion said, tone turning snide. “Pussy . . .”

      There was the sound of a quick scuffle punctuated by a few grunts.

      I rolled my eyes. Boys . . .

      After thirty seconds or so, the sounds of horseplay from below quieted. “But really, man, I think we should check,” the first guy said. “Just in case . . .”

      “Fine,” his buddy said. “You check. I’ll stay here.”

      “Oh,” the first guy said, “now who’s being a pussy?”

      At that point, their debate devolved into a lengthier scuffle.

      Once again, Dom turned to us and held a finger up to his lips. “Wait here,” he mouthed, making eye contact with each of us before turning away and continuing down the stairs.

      But the cowardly guards’ conversation had given me an idea, and I grabbed Dom’s arm, stopping him before he could move out of reach. He turned around partway, and I tapped my temple. “I’ve got an idea,” I whispered as quietly as possible.

      Dom narrowed his eyes. Like Mari, he was far better than me at planning ahead—something about patience and all that—but I was the expert at on-the-spot strategy. He knew that about me, and after a moment of considering our options, he nodded.

      I flashed him a quick smile and a nod, then closed my eyes and pictured the mist. The guards were afraid of it. Hell, we were afraid of it. If anything could clear our path and keep us concealed, a faux-mist was the ticket. I imagined what it would look like creeping down this stairway. How it would slowly spill into a room through a doorway. How it would shimmer subtly, even as haunting shadows lurked in its depths.

      Behind me, I heard a faint gasp.

      I opened my eyes, and the sight of the mist seeping up through the seams between the stone stairs farther down made my heart stumble a few beats.

      My companions behind me were slowly backing away.

      I held up my hands, signaling for them to stay put. Once I had their attention, I tapped my chest with my fingertips. “It’s not real,” I mouthed. “I made it.”

      Their eyes widened, but their retreat stopped.

      I raised my eyebrows and waved them back down. “Come on!” I whispered.

      With the mist cloaking us, making it to the dungeon would be a breeze. We would be in the First’s cave in no time. Then all we would have to worry about would be waking him up. And convincing him to help us. Totally no big deal, right?

      I turned back to Dom and nodded to him.

      He continued down the stairs, partially concealed by the rising mist, and I slunk after him.

      By the time we reached the landing where the guards we’d overhead must have been, we were entirely concealed. And as far as I could tell by the sound—or lack thereof—they had fled, scared off by the mist. By my mist.

      We paused on the landing, waiting for everyone to catch up, and I touched Dom’s shoulder. “Do you know where to go?” I whispered.

      He bobbed his head from side to side. “Sort of,” he whispered. “From what I’ve seen, the layout of the interior seems to be based on a castle I once infiltrated in Nantes, but there’s no saying what he changed. We may have to do some backtracking along the way.”

      I gave his shoulder a squeeze. “No problem. Just get us down there. You got this.”

      Dom nodded once, then turned away and led us deeper into the fortress.

      The place was a veritable maze, with endless crisscrossing hallways and dead ends. We finally made our way down to the main floor, sticking close to one another so we wouldn’t lose track of each other in the mist. It was harder than it sounded; I hadn’t really thought that part through when I’d created the faux-mist.

      As we passed a tall, imposing set of double doors, voices floated through the crack. One voice stood out. A voice that belonged to someone I’d once known well—or thought I’d known—once, a very long time ago. A voice that I only ever heard in my nightmares these days. A murderer’s voice. My mother’s murderer’s voice.

      My heart lurched, and my blood boiled, a jolt of adrenaline making me shake all over. I fell behind, drawn by Carson’s voice, and tiptoed closer to the doors.

      One door was cracked open an inch or two. I snuck as close as I could get and crouched to peek through the opening. I couldn’t quite see anyone in the cavernous room beyond, but their voices were much clearer now. Oh yeah, it was him—and not just the Beast’s sock-puppet version of him. This was the real thing.

      “I don’t care what you have to do,” Carson shouted. “Get it out of here!” There was more than a hint of fear in his voice.

      My lip curled into a sneer. The mist was scaring him. My mist. Good.

      Someone touched my shoulder, and I jumped, right hand instinctively reaching over my shoulder for Mercy’s handle.

      Mari held up a hand to calm me. It seemed funny that she was trying to calm me down, considering how wide and wild her eyes looked. “Is that—”

      I nodded. “Carson,” I said. “Yeah, it’s him.”
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      “Hey,” Mari said, tugging on my arm. She nodded back toward the faux-mist filling the hall behind us.

      There was just a shadow of Anapa visible farther down the hallway.

      “Let’s go before we lose them,” Mari whispered, eyes filled with a thousand pleas. It was painfully obvious that the last thing she wanted to do was confront Carson, a guy who’d screwed up her life almost as much as he’d screwed up mine.

      I wanted to listen to her. I wanted to be the bigger person and turn the other cheek. I wanted to be the kind of hero everyone deserved—the kind who didn’t put personal vendettas before the fate of the universe. But I couldn’t move. I couldn’t walk away knowing Carson was right there, on the other side of the door.

      The moment he pulled the trigger and blasted a hole through my mom’s skull replayed in my mind, over and over, peeling away my self-control until I was little more than a beast, starved for the vengeance that had been torn from my grasp all those years ago. In my mind’s eye, I could see the moment my revenge had been stolen as clear as if it were happening right now.

      Heru grasps either side of Carson’s head and jerks it to one side.

      The handgun that killed my mom slips from Carson’s grasp, hitting the floor with a clank.

      Heru tosses Carson’s body aside like a discarded doll. He’s limp, like my mom, his arms floppy. He’s dead, and all I can think about is how badly I want to kill him again . . . a thousand times. I want to spend all of eternity making him pay for what he did. For the life he stole.

      I could do that, here, in Aaru. I could kill him over and over, and he would keep coming back. Injuries were only temporary here—even “death” would fade in time—but the pain was real enough.

      “Kat, please,” Mari said, pulling harder on my arm. I was too lost to memory to fight her, and she managed to drag me back a few steps.

      I’m suddenly alone with my mom’s body and the remains of her killer. I can’t stand the sight of Carson’s body.

      Gritting my teeth, I push up off the floor, storm over to Carson’s body, and kick him as hard as I can. “I hate you,” I scream, my toes striking his side again. “I hate you!”

      I kick his body toward the front door until he’s lodged half in and half out of the house. I drop to my knees and start to shove his body, needing him to be gone—out of the house and away from my mom.

      “I hate you!” I shriek with each push. I repeat the words over and over as I shove and shove and shove, and though Carson’s body gives a few inches, I can’t seem to get him all the way through the doorway.

      “Kat,” Nik says. He’s behind me, watching my breakdown, but I don’t care. Nothing matters as much as what I’m doing right now. I have to get him away from her.

      I give an extra-hard shove, and with a sickening snap, something in Carson’s leg gives, and I push him out of the house.

      “Kat!” Nik hauls me backward. “That’s enough!”

      I struggle, a wild thing trying to break free. It will never be enough.

      I could feel myself returning to that place, becoming that wild creature again, hell-bent on destroying Carson. Nothing mattered more. And this time, Nik wasn’t here to stop me.

      A berserker rage took hold of me, and I yanked my arm free from Mari’s grasp. I lunged at the huge door, shoving it open, and barged into a cavernous throne room.

      Carson stood among a cluster of armored guardsmen wearing leather armor, a longsword on his hip and an iron circlet on his head, his whole outfit looking like it had been plucked off of some warrior prince from the Middle Ages. He’d ditched the glasses he’d always worn before—back when he was alive—and his jaw was covered in a short, stubbly beard. He’d always been smooth-cheeked when I’d known him, and the beard looked wrong on him, almost fake, like it was glued on.

      Carson’s eyes locked on me, bulging out as he staggered back a step. “Kat?” His stare shifted past me. “Mari? How—” He shook his head, his brow furrowing. “What are you—”

      I reached over my shoulder and drew my sword. Mercy’s At blade rang out, and I held the sword lazily at my side, lip curling in a snarl. A quick glance over my shoulder told me Mari had shoved past her reservations and was backing me up, two glimmering anti-At daggers gripped in her hands. They weren’t really made of anti-At—the only genuine At and anti-At in all of Aaru was laced throughout my ba—but that didn’t make the onyx blades in Mari’s hands any less intimidating.

      “You killed my mom,” I said, voice cool despite the rage burning through me. “I will murder you a thousand times in a thousand different ways,” I vowed, my bootfalls echoing off the tall stone walls as I slowly stalked across the vast space toward him. “I will tear you apart, over and over, until all you can do is cower in a corner for the rest of eternity. I will destroy your soul, Carson, and I will do it with a smile on my face and a song in my heart.”

      “Jesus, Kat,” Carson said as he backed his way up the steps leading to the throne’s dais. He edged around the throne, a huge, iron monstrosity, gripping the top with one hand as he partially hid behind it. “What happened to you?”

      “You happened,” I snarled.

      And then I leapt forward, shoving one of his guards into three of the others and slashing another’s armpit open through the break in his chainmail with the tip of my sword. I would go through them all, if I had to. I would get my hands on Carson, and I would make him pay for what he’d done.

      “Stop them!” Carson shouted just a moment before he disappeared behind the throne. I heard the crunch of stone on stone and realized too late that he’d retreated into a secret passageway, leaving me and Mari to fend off several dozen armed and armored men.

      The guards were converging on us.

      I shouldered one out of the way, intending to slip past them and follow Carson. But a broadsword sliced through the air in front of me, and I was forced to dodge backward. I blocked the guardsman’s next strike with Mercy’s blade, giving just enough that he moved closer, then rammed my knee into his groin. He doubled over, and I smacked his temple with the butt of my sword hilt, knocking him out cold. He dropped like a sack of stones.

      Another guard grabbed for me, but I weaved to the side, nimbler than he was in his heavy armor. I sliced across the backs of his knees, severing his tendons, then moved onto the next two attackers when he dropped to the floor. I had no idea how long such injuries would last here . . . no clue how long these asshats would stay down.

      Not that long, it turned out. Broadsword guy was already back on his feet, and he was coming at me again.

      On the far side of the fray, I could see Mari fending off a couple guardsmen, two others lying on the floor around her, unmoving. Together, we could dispatch maybe a dozen before they started to get back up—but this many? We didn’t stand a chance.

      “Mars!” I shouted, backing away from the mob of guardsmen closing in on me. They were spreading out, trying to surround me. “Fall back!”

      I turned and slipped through the space between two guardsmen before they had me completely surrounded. Once I was past them, I ran up the steps to the dais, then behind the throne, intending to follow Carson.

      But I only had a few seconds to examine the stone wall behind the throne before the guards were on me again. And this time, they really did have me surrounded.

      I turned to face them, my back to the wall. In my peripheral vision, I could just make out Mari running toward the half-open door, a couple of the guards close on her heels. The rest, it seemed, were converging in on me. Two men was nothing. Mari would be fine. It was me I was worried about.

      “Alright,” I said, slowly sheathing Mercy and holding my hands up in surrender. “You got me,” I told the guards. “You win.”

      Broadsword guy reached out, grabbing my arm none too gently and yanking me closer to him. For the first time, I got a good look at his face.

      My eyes widened in surprise. I recognized him.

      Because I’d killed him. Or maybe Mari had. I honestly couldn’t remember. But his name was Jared—it was tattooed on my forearm, among the list of names belonging to all of the people I’d killed—and he’d been a real piece of shit in life. Didn’t look like much had changed in death.

      Now that my brain was clued in to the situation, I recognized other faces among the guardsmen—among Carson’s followers. Other Nejerets I’d killed when in service to the Senate. Others whose names were tattooed on my forearm in At ink. Others who would gleefully take revenge on the one who had sent them to Aaru.

      As I stared around at all of those familiar faces, as I registered the hate darkening their stares, a single thought flitted through my mind: I am so fucked.

      Jared released my arm suddenly, crying out in pain. An onyx throwing dagger had sprouted from his bicep.

      Not a second later, another guardsman shouted in pain. And another.

      I stood behind the throne, stunned as Carson’s lackeys ducked and bobbed, dodging the storm of blades hurtling their way. At the moment, nobody was paying me any attention. They were too worried about their own well-being.

      I peeked around the throne, a broad grin spreading my lips when I spotted Mari striding across the vast, empty space before the dais, flinging throwing daggers with both hands as quickly as she could make them. As one hurtled toward me, I ducked behind the throne. The knife whooshed past my face, slicing off a few flyaway hairs, and lodged in the space between two stones in the wall behind me.

      Heart beating in my throat, I stared at the dagger for a few seconds, then looked away. And then I took a second glance.

      The dagger should have bounced off the wall, but there was no mortar in that particular spot, allowing the dagger to sink into the crack between stones nearly to the hilt.

      I stepped closer to the wall, all but invisible in the chaos Mari was creating. The stone to the right of the dagger was surrounded by nothing but a thin strip of shadowed emptiness. No mortar. Nothing to hold it in place.

      I narrowed my eyes, and then I rushed to the wall, slamming my palm against the seemingly freestanding stone.

      It resisted, but slowly gave under the pressure. And with the grind and groan of stone on stone, part of the wall sunk inward.

      I sidestepped, intending to slip in through the opening before anyone noticed what I was doing.

      My boot was in the opening when a hand closed around the back of my neck. I only had a moment to yelp in surprise before the side of my head slammed into the wall.

      I felt a sharp burst of pain in my skull, and then the lights went out.
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      When I woke, my shoulders burned with a pain so raw and intense it temporarily drowned out the full-body ache caused by bonding withdrawals. I’d been in a lot of painful situations before—most involving sharp blades or broken bones—but this was up there with the worst. It was so bad that I was half convinced my arms had been torn clean off.

      It took my mind a few seconds to process the pain, then a few more to register the lesser pain in my wrists, and a few more seconds to recognize the source of my current agony.

      I was hanging by my arms, my wrists restrained in what felt like metal shackles over my head. Gritting my teeth and groaning loudly, I managed to get my boots under my sagging body, allowing my legs to take the burden of my weight off my arms. As I stood up, chains clanged overhead, drowning out my pained whimpers. Moving hurt almost as bad as hanging had.

      “You’re awake,” Carson said, his voice echoing all around me. “Wonderful.”

      My head snapped up, and I glared in the direction of his voice.

      The bastard stood maybe ten feet away off to my right, on the other side of a wall of iron bars. The floor was stone, as were the walls behind me and to my left. Directly across from me, there was another wall of iron bars, but whatever lay beyond them was enshrouded in darkness. The air was dank and tasted faintly metallic.

      Looked like I was in another prison cell, old-school-dungeon style this time. Gods, but this had been happening way too often lately.

      Carson gripped two of the bars and leaned in. “How are you feeling?”

      “Go fuck yourself,” I spat.

      “Hmmm . . .” Carson tilted his head to the side, brow scrunching like he was genuinely considering my suggestion. “Or,” he said, brightening, “I could go capture the rest of your little friends and torture them. I think that sounds like more fun.”

      I became very, very still. What did he mean by the rest of my friends? Did he already have some of them? Which ones? I hated to admit that it mattered to me, but it did.

      “You see,” Carson said, “I know that the mist floating around my halls isn’t the real mist.” He leaned away from the bars, stretching his arms. “Once we figured that out, it made tracking down your friends almost too easy. There’s just one straggler out there, but he won’t evade us for long . . .”

      The straggler was Dom; it had to be. He was the best at this kind of thing. Which meant there was a highly probable chance that I wouldn’t remain in these chains or in this cell for much longer. If anyone could pull a dungeon jailbreak, it was my big half-brother.

      “Anyway,” Carson said, pulling himself closer to the bars, then releasing them. “I’ll leave you to your . . . well, that,” he said, gesturing to me with one hand.

      Two guards armed in chainmail marched into view, armor rattling with each step. One was the behemoth, Jared, the other a shrewd-eyed guy I vaguely recognized.

      “Jared and Ben will keep an eye on you for me,” Carson said. “I’ll be back when Mari wakes up, and then the real fun will begin.” He grinned, and the gleam in his baby blues spoke of excitement and cruelty.

      At the mention of Mari’s name, an oil lamp flickered to life in the adjacent cell, the dull light cutting through the shadows. Sure enough, there Mari was on the other side of that wall of iron bars. She was chained to a stone wall, just like me. She was still unconscious, her body limp and head hanging. I felt a momentary twang of pity; she was in for a world of hurt when she woke. And it was all my fault. All because I hadn’t been able to rein in my lust for revenge.

      I felt like such an asshole.

      Carson started to walk away, but he paused in the shadows just within sight. “I always liked her better, you know,” he said. “Though this new, aggressive you is intriguing.” He scanned me from the boots up, gaze admiring. “Much more interesting than the whiny teenager I knew . . .”

      I spat in his general direction, then looked away from him. What a fucking pig.

      Internally, I was beating myself up for the umpteenth time for ever having liked this waste of a ba. There’s no accounting for a teenager’s taste, apparently. Especially when it comes to first loves. Ugh . . . even thinking about how I used to moon over him made me want to gag.

      Carson chuckled softly, and I listened to his receding footsteps until I couldn’t hear them anymore.

      Once I felt certain he was gone, I turned my attention up to my shackles. There was a heavy iron padlock with a keyhole, and I felt a surge of giddiness as I thought a key into existence. Carson, the idiot, had forgotten about the basic rules of Aaru—he could lock me up all he wanted, but all I would have to do to escape would be to imagine a key, and then I would be free.

      Except when I tried the key in the lock, it didn’t work. Because I didn’t know what the inside of the lock looked like. I ground my teeth together in annoyance. I could create a million keys, but none of them would be the right key.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” I whispered, dropping the key. It landed on the stone floor with a sharp clang. I shifted my focus to Mari; two minds were better than one, especially when hers was one of the two minds. “Mars,” I called out, voice barely more than a whisper.

      The guards snickered.

      “Mars,” I repeated, louder this time. It didn’t matter if dumb-ass and dumber-ass overheard.

      The faintest moan escaped from Mari, drifting across our conjoined cells to my ears.

      I stepped forward and my chains tightened, causing the ache in my shoulders and wrists to flare up, momentarily whiting out my world with pain. I eased back, just a bit. “Mari! Wake up, damn it!”

      Mari sucked in a breath, then groaned deeply. “Oh, fuck,” she moaned as she slowly shifted her weight to her feet.

      She craned her neck, blowing her hair out of her face, and assessed her restraints before scanning her cell. Even imprisoned and in severe pain, Mari was all about gathering data and making a plan. There wasn’t a single person alive—or dead—I would rather be down here with. If Dom couldn’t break us out from the outside, Mari still had a good shot at figuring out a way to do it from within.

      After her slow assessment of our situation, Mari looked at me. “Well, this sucks balls,” she said dryly.

      I snorted a laugh. I couldn’t help it.

      Her eyes left mine, flicking to the guards standing just outside our cells. I could see the moment a lightbulb went off in her mind, the change in her features barely perceptible. She returned her attention to me, giving me a pointed look, then glanced back at Ben, the guard by her cell. Specifically, to the ring of keys attached to his belt. She switched her focus to Jared, posted by my cell, his back to me, then raised her eyebrows and looked at me. She was asking if he had a visible key ring, too.

      I backed closer to the wall to get a better angle at my guard’s belt. No keys—at least, not any that I could see.

      I met Mari’s stare and shook my head minutely.

      Mari straightened a little, twisting her wrists so she could grip the chains above her restraints with her hands. Metal rattled and clanged as she hopped up and down, kicking out her feet to limber up. She stretched her neck first one way, then the other, doing a pretty damn epic job of ignoring the pain that had to be shooting through her shoulders and wrists with each tiny movement.

      “Hey!” Ben said, turning to look into Mari’s cell. “What are you doing?”

      Jared turned partway to see what all the commotion was too.

      “MYOB, Ben,” Mari said in her snarkiest tone.

      He bristled, and I settled back against the cool stone wall to enjoy the show.

      A wicked grin curved Mari’s lips. “I remember you, you know,” she told him. “I slit your throat with a letter opener.”

      “Shut up!” Ben said, face reddening.

      Mari paused, snickering. “I mean, how could I not—it was the only way to stop your blubbering.”

      “You shut your mouth!”

      “Please,” Mari said, face transforming into a mask of desperation, voice mocking, “please, don’t kill me. Please . . .”

      “Shut your mouth, bitch!” Ben repeated. His face was beet red now. “Or I’ll shut it for you!”

      Mari stared at the guard, mouth twisted into a sneer. “Like you could,” she said, finishing with another snickering laugh.

      “Fucking bitch whore,” Ben muttered as his fingers fumbled with the key ring attached to his belt. “I’ll show you . . .” He detached the ring and sorted through the keys. “Make you beg . . .” He fit an old-fashioned iron key into the lock and twisted, then pushed the cell door open.

      Jared turned around to watch as the door swung inward with the creak and groan of rusty hinges.

      In an instant, Mari’s entire demeanor shifted from haughty and cruel to meek and afraid. It was an act—and a damn good one, at that—but our guards didn’t know that.

      Ben shut the cell door, then stalked toward Mari. His rage must’ve blinded him, because he didn’t suspect a thing. Or maybe he was really just as stupid as he looked.

      I suppressed a smirk.

      In the blink of an eye, Mari attacked. She pulled herself up by her chains and wrapped her legs around Ben’s neck, grunting as she torqued her whole body to one side.

      Ben shouted as he flipped over. His head smashed into the wall, and his entire body was limp by the time it hit the ground.

      His ring of keys clambered to the ground at Mari’s feet. I wasn’t sure if it was pure dumb luck or if Mari really was that good.

      After a moment of shock, Jared rushed to Mari’s cell door and pushed on the bars, but the door had relocked when Ben shut it. Good thing Jared didn’t have any keys; it would give Mari the time she needed to break out of her restraints.

      Mari reached out with one foot and dragged the key ring closer with the sole of her shoe.

      My eyes drifted back to Jared as he lifted the bottom hem of his chainmail and reached into a pocket in his leather pants. I straightened and pushed away from the wall, heart plummeting. My eyes were glued to his hand.

      He pulled out a second ring of keys.

      “Shit,” I hissed. I stepped forward, pulling my chains taut but ignoring the flare of pain. “Hurry up, Mars,” I urged. “He’s got keys!”

      A second later, Mari hooked the key ring around the toe of her shoe, not even sparing a glance for the newest threat. The tip of her tongue poked out from between her lips, and her face was a mask of concentration.

      Outside her cell, Jared was grumbling as he worked his way through at least a dozen keys. With each failed attempt, the odds that the next key would be the right one increased, and my heart rate increased right along with it. This was one of the most stressful situations I’d ever been in—ever—and I couldn’t do a damn thing to help.

      Mari took a deep breath, drawing my attention back to her. She flicked her foot upward, launching the keys almost straight up.

      I sucked in a breath.

      Mari’s fingertips grazed the key ring, but she couldn’t get a solid grasp.

      The keys slipped free and started to drop.

      Mari bobbed her head to the side, jutting out her chin and opening her mouth wide. And somehow, miraculously, she managed to snag the iron ring with her teeth.

      I blew out a breath, then glanced at Jared.

      He was on the third key, or maybe the fourth. It wouldn’t be long until he was in Mari’s cell.

      “Hurry, Mars . . .”

      “That’s not helping,” Mari sang around the key ring as she stood on tiptoes and lifted her face. Straining against the chains, she reached for the keys with the fingers of her right hand. She snagged the iron ring with her pinky and shimmied the keys higher with the rest of her fingers. Once she had a solid grasp on the key ring, she started trying keys in the lock on her left manacle.

      Luck must have been on our side, because the lock clicked with the second key, and one of Mari’s hands was suddenly free.

      It was working. I couldn’t believe it. Mari’s crazy, Hail Mary plan was actually working. She was going to get us out of here.

      She’d just fit the key into the lock on her right manacle when an explosive crack echoed throughout the dungeon, making my ears ring.

      A bright spot of blood appeared on Mari’s ivory blouse, just over her heart. Her eyes widened, and then her hand fell away from the manacle, leaving the keys lodged in the lock. She went completely limp, hanging from that single shackle like a rag doll.

      All I could do was gape. We’d been so close, and now Mari was . . . not dead. She couldn’t be dead, not here. But she was out, and there was no saying for how long.

      Jared stopped working on the lock to Mari’s cell and backed away a couple steps.

      Eyes narrowing to a glare, I slowly turned my head. I couldn’t see whoever had shot Mari, but I had a pretty good idea who it was.

      He started clapping, slow and dramatic, and stepped into view. It was Carson, of course. “Nice try,” he said, tucking an antique musket into a holster on his hip. “Close . . .” He held up a hand, thumb and first two fingers held close together, and a cigar appeared. “But no cigar.”

      “Punny,” I said, making no attempt to hide my disdain.

      Carson grinned. “I thought you’d like that.” He strode closer to my cell, tutting as his gaze lingered on his fallen guard. “Get him out of there,” he ordered, glancing at Jared. “And bring in the table.” He pointed to Mari with his chin. “Get that one strapped in while she’s out.”

      A short stool appeared on the other side of my cell door, and Carson eased down, resting his elbows on his knees and interlocking his fingers. “So tell me, Kat, why are you here? Because much as I might like to think it’s to visit little old me, I don’t think that’s the case.” He studied my face for a long moment, and when I didn’t respond, he leaned forward, an unsettling gleam in his eye. “Is it the First? Do you know how to wake him?”

      “Fuck off,” I snapped.

      Carson sat up straighter, inhaling deeply, and sighed. “You could have made this easy,” he said. “Remember that—you had a chance to cooperate. Nobody had to get hurt.”

      I answered him with a renewed glare.

      “I have all of your friends . . . even your sneaky big brother.” Carson stood and rubbed his hands together. “If I can’t make you talk, I’m sure they can.”

      He stepped back, giving me a good view of the thing Jared was rolling up the aisle toward Mari’s open cell door. I might not have been an expert in old-school torture devices, but even I could recognize a rack. Looked like he hadn’t been kidding about the whole torture thing.

      Carson grinned, a cruel glint flashing in his eyes. “We’ll start with Mari.”
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      Carson peeled an inch-wide strip of skin off of Mari’s back from shoulder to waist. It was the fourth strip he’d flayed from that part of her body, leaving almost half of her back a raw, bleeding mess. Mari’s whole body trembled as Carson peeled the skin away inch by painful inch, but she didn’t make a sound.

      Her silence only seemed to urge Carson on. After he delicately placed the foot-long strip of skin in the bucket near his boot on the floor, he raised the pincers to get started on a new strip without even glancing my way to see if I was ready to talk.

      I’d long since retreated to the wall and was hunched in on myself, chest rising and falling with each raspy, heaving breath. I couldn’t tear my eyes from Mari’s back. It was my fault he’d caught her, my fault he was torturing her, and knowing that—owning it—made it feel like everything he was doing to her, he was doing to me, too.

      He’d already stretched her. He’d whipped her. He’d shoved things under her nails, and then he’d torn them out completely. He’d pulled her teeth. He’d branded her. He’d tortured her in every brutal way possible save for violating her, but somehow, he always managed to come up with some new hell once she’d healed from his last torture method.

      “You have the power to stop this,” Carson told me as he flayed another strip from Mari’s back. “Just say the word . . .”

      My heart was screaming for me to tell him to stop. To demand that he leave Mari alone. To tell him whatever he wanted to know. But in my mind, I could hear Dom warning me that once Carson realized I had a way out of Aaru, he would never let me go. More than Mari’s well-being was stake. If I didn’t find a way out of this cell, and soon, more than Mari would pay for my moment of rash, selfish stupidity. The entire universe would pay.

      “She won’t . . . tell you . . . a fucking . . . thing,” Mari ground out between panting breaths. I was impressed as hell that she could still manage to say anything even remotely coherent after everything he’d done to her. “Do your worst . . . you mother . . . fucker.”

      Carson yanked the strip of skin off Mari’s back with a jerk of his hand and dropped both it and the tongs in the bucket. He took a step back and cracked his neck, then turned partway to look at me. His eyes narrowed in thought.

      I bared my teeth to him. “Go to hell, you sick fuck.”

      Carson threw his head back and barked a laugh. “Can’t you see, Kat? We’re already there.” He looked at Jared, back to standing sentry outside of my cell. “Bring me one of the young ones . . .” His focus slid back to me as he considered which of my friends to turn his attention to next. “Let’s start with the girl.”

      Susie. He was talking about Susie. Poor, sweet, innocent Susie.

      “No!” I shouted, lurching to my feet and straining against my chains. “If you lay a finger on her, I swear to the gods, I’ll—”

      “What?” Carson said, moving closer to me. He stopped at the wall of iron bars separating my cell from Mari’s. “You’ll do what, exactly? Shout threats at me? Call me names?” He shivered melodramatically. “Oooh . . . scary.” He took a page from my book and rolled his eyes, then turned to Jared. “Why the fuck are you still here? Bring. Me. The. Girl.”

      I clenched my jaw and squeezed my eyes shut. Watching him torture Mari was one thing—I knew she could survive it—but watching him do the same to Susie would be another thing entirely. He would break her mind . . . shatter her spirit.

      Lex may have forgiven me for my inability to protect the twins, but she would never forgive me for this. Not ever. And I would never forgive myself. What was the point of saving this godsforsaken universe if this was the price? It was too steep. Too high. Too much.

      I wouldn’t pay it.

      “No,” I blurted before Jared was out of sight. “Don’t bother.” I licked my lips and looked at Carson. “You win, alright? You win.”

      Jared paused. In my peripheral vision, I could see him looking to his boss for instructions.

      Carson glanced at Jared and held up a hand, then returned his attention to me. He raised his eyebrows, ready to listen.

      I swallowed roughly. “I’ll tell you what you want, alright?”

      “No,” Mari gasped. “Kat, don’t!”

      But I ignored her. “Just leave Susie alone,” I said.

      Carson’s lips curved, spreading into a broad grin, and he laughed joyously. “Wonderful,” he said, wringing his hands maniacally.

      “Uh . . . boss,” Jared said, backing closer to my cell.

      I glanced at him for a fraction of a second, then did a double take.

      Tendrils of thick, shimmering mist were just seeping into view along the stone floor.

      My eyes widened. Was this my faux-mist? Or was it the real thing? There was no way to tell from so far away.

      “It’s not real, you moron,” Carson snapped to Jared.

      The mist edged farther into the dungeon, drawing ever closer.

      Very slowly, Jared started to back up. “But—but—”

      “But—but—but—but—” Carson moved closer to Mari’s cell door as he mocked his guard. “Grow a pair, Jared.”

      Without warning, a silvery tentacle lashed out from the mist and coiled around Jared’s calf.

      I gasped and shrank back, deeper into my cell, moving as far away from the mist—and the Beast concealed within it—as possible.

      The tentacle snaked higher up Jared’s leg, then yanked his foot out from under him. He slammed backward onto the floor, his head making a sickening crack against the stone, and the Beast dragged him into the mist. I watched until he’d disappeared completely.

      Not a second later, a shrill, blood-curdling scream reverberated throughout the dungeon. It seemed to last forever.

      As Jared’s scream died out, there was a moment of hushed silence. Of held breath. Of oh, shit.

      Then, the mist spat Jared out. He slammed into the wall of iron bars on the opposite side of the aisle from my cell, a mangled mass of bloody, misshapen limbs.

      I knew it was impossible for someone to die in Aaru—especially considering we were already dead—but looking at Jared’s body, I wasn’t so sure.

      “What is it?” Mari asked, head thrashing from side to side as she tried to see what was going on in the dungeon behind her. “Kat? What’s happening?”

      “It’s the Beast,” I said, voice tight with fear. “It’s here.”
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      Carson looked at the mist, then at me, then back at the mist. “Kat,” he said, drawing out my name in warning like I had something to do with this—this thing.

      “It’s not me,” I said defensively as I watched the mist creep closer to my cell. Why I felt like I needed to justify myself to this psychopath was beyond me, but I couldn’t help my tone.

      “Make it stop,” Carson said, panic rising in his voice.

      “It’s not me,” I repeated, louder this time. “It’s not mine. It’s the real thing!”

      That real thing was oozing into my cell between the bars now. Maybe the Beast hadn’t attacked me back in the woods or down on the ground near the fortress walls, but that didn’t mean we were suddenly all buddy-buddy. Maybe it had just been biding its time. Maybe not attacking was just another of its mind-meddling methods. Maybe this was all a game to the Beast, and now, when I was unable to fight back, it was coming in for the kill.

      Panic rising in my chest, I backed away from the cell door and the mist as far as my restraints would let me. It wasn’t that far.

      “What’s going on?” Mari said, more of a demand than a question.

      I risked looking away from the mist for a fraction of a second. Mari’s back was partially healed, not that that would do her any good if the Beast got its tentacles on her and gave her the Jared treatment. I returned my attention to the mist. A few of the Beast’s tentacles danced around the edges of the mist, creeping ever closer. I couldn’t tear my eyes away from them.

      “It’s coming into my cell,” I told Mari, trying to keep my voice calm. I actually succeeded. Surprising, considering that my heart was hammering so hard it felt like it was going to pound its way right out of my chest.

      “Is it in mine?” Mari asked, craning her neck as far as she could to one side. I thought she could probably see me, but I doubted she could see the mist yet.

      “No,” I told her, voice catching on the fear lodged in my throat. “Not yet.”

      One of the tentacles wrapped around the iron bar below the lock on my cell door. I watched, entranced, as it coiled higher and higher. When it reached the lock, it disappeared behind the square of iron. A second later, I heard a distinctive metallic clang, and the vine started to uncoil from the bar.

      “Uh . . .” I stared at my cell door, disbelieving as it started to swing inward. “The Beast just unlocked my cell. Why would it do that, Mars? Why would it unlock my cell?” Because it certainly didn’t need the door open to get into the cell. It could just snake through, no problem.

      Mari returned to looking ahead at the stone walls in her cell. “I don’t know,” she said. “Unless . . .”

      A tentacle slid over my boot, coiling around my ankle. “It’s got me, Mars!” Panic made my voice a little shrill. “It’s got my leg!” I kicked out my foot, trying to dislodge it.

      The Beast’s hold on my ankle slipped, but it returned a moment later, its grip even tighter. It wasn’t squeezing hard enough to hurt me—yet—but it definitely wasn’t being gentle, either.

      “Don’t fight it, Kat,” Mari said, her voice low and even.

      “What?” I shrieked. It wasn’t like I could do much anyway, but giving up wasn’t really my style. “You’re kidding, right?” I stared down at my leg, squirming uselessly as I watched the silvery tentacle twine around my knee, climbing ever higher.

      “Hey!” Carson shouted. “Get off me!”

      I glanced away from the vine making its way up my leg for the briefest moment. Just long enough to see that Carson was struggling to break free from several tentacles himself.

      Without warning, the Beast yanked Carson straight into the iron bars of the cell door. There was a loud clang and a sickening crunch, and then Carson’s body went limp.

      Slowly, the mist and the Beast within started to withdraw from Mari’s cell.

      “Holy shit,” I breathed, chest rising and falling with each heaving breath. “It just took out Carson.”

      Wide-eyed, I looked down, watching the tentacle wrap around my waist.

      It wasn’t jerking me around like it had Carson and Jared, so I supposed I should’ve been grateful about that. But it was hard to feel much of anything besides terror with the Beast coiling around more and more of my body with every passing second.

      The tentacle was almost to my shoulders, and I was expecting it to wrap around my neck next—to choke the afterlife out of me, or possibly just snap my neck. But it didn’t.

      Instead, the Beast started up my right arm, stretched out over my head. A few seconds later, it reached my wrist.

      “Holy shit,” I repeated, a hint of wonder cracking through my fear as the tip of the silvery tentacle slipped into the lock on my manacle. “Holy fucking shit . . .”

      “What?” Mari said, once again struggling to see from her restrained position on the rack.

      The manacle opened suddenly, and the Beast uncoiled from around my arm as it lowered the limb slowly, almost gingerly, like it could tell the movement was hurting my shoulder after being chained up in the same position for such a long time. “I think—I think it’s letting me go,” I said, almost not believing the words coming out of my own mouth.

      “I knew it,” Mari exclaimed gleefully. “I knew it didn’t want to hurt you!”

      “Bullshit,” I said, but my heart wasn’t in it. I was too blown away by what the Beast was doing to feel anything but heaps of wonder and a crap-ton of awe.

      “I did know!” Mari said. “Or at least I suspected. I watched you run into the mist from the wall. When the lightning struck, I could see everything. I saw you with Susie and the Beast. And I saw the Beast leave you alone. I saw it make a path for you, almost like it was leading you back to the ladder. And then . . .”

      She kept talking, but I barely heard her words. I was too stunned by the fact that the Beast had just freed my left arm, too, setting me free, and it was slowly uncoiling from around my body.

      “I don’t think it’s following us,” Mari continued, “I think it’s following you. And not because it wants to hurt you. Maybe it’s curious or—or maybe it knows why you’re here and it wants to help you. I mean, it is a part of this universe, after all, and you’re kind of important to the fate of pretty much everything . . .”

      “Yeah,” I said, voice barely audible as I watched the Beast withdraw from my cell completely. “Yeah, I’m thinking that maybe you’re onto something, Mars.” I gulped, the gears in my mind spinning to process what had just happened. It had just freed me—there was no denying that—but why had it acted so hostile when Mari and I first arrived in Aaru? And why had it tormented me by showing me the most disturbing moment from my life? I couldn’t make sense of any of it.

      The Beast slowly, almost casually retreated up the aisle, leaving Mari and me alone with the dead-ish bodies of our captors. I watched the Beast vanish into the mist as it withdrew from our part of the dungeon, then shook off the shock and lurched out of my cell.

      I made a beeline for Jared’s broken body, searching his bloody remains for his key ring. I found it lodged between two splintered pieces of broken femur. Now, I’d done some pretty disgusting things in my life—most having to do with killing Nejerets—but fishing a key ring out of the inside of someone’s broken leg was up there with the worst of them.

      I felt like I was playing a far-too-realistic game of Operation as I reached for the key ring, hand trembling. Thankfully, I managed to pull the keys free with only minimal bone contact and rushed to Mari’s cell door. My fingers were shaking as I worked through the keys, slowing me down, but I found the right one on my fourth attempt.

      Grunting, I pushed the cell door open, shoving Carson’s body out of the way in the process. He wasn’t in as bad of shape as Jared, but from the looks of it, he was more or less dead . . . at least for a little while. Good enough for now.

      I freed Mari as quickly as possible, and while she was stretching out her no-doubt-aching limbs and working her stiff joints, I found her discarded blouse and jeans on the floor in the corner, damp but in pretty good shape. I tossed her clothing to her, but she’d already thought a new outfit into existence. Leather. Black. Badass.

      I grinned at her.

      Mari dropped her old clothes on the floor and held her arms out, posing. “You like?”

      “Uh, yeah,” I said, looking her up and down.

      She returned my grin.

      Mine faltered. She’d been through a lot over the past few hours, and I didn’t fully trust her sudden show of bravado. Anyone would be affected by the things Carson had done to her, even tough-as-nails Mari. “Mars…”

      “I’m fine,” she said, but the steely glint in her eyes suggested otherwise.

      I frowned. “Yeah, well…I’m sorry, Mars.” The cold, hard reality was that I was responsible for her getting caught and tortured in the first place, and knowing that made me feel like a piece of shit. “I shouldn’t have—”

      “Seriously, Kat,” Mari said, cutting me off. “Just drop it. It happened. It’s over. And I’m fine.” She gave me a pointed look, raising her eyebrows. “Alright?”

      After a long, tense moment, I gave in. “Alright,” I said, nodding to the door. “Let’s go find the others.”

      Mari walked out of the cell like she owned the place, pausing only to smash the heel of her boot into Carson’s face. She spat on him, then left the cell, a place that had been a source of unimaginable pain for her for hours, without looking back at all.

      This was why I’d been so glad to have Mari by my side in Aaru. Underneath the lab coats and all of that stylish business attire, she was still the baddest bitch around—well, the baddest bitch besides me.

      I paused by Carson’s body on my way out, but not to beat him further. I was over it. Over him.

      I crouched down and tugged his key ring off his belt, adding it to my collection. Carson’s had way more keys than Jared’s—it might prove useful. I tucked the upgrade into my coat pocket as I stood, then walked out of the cell and slammed the door. The metallic clang reverberated throughout the dungeon, possibly the most satisfying sound I’d ever heard.

      Carson was locked in a cell in his own dungeon, deep beneath his own stupid fortress, not a key to the cell in sight.

      And it felt fan-fucking-tastic.
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      Finding Dom and the others wasn’t so hard. Carson had locked them up in another wing of the dungeon, and we took out their guards and sprang them all quickly and easily enough with our two stolen sets of keys. Thankfully, they were all relatively unharmed.

      “Do you know where to go from here?” I asked Dom as Mari worked on the final lock, Anapa waiting patiently on the other side of the cell door. Back in his cottage, Dom had told us that the way to access the cave was through the dungeon, so it had to be close.

      “I believe so,” Dom said. “This fortress is a Frankenstein of different castles in Europe, but this dungeon comes straight out of the Fortress of Guaita.” He gave the dungeon a quick scan. “I was held there once. There was a hot spring in a cave deep underground beneath the castle, and the lord at the time believed the waters to hold magical properties.”

      Dom ended his scan of our surroundings looking deeper into the dungeon where there was no light at all. “Every day, he and his wife would pass my cell on their way to the enchanted pools. She was unable to carry a child to term, you see, and a ‘sorcerer’ claimed the waters would cure her apparent infertility.” Dom nodded his head to the side and frowned. “In reality, soaking in the hot water probably hurt more than it helped . . .”

      “Huh,” I said, shifting my focus from his face to the unrelenting darkness deeper in the dungeon. “So, it’s that way?”

      “Yes.” Dom glanced at Anapa, who was just stepping out of his cell. “Come, we have wasted enough time here.”

      I felt like his words were a subtle jab aimed at me, but I didn’t comment on it. The last thing we needed to do right now was start fighting about whose fault it was that we’d been imprisoned in the first place.

      Don’t get me wrong—I was fully aware that the blame belonged mostly to me, but Dom had purposely withheld the fact that Carson wasn’t just here but was the dickwad tyrant in charge of the fortress. And Dom knew me better than anyone. He should’ve known how I would react the moment I heard Carson’s voice . . . should’ve known I wouldn’t be able to resist my first—and probably only—chance at avenging my mom’s death, especially not when presented with it so unexpectedly.

      I wouldn’t apologize for chasing my vengeance. Not to him. Not to anyone. Maybe that made me a shitty person—it definitely made me a shitty hero—but the guilt twisting around in my gut was making me defensive and, at the moment, I really didn’t care.

      Mood souring, I followed Dom deeper into the shadows of the dungeon. A torch appeared in his hand, illuminating the way ahead, and the shadows receded.

      The man-made stone walls soon gave way to carved bedrock, and I could just make out an ancient-looking door at the far end of the aisle. The door appeared to be made of thick boards of charred wood, but the closer we drew, the more I thought the wood’s dark appearance was just a patina caused by age—or rather, the mimicry of age. There was a large iron ring at the center of the door and what appeared to be a keyhole directly beneath it.

      Dom stepped aside when he reached the door and waved me forward. “If you don’t mind, Kat . . .”

      It took my mind a moment to puzzle out his meaning. But then he glanced at the antique iron lock. Oh, right—the keys. I had Carson’s keys.

      I reached into my pocket, pulling out the key ring and singling out the largest, oldest-looking key available. Stepping forward, I extended my hand and fit the key into the lock. I turned the key, and the lock stuck at first, but it soon gave way with a series of clicks and clangs that reminded me of the sounds the vault door to Mari’s bunker made whenever it was unlocked. I withdrew the key and, holding my breath, pushed the door open. I had no idea what to expect on the other side.

      The hinges creaked, and the whole door groaned, resisting movement. It was heavier than I’d expected, and I had to throw some of my body weight in to get it open all the way, but I managed eventually.

      On the other side of the door, a long, uneven stairway had been carved into the bedrock, entirely open on one side. My eyes widened when I saw the cavern that lay beyond the foot of the stairs.

      “I’ve been here before,” I said, voice little more than a whisper.

      A cozy campfire burned in the center of the cavern, casting a warm, golden glow on the stone walls. Where the cave mouth had once been, there was a barrier of boulders. Off to the left of the fire, a man lay on a bed of furs. He wore an intricate leather loincloth and was stretched out on his back, his hands resting on his bare belly. Like all Nejerets, he looked to be in the prime of his youth, mid to late twenties at the oldest. His long, tawny hair spilled across the dark brown fur under his head.

      I glanced at Dom. “This is where he died,” I said, gaze shifting to Anapa. He’d been there with me. He’d been by my side when I’d watched the First take his last breath.

      Anapa nodded, acknowledging our shared experience.

      I held his gaze for a moment, then turned and started my slow descent down the steep stairs, careful to avoid the sharp drop-off on the right. When I reached the bottom, I made a slow circuit around the cavern, finally coming to stand by the First’s bed of furs as I waited for the others to join me.

      “Any thoughts?” I asked once we were all gathered around the First, staring down at his sleeping form.

      Mari broke away, heading for the fire. She held out her hands, warming her fingers. “We could try burning him,” she suggested. “Shock him awake . . .” Clearly, she still had torture on the brain. Understandable, but maybe not the best move—at least, not the best first move.

      I cleared my throat. “Why don’t we start with something a little less aggressive,” I said. “We want him to wake up and want to help us . . . not want to kill us.”

      Mari shrugged, her back to me, attention claimed by the flames. All that torture had changed something within her—it had been a lot of torture. I just hoped it hadn’t broken her. I hadn’t thought so at the time, but now I wasn’t so sure.

      “Hey!” Susie said, drawing my attention as she crouched down beside the bed of furs and leaned over the First’s head. She poked his shoulder. “Wake up.” She poked him a few more times. “Wake. Up.” She clapped her hands over his face. “Come on, dude. Wake up!”

      Syris crouched and grabbed his sister’s wrist, stopping her clapping. When she looked at him, affronted, he said, “It’s not working, Suse . . . give it a rest.”

      Susie yanked her wrist free from her brother’s grasp and crossed her arms over her chest, huffing delicately. “Fine,” she said, giving him a very pointed look. “You try something.”

      Syris held his sister’s stare for a few seconds, then shifted his attention back to the First. He placed his knees on the edge of the furs and reached out, slipping his hands under the First’s broad shoulders. He lifted the sleeping man’s upper body off the bed, slowly shuffling forward as he worked the First into a sitting position.

      But sitting up didn’t seem to do a damn thing. The First slumped forward, just as limp as ever—no question as to his slumbering state.

      Syris lowered him back down so he was once again lying on the furs.

      Every idea that popped into my head connected back to Mari’s shock-him-awake plan. I considered slapping him, pinching him, pouring ice water on him, and blocking his airways. I even considered drawing Mercy and sliding her blade along his skin. Surely the sting of razor-sharp At cutting into his flesh would cause some sort of a reaction.

      But we needed his help—his willing help. We didn’t need a pissed off guy leading us around and around Aaru in circles until Nik died of bonding withdrawals simply out of spite. There had to be a way.

      I glanced at Dom, one of his favorite phrases whispering through my mind: There’s always a way. That mantra had held true in the Netjer universe, even when I’d been trapped in the Mother of All’s prison, hope a distant memory. And it would hold true here. It had to.

      “Too bad we don’t have a prince,” Mari said. “Or a princess, I guess . . .”

      I glanced over my shoulder, eyebrows rising. Mari was still staring into the fire.

      “True love’s kiss,” she added lazily. “Always works in the stories.”

      I rolled my eyes. She was definitely a little loopy from all the torture.

      Suddenly, there was a scuffling sound coming from the top of the stairs.

      I glanced up at the ancient door.

      It was still open, and Carson was standing in the opening. He looked a little worse for wear, but he was there. One of his lackeys must have stumbled upon him locked up in the dungeon. He’d gotten out of the cell way faster than I’d hoped.

      He stumbled down the first few steps, and a couple guardsmen passed through the doorway after him. My heart sank as more followed.

      “Damn it!” I hissed. I drew Mercy, but based on the endless stream of guards pouring in through the doorway behind Carson, the odds weren’t in our favor. Even with our increased numbers, there weren’t nearly enough of us. We so didn’t have time for this.

      When the screams started, I wasn’t quite sure what was happening. It was like the guardsmen in the rear, those still in the dungeon, were under attack.

      But then the mist filled the doorway, and I understood. For some unknown reason, the Beast had come to the rescue once again. And for the first time ever, I was happy to see the ominous mist.

      Carson hadn’t noticed it yet. He was too focused on his cornered prey. On us. He had no idea that a bigger, badder predator was hunting him.

      But my companions had noticed the Beast, and they were plenty afraid.

      “Don’t worry,” I told them, smile grim. “I think it’s here to help.”
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      The Beast snatched up Carson’s guardsmen one by one, pulling them into the depths of the mist. Carson remained oblivious that his small army was being decimated behind him. He was too focused on us. On me.

      Until the beast spat out one of the guards, launching him out of the mist. The guy flew past Carson, his hair-raising shouts forcing Carson’s focus off of us and onto the thing slowly descending upon him.

      About ten steps from the bottom of the stairs, Carson turned around ever so slowly, like he was afraid of what he would find behind him. Well, he was right to be afraid.

      Having seen the Beast, he froze, his back to us and his army little more than a few stragglers waiting to be overrun. He spun around suddenly and fled the rest of the way down the stairs, taking the remaining steps in twos and threes. He raced past us and to the darkest recesses of the cave, as far as he could possibly get from the Beast, and flattened his entire body against the cave wall.

      I sneered, feeling no shame for enjoying his display of extreme fear. I remembered the way the Beast had shown me a replay of that awful moment when Carson killed my mom, and I wondered, just for a moment, if that had been its way of communicating. Had it been trying to tell me that it knew me? That it understood me? Or, as impossible as it seemed, had the Beast been trying to warn me that Carson was here in the fortress?

      But as the mist oozed past us, the Beast ignoring us in favor of chasing after Carson, that train of thought veered off track, morphing into an idea. The Beast could take the shape of a person—I’d seen it do it several times already, with several different people. I wondered if it could take any form it liked. If so, then Mari may have been onto something with the whole “true love’s kiss” idea.

      My feet were moving before I’d fully thought through my plan. I started toward the Beast.

      Dom grabbed my arm, stopping me short.

      I turned partway and met his eyes. “I have an idea. Just trust me,” I said and waited for his reticent nod.

      His fingers loosened, releasing me, and I rushed toward Carson’s corner of the cave, heading off the Beast. I skidded to a halt in front of the mist, hands upraised. “Hold on,” I said, spreading my fingers wider apart. “Just, hold on for a sec.”

      I licked my lips and took a step closer to the mist. I could just make out the Beast’s tentacles moving within the shimmering depths, whipping about at first, but stilling as the Beast turned its focus from Carson to me.

      “I need your help,” I said, shooting a quick glance back at my watching companions. “We need your help.”

      There was a long moment where nothing happened, but then a human shape formed deep within the mist. As it drew closer to the edge, its features became more distinct. After only a few seconds, it emerged from the mist, and I was suddenly standing face-to-face with my mom. Or rather, with the Beast.

      “Thank you.” I cleared my throat and lowered my hands. “Do you know of Isfet?” I asked it.

      My mom—the Beast—blinked, and then it bowed its head in a prolonged nod.

      “Great,” I said, relief flooding me as my lips spread into a slow smile. This could work. I inhaled deeply, holding the breath in for a moment before asking, “Would you be able to take on Isfet’s shape—like you’re doing right now, looking like my mom?”

      The Beast tilted its head to the side, its expression turning strangely curious.

      “You see, we need to wake the First.” I pointed to the bed of furs. “The guy over there . . . the one who’s sleeping.”

      The Beast glanced at the First, then returned its attention to me, its head tilting to the other side.

      “And, um, I think that if he believes Isfet is here, he’ll wake up,” I explained. Or, at least, I hoped he would.

      The Beast continued to stare at me, no change to its placid expression.

      Well, there was nothing to do now but to keep on rambling, hoping to get through. “And we need to wake him because, well, the fate of the universe is kind of at stake,” I said. “Everyone and everything . . .” I gestured to the Beast. “You, even—it’s all in danger.”

      The Beast’s brow furrowed. Slowly, it extended its hand—my mom’s hand—holding it out toward me like it wanted me to take it.

      I started to reach for the proffered hand but hesitated. I knew this was all an illusion. It wasn’t really my mom standing there, but a writhing, viny mass masked in my mom’s appearance. I wouldn’t be taking her hand, but grasping the Beast’s tentacles. Voluntarily. The thought sent a shiver creeping up my spine.

      But it had to be done. Taking a deep breath, I squared my shoulders and stepped closer to the Beast, reaching out to grasp its hand.

      The moment I made contact with the Beast, I felt like I’d been struck by lightning. My whole body—my whole soul—stiffened as an electric current flowed into me from the Beast. It hurt like hell, but that was kind of par for the course at this point. But the physical pain wasn’t the worst of it; I could feel the Beast shuffling around in my mind, rummaging through my thoughts and memories.

      On pure instinct, I fought the mental invasion. But once the initial shock faded, I realized that the connection between us went both ways. The Beast was in my mind, and I was in the Beast’s. I could feel its intentions . . . sense its purpose.

      It was trying to understand. It knew what I wanted it to do—take on Isfet’s appearance to wake the First—but it needed to know why I wanted it to wake the First. Why I wanted to find the grove. Why I was searching for Isfet. It needed to understand my intentions.

      With that realization, I relaxed, letting the Beast in. Letting it know me. Letting it understand that I wasn’t like Carson and that waking the First wasn’t about me trying to escape from Aaru. It wasn’t about me at all. It was much, much bigger than that.

      And as the Beast focused all of its attention on sifting through my mind, it opened itself fully to me. In a rush of awareness, I knew the Beast.

      I knew that it wasn’t a Beast at all. It wasn’t a creature or a thing or a monster. Rather, it was Iusaset, the great tree growing in Isfet’s grove, and the tentacles weren’t tentacles at all—they were the great tree’s roots, which wove all throughout Aaru—and its sole purpose was to protect Isfet. It had been protecting Isfet since she was first imprisoned in Aaru. It had watched over her when the First arrived, ensuring he meant her no harm. It had guarded her from the Nejerets who arrived after the First—Nejerets who thought they could use Isfet to escape from Aaru, just as Carson wanted to use her. It had driven them away from the grove, and in the process, it had unintentionally driven the First away as well.

      When Isfet grew bored after centuries of being alone and fell into a deep sleep, Iusaset watched over her until she woke, lured out of her slumber by me the moment I first entered Duat and established our cross-dimensional connection. Only Iusaset hadn’t connected the dots between the one who’d awoken Isfet and me—the ba trapped in Aaru—right away.

      Iusaset attacked me when Mari and I first entered Aaru because it sensed my power—in its mind, I was up there with beings like Isfet and the Mother of All—and to Iusaset, I was the single biggest threat to Isfet that had ever entered Aaru. But as it followed me from the mist plane to Dom’s cottage, it started to suspect that I was the one who’d awakened Isfet. That I was the one Isfet was waiting for.

      Through its thoughts, I could see that our disturbing interaction in the woods had been Iusaset’s way of making sure that I was no ally of Carson’s. Of ensuring that I wasn’t like him, and that I posed no threat to Isfet. And when it lured Susie into the mist and away from the others just outside the fortress, it had taken on Lex’s shape and embraced Susie as a means to enter her mind and gain a greater understanding of me. It was in that moment that Iusaset confirmed its suspicions about me. I was the one Isfet was waiting for, and Iusaset wanted to lead me to her.

      Iusaset tried to show me the way, but it didn’t move though Aaru like the rest of us. Its roots reached all sections of Aaru, allowing Iusaset access to any and all sections practically simultaneously. It didn’t understand why I needed to move through the anchor points in any particular order. It didn’t understand why I needed to move through the anchor points at all. I could feel its frustration as it tried and failed to show me the way.

      The electric current flowing through me surged, lighting my nerve endings on fire, and then it vanished. The last thought I gleaned from Iusaset’s mind was its disappointment that it wouldn’t be able to speed my journey. But it was resolved to aid my quest in any way that it could.

      I sagged forward, breathing hard, synapses singed by the influx of information. And when I raised my head, it was no longer my mom standing before me.

      It was Isfet.
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      Iusaset bowed its head to me once more, looking exactly like the deity who was the heart and soul of this universe; it had Isfet’s tiny, lithe frame and perfect pixie features, and her featherlight, silver-blonde hair floated around its shoulders and cascaded down its back. Straightening once more, Iusaset turned away from me—away from Carson cowering behind me—and glided around the campfire, toward the First. The mist followed behind Iusaset like the lavish train of a gown.

      I rushed ahead, making a shooing motion at Dom and the others. “Get out of its way,” I told them. “Let it do its thing.”

      Everyone retreated to the cave wall, clearing the way to the First’s bed of furs. Everyone save for Dom. He was staring at Iusaset, his eyes narrowed speculatively.

      I headed straight for my half-brother, and when I reached him, I shoved him toward the others, away from Iusaset. “What are you doing,” I hissed. “Are you nuts?”

      Iusaset might have felt compelled to ally with me, thanks to my connection to Isfet, but none of my companions shared that connection. In fact, I was downright terrified of what would happen if Iusaset got its tentacles—its roots—on Anapa or Re and realized it was their fault that Isfet was trapped in Aaru in the first place.

      Dom didn’t resist as I pushed him around the bed of furs and toward the cave wall beyond it. He also didn’t take his eyes off of Iusaset.

      “What’s your problem?” I asked him, smacking his upper arm with the back of my hand.

      Finally, he broke his one-sided stare with Iusaset and looked at me. There was a haunted cast to his dark eyes. “That is what Isfet looks like?”

      “Yeah . . .” I glanced at Iusaset, brows drawn together. I was at a total loss as to why the illusion of Isfet was throwing him so off-balance.

      But then my eyes widened, and I looked at Dom. Because I got it. I understood.

      Dom was the only one here besides Anapa who’d seen the magical disguise I’d donned weeks ago to go unnoticed at the high school, but Anapa must have seen the resemblance to Isfet from the get-go. Dom was only just now realizing how deep my connection to Isfet truly was. It was impossible to ignore with the illusion of her gliding closer. Because she looked exactly like I had when I’d been hiding behind a stranger’s face. When I’d been hiding behind her face.

      “You alright?” I said to Dom, eyes locked with his. We couldn’t afford for him to lose his shit right now.

      He stared at me, unblinking, for a long moment. But finally, he nodded.

      I returned his nod, then turned my attention back to Iusaset.

      It was closing in on the First, yards—feet—from the bed of furs. Its steps made no sound, and the only noise cutting through the tension was the sound of Carson’s harsh breathing on the far side of the cavern.

      When Iusaset reached the bed, it knelt on the edge of the furs and leaned over the ancient, slumbering man. It reached out one of its delicate hands and placed it on the First’s cheek, then leaned over him, bringing its face close to his.

      “Joju,” it said. This was the first time I’d ever heard it speak, and its sibilant voice was nothing like Isfet’s. The syllables echoed off the cave walls, whispers of the sounds lingering far longer than was natural. It repeated the word, and a memory drifted up from some distant corner of my mind.

      It was his name. Joju was the First’s name.

      I held my breath, my heart pounding in my chest.

      A hush fell over the cave once more as the echo died away. Even Carson was quiet now. He still huddled against the far wall of the cave, but he was as silent as the rest of us.

      Joju’s eyelids fluttered open, and the cavern was filled by the rasp of a collective exhale.

      The First was awake.
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      The Beast smiled down at Joju, then stood and took a step backward, looking at me. It bowed its head before retreating into the mist. I was just able to see the illusion of Isfet dissolve into a mass of writhing roots before Iusaset disappeared entirely and the mist pulled back to the stairway.

      I stepped away from the cave wall, cautiously making my way closer to the bed of furs and the disoriented man lying there.

      Joju stared at the mist long after the illusion of Isfet was gone. His face was a mask of confusion, his eyes alight with some strange combination of longing and fear.

      I stopped beside the bed of furs and crouched down, resting my forearms on my thighs. “Joju,” I said quietly.

      Joju started, his attention snapping from the mist to me. His breaths were coming faster now. The fear was winning out.

      I held up my hands, letting him know I was no threat. My lips curved into a tentative smile, and I nodded in greeting. “I’m not going to hurt you,” I said, knowing full well he wouldn’t understand my words. I just hoped he could sense my meaning and feel my sincerity.

      Joju searched my face, his brow furrowing. He stared at me for several long seconds, and then, suddenly, his eyes widened in recognition.

      My eyebrows rose. I hadn’t expected that reaction.

      He propped himself up on his elbows and said something incomprehensible, hand partially upraised and pointing at me.

      I frowned, shaking my head. “I’m sorry,” I said, “I don’t understand what you’re saying.”

      I’d been so focused on the apparently impossible task of waking Joju that, until now, I hadn’t considered the very real communication barrier we would have to work around once he was awake. Getting him to understand what we needed from him—and why—was going to be a massive pain in the ass. It was an effort to keep the annoyance from souring my expression.

      “He says he remembers you,” Re said, moving closer to the foot of the bed of furs.

      I looked at him, eyebrows once again climbing higher. Re could understand Joju. Of course he could, I realized belatedly; Joju was from the first generation of Nejerets, which meant he’d been fathered by Re . . . or by Nuin, the man Re had been possessing at the time. Joju was, more or less, Re’s son.

      Their relationship was an unexpected windfall. All we needed to gain Joju’s trust was for Re to convince him of who he was. Of who, long ago, he had been.

      “He says he saw you in the place of rainbows,” Re continued.

      Duat, I realized—Joju remembered seeing me in Duat. It was both surprising and not. Mine had been the last Nejeret face he’d seen before being sucked into Aaru, but so much time had passed. His memory was nothing short of astounding.

      I flashed Re a grateful smile, relief flooding me. Crisis averted, for once. Good luck wasn’t something I was used to, and it felt somehow impermanent, like the rug might be yanked out from under my feet and this positive turn of events would slip away.

      I turned my smile to Joju. “I remember you, too,” I told him and touched my right hand to my chest. “I’m Kat.” I held my hand out in greeting.

      Joju’s expression turned quizzical, but he pushed up to a sitting position and tentatively placed his hand in mine. The wrong hand, but I could hardly blame the guy. He’d died long before the Western handshake was really a thing.

      I gave his hand a friendly squeeze and offered him another smile, then glanced at Re. “And this is Re.” I returned my focus to Joju. “But I think you’ll remember him by another name—Nuin, your father.”

      Re hesitated before translating my words, and there was no way for me to know exactly what he told Joju, but the emotions that transformed Joju’s expression were unmistakable.

      As Re spoke, Joju stared at him, incredulity slowly giving way to wonder. He laughed suddenly, a jubilant sound, and shook his head. He’d accepted Re’s identity. He’d recognized him as his father.

      “What do you want me to tell him?” Re asked me.

      I looked at Re, then back at Joju.

      Both men were watching me. Waiting on me.

      I licked my lips, then dove straight in. “We need your help, Joju,” I told the ancient Nejeret, waiting for Re to translate before delving into the details. I told him everything that was pertinent. I told him that the universe was in danger—that Isfet, his beloved, was in danger—and that freeing Isfet from Aaru was our only hope. I told him I was connected to her, and that I had a way to set her free.

      “We need you to take us there,” I told him, expecting some resistance. I rubbed the back of my neck, attempting to alleviate the increasingly severe ache. My fingers barely made a dent anymore. How much time did Nik and I have left? Days, I wagered, but there was no way to say for sure. “And we need to get there fast,” I added.

      A broad grin spread across Joju’s face when Re translated my words, and he reached out with both hands, capturing one of mine. “Yes,” he said through Re, “I will take you there.”

      I stared at him, eyebrows raised in surprise for the second time in minutes. I couldn’t believe how well this was going. I dared to hope that waking Joju would be the hardest part of this mission—that we’d reached the top of the mountain and everything following would be an easy stroll downhill.

      And then I mentally slapped myself for tempting fate.

      At the sound of a scuffle in a far corner of the cave, I looked away from Joju . . . and found Carson. He was still lurking in the shadows in the deepest, darkest recess of the cave. In all the excitement, I’d forgotten all about him. That realization stunned me beyond words.

      I’d been starved for revenge since the moment Heru killed Carson, robbing me of my vengeance. That hunger had always been with me, skirting around the deepest, darkest recesses of my consciousness, not always my main focus, but always there nonetheless. And now that my revenge was within reach, that hunger should have been all-consuming.

      But it wasn’t.

      I stood slowly, staring at Carson’s pathetic, cowering figure from across the cave. I’d forgotten about him. I’d forgotten about my well-deserved revenge.

      Because what I was involved in now was bigger than personal vendettas. Bigger than any individual. Carson may have killed my mom, but the Mother of All wanted to destroy what remained of her along with everyone else I loved. This was the fate of the entire damn universe, and Carson was just one tiny, scuttling cockroach. He didn’t matter. Not to me. Not anymore.

      At some point during my imprisonment in his dungeon, Carson had lost his power over me. I’d gone from wanting to get my hands on him to make him pay for killing my mom to wanting to incapacitate him so we would be able to get on with the mission.

      I was finally—finally—free.

      I shook my head, laughing softly. Letting go of that grisly hunger left me feeling a thousand pounds lighter, like I might just float away.

      “What should we do about dickwad over there?” Mari asked, coming to stand beside me. A new hunger for revenge burned in her jade-green eyes. I could hardly blame her, after all he’d put her through.

      I let out a dismissive snort. “Leave him for the Beast,” I said, exchanging a sidelong glance with her.

      Iusaset had rummaged through my thoughts and memories enough to know that Carson was a threat to Isfet. There was no way it would just let him go, free to follow us as we journeyed across Aaru in search of the grove. I didn’t know what it would do to him exactly, and I honestly didn’t care. He wasn’t my problem anymore.

      Mari’s wicked grin told me she loved the idea.

      I turned my attention to Joju, who was waiting patiently on his bed of furs. “Are you ready to go?” I asked.

      When Re relayed my question, Joju nodded, climbing to his feet. Based on the light in his eyes, he was more than ready . . . more than eager to be reunited with Isfet.

      I nodded to him, then turned away and headed for the long, narrow staircase carved into the stone.

      The mist parted for me as I climbed the stairs, my companions trailing behind me. My step was the bounciest it had been since entering Aaru, despite the withdrawal pains being more noticeable than ever. The worst was behind us.

      It had to be.
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      Over the next few hours, we passed through three different anchor points, taking us to three very different sections of Aaru, no problems and minimal waiting. We were currently hiking along a trail through an alpine meadow that looked like it belonged in some fantastical world one could only reach through an enchanted wardrobe.

      Up ahead, the trail split. Joju took the right fork, leading us closer to the stream that cut a lazily curving path through the field of tall grasses and wildflowers. The water burbled cheerfully, a hypnotic accompaniment to the chorus of chirping birds and softly rustling grass.

      I trudged along behind Joju, boots feeling like they weighed a hundred pounds each and eyes glued to the trail ahead, diligently searching for any sign of a stone archway.

      As I walked, I added up the time I’d been in Aaru as best I could. I estimated it had been about three earth days since I escaped from the Netjer universe, which meant I’d been away from Nik for well over a week. The severity of the bonding withdrawals supported that estimate.

      My head pounded nonstop, and my whole body ached, like I was coming down with a bout of the flu and dealing with bone-deep growing pains all at once. Our hourly transdimensional check-ins did nothing to ease the aches and pains caused by our separation. With every passing hour, it was more of an effort to push through the pain and concentrate on putting one foot in front of the other.

      But walking was better than stopping. Each time we paused at an archway to wait for the anchor points to shift, the unrelenting discomfort pulled me deeper and deeper into a pained daze. I couldn’t help but wonder if Nik had reached the point where the withdrawals were causing him to lose consciousness. Not according to our last few check-ins, but there was always the chance that Nik was lying to me.

      I sighed, raising a hand to brush a few flyaways back. I was beat. The trail followed a gentle incline, but it was nothing that would’ve worn me out normally. At this point, I was ready for this all to be over. I was ready to give myself over to Isfet, if only to rest for a little while. An eternity of peace sounded just about right.

      The trail veered closer to the stream until we were walking directly alongside it. From the looks of it, the trail followed the stream to a small waterfall maybe a quarter of a mile away. The water dropped some fifteen feet, splashing into a peaceful, crystalline pool surrounded by huge, mossy boulders and a few stray pine trees. The closer we drew, the more apparent it became that the trail we were following ended at the waterfall.

      When Joju was mere paces away from the edge of the pool, he held a hand up, telling the rest of us to stop. To wait. He paused only for a moment, then stepped closer to the pool, looking like he had no intention of stopping. He didn’t.

      He walked straight into the pool of water, ripples spreading out behind him as he first waded, then swam his way across to the waterfall.

      “What’s he doing?” I said, exchanging a look with Re as I moved closer to the edge of the pool. “Ask him what he’s doing.”

      But before Re could even open his mouth, Joju dove beneath the surface of the pool, vanishing from sight. I took me a few seconds to realize that the anchor point must’ve been hidden behind the waterfall.

      Joju reemerged a moment later and gracefully made his way back to the edge of the pool. “We must wait,” he said as he climbed out of the pool, his bad news delivered through Re.

      “But—” I shook my head, looking from him to Dom and the others, then back to Joju. We’d passed through the last three anchor points without pause. Surely Joju had to know a route to the grove that didn’t include stopping and waiting. “But why?” I asked, desperate for him to realize he’d been wrong.

      Re pressed his lips together.

      “Ask him,” I demanded. “Ask him why we have to wait!” I felt like a junkie jonesing for her next hit, except the source of my addiction didn’t even exist in this place. The only way to find relief was to keep going.

      I could feel the others’ eyes on me, but I ignored their stares.

      “Little sister,” Dom said, resting his hand on my shoulder and moving to stand before me. “You know why. We must wait until the correct path is open to us. Joju understands our urgency. He is taking us to the grove as quickly as possible. Moving for the sake of moving will not get us there any faster.” He gave my shoulder a gentle squeeze. “Sit. Rest. Nik will be checking in soon. Perhaps that will take the edge off.”

      I searched Dom’s eyes, his irises a gray so dark it was almost black, and my panic slowly abated. My shoulders slumped, and I let Dom lead me to a boulder near the edge of the pool, not resisting when he pushed down on my shoulders and told me to sit.

      “What section of Aaru are we waiting for, exactly?” Mari asked, easing down to kneel on a patch of thick moss a few yards away from my boulder. She lowered her hand into the water, tracing her fingers along the surface. Her eyebrows rose, and she looked at me. “The water’s pretty warm, Kat. Soaking in it might help ease the withdrawal symptoms a bit . . . or at least give you another sensation to think about.”

      I glanced at Joju, who was speaking with Re, likely answering Mari’s question. “Hopefully we won’t be here long enough to make it worth it,” I said, voice monotone.

      Re said something to Joju, like he was confirming what Joju had told him. Joju nodded and, finally, Re looked at Mari. “We’ll be here until the anchor point connects with a place Joju calls ‘Sky Mountain,’” Re explained. He shifted his focus to me, sympathy shining in his eyes. “He says it’s three shifts away.”

      “Three shifts,” I repeated, heart sinking. Unless those shifts were within minutes of each other, we would be here for a while.

      Mari withdrew her hand from the pool. “How long should that take?” she asked.

      Re took a deep breath and held it, hesitating. “Four hours,” he said on his exhale. “Maybe five.”

      My head drooped forward, and I squeezed my eyes shut, unintentionally pushing a tear free.

      “Well,” Mari said, “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’m getting in the water. The temperature is perfect.”

      I heard the rustle of clothes, then felt something soft smack into my forehead. “Hey!” I said, knocked out of my wallowing. I looked up, affronted.

      Mari’s linen shirt was wadded up in my lap, and she was standing a couple yards away, shimmying out of the cargo pants she’d changed into two anchor points back. Once she was out of her pants, she balled them up and threw them at me too.

      I caught the pants instinctively. “Seriously, Mars?” I said, throwing them right back at her.

      She swatted the pants away, the corner of her mouth twitching with barely suppressed laughter. Down to just her underthings, she planted her hands on her hips and stuck out her bottom lip in an exaggerated pout. “I’m bored,” she whined and stomped her foot. “Come play with me!”

      She looked so ridiculous, standing there in her lacy pink bra and panties, pouting like a child, that I couldn’t help but smile. “Fine,” I said, laughing under my breath and shaking my head. I shrugged out of my coat and laid it on the boulder, then bent down to untie my bootlaces.

      Mari backed away from the edge of the pool a couple steps, then took a running leap into the water. “Cannonball!” she yelled, a moment before her balled-up body broke the surface of the water, splashing us all.

      I closed my eyes and turned my face away, but the water still soaked the entire left side of my body. I gasped, surprised by just how warm the water was. “Oh, you’re going to get it now,” I said, eyes narrowing as I kicked off my boots. I unbuckled my belt and shed my pants, and I was already running toward the edge of the pool as I yanked my tank top over my head.

      Mari squealed, diving under the surface and out of the way.

      I hit the water feetfirst and let myself sink all the way down to the bottom. The pool was quite a bit deeper than it looked from above. The moment my toes touched smooth stone, the ground rocked with a tremor.

      I bent my knees, then sprang back up to the surface of the pool, sucking in a breath the moment I broke through. I brushed the hair out of my eyes and spat out the water I’d taken in during my massive inhale, spinning around so I could see the others.

      Syris was in the process of undressing, and Susie was untying her sneakers. Mari was nowhere in sight.

      “Was that a shift?” I asked, treading water.

      “It was,” Dom said as the others nodded.

      Mari popped up a few feet away, gasping for air. “It’s a marsh,” she said, eyes on me. “I just checked. Definitely not anything I would call ‘Sky Mountain.’”

      I glanced at the waterfall, fighting the urge to look for myself.

      “One down,” Mari said, “two to go.”

      Re moved to the mossy patch near the edge of the pool and sat, one knee upraised. “Less than four hours now,” he said.

      “Four more hours—still?” I said, unable to hide the hint of whine in my voice.

      “That’s better than five,” Mari added, giving me a pointed look.

      “Yeah, I guess,” I said, kicking my feet up so I was floating on my back.

      She’d been right about the water helping. It didn’t actually diminish the withdrawal symptoms, but the constantly shifting water lapping against my skin did provide a bit of a distraction.

      As my body floated, my mind roamed. Four hours was better than five, but what if we had to wait like this at every anchor point from here to the grove? It usually took us an hour or two to cross a section of Aaru, so the time would add up quickly.

      I’d thought that we had it made after waking Joju and allying with Iusaset. Carson wasn’t even a problem anymore. But I hadn’t realized we’d yet to face our greatest enemy: time.

      There was no avoiding it now. Time was not on our side. With each passing minute, Nik inched closer and closer to death.

      And if he died, so would the rest of the universe.
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      I hung out in the pool until the second shift, which connected the anchor point behind the waterfall to a peaceful grassy plain. That time, I did check for myself. After I emerged from the shallow cavern behind the waterfall, I swam to the edge of the pool and climbed out, then dried off, dressed, and sat on the boulder to wait. And wait.

      And wait . . .

      It seemed to take forever for the third shift to happen, but it was probably only an hour or so. Finally, the ground shook, as always happened with a shift. But this time, the tremors put us all on high alert. I jumped to my feet, as did the others, everyone looking to Joju for direction.

      He stood calmly and walked toward the pool, first wading across, then swimming when he reached the deeper part near the center. The rest of us followed like a bunch of ducklings trailing after their mama duck. We passed through the waterfall and entered the shallow cavern concealed behind it. The anchor point archway was at the deepest part of the cave, a symbol made up of three intersecting triangles marking the keystone.

      “You may wish to change your clothes here,” Joju told us through Re, a small pile of leather and furs appearing on the cave floor by his feet. He shed his dripping clothing and, piece by piece, started to dress in his primitive cold-weather attire.

      One glance through the archway told me why. “Sky Mountain” was definitely an appropriate name for the section of Aaru we were about to enter. It looked like it had been taken straight out of those documentaries of people climbing—and often dying—on Mount Everest. Snowy mountains with jagged peaks and expansive glacier fields stretched out as far as the eye could see. The sky was a clear, crystal blue, but gusts of wind blew the powdery top layer of snow around, making the ground look fuzzy. To say that the scene on the other side of the archway looked cold would be an extreme understatement. It looked downright freezing.

      I followed Joju’s lead, thinking into existence a small pile of my own winter clothing. Around me, the others did the same. My whole outfit was fitted, insulated, and waterproof. And black. I added some fur-lined lace-up boots with a spiked tread—the closest thing to combat boots I could think up—and a long, thick shearling coat with a fluffy fur-trimmed hood. I could barely fit my sword harness on over the coat. If that thing couldn’t keep me warm as we trekked along a snowy mountain ridge, nothing would.

      Mari, Dom, and the twins ended up in more traditional mountaineering clothes, but I could see Mari eyeing my outfit with just a hint of envy. I couldn’t blame her. The coat and boots were about as badass as winter wear could get. Oddly enough, Anapa and Re changed into clothing a lot more like Joju’s, and I chalked it up to their own ancient origins.

      The trek through Sky Mountain was treacherous and slow going, but luckily we didn’t have to cover all that much distance. We reached the next anchor point after a couple hours. And thankfully, this time we didn’t have to wait at all.

      Joju led us right on through to a strange landscape that reminded me of footage I’d seen from the moon landings, then to an arctic tundra after that, then to a canyon cut through by a raging river so deep it put the Grand Canyon to shame. That was our quickest stop, with the river carrying our freshly thought-up boats from one anchor point to the other in barely fifteen minutes.

      I wasn’t sure if Joju strategically altered the route we took through Aaru to one that would keep us moving—and keep me from succumbing to another panicked outburst—or if it was just pure luck, but there were no more layovers at anchor points. We were going nonstop, the anchor points we needed lining up at just the right time. It was smooth sailing and green lights, all the way, and whatever the reason, I was grateful. The only thing keeping me from collapsing into a blubbering ball of pain was the need to keep moving forward. If I was moving, I was getting closer to the grove. Closer to Isfet. Closer to Nik and the relief that would only come once my part in this was finally over.

      I lost count after a while, but I would’ve guessed we’d passed through at least twenty anchor points since Sky Mountain. It helped that we didn’t have to stop to eat or sleep. In fact, the others all seemed to be filled with an endless supply of energy. I was the only one showing any signs of exhaustion, but I attributed that to my unique situation and pretended not to see the increasingly frequent furtive glances thrown my way.

      I could keep going. I could do it. I had to.

      When we reached anchor point number who-knows on a grassy knoll, the archway surrounded by monoliths, Joju took one look through the archway, then turned to me. “We must wait,” he told me, his meaning relayed through Re. His eyes were filled with so much pity that I hardly needed the translation to understand him.

      I sighed, shoulders slumping. I felt wrung out and raw, little more than a bundle of fear and throbbing nerve endings. My headache had long been surpassed by the searing pain circulating through every part of me like lava through my veins. I felt light-headed and dizzy, the trees creeping up the sides of the hill tilting this way and that like buoys bobbing lazily in the sea. I placed one hand on the nearest monolith, hoping doing so might allay my vertigo.

      Not so much . . .

      I glanced at the archway. It led to a desert that reminded me so much of the desert we’d passed through immediately after leaving Dom’s wooded section of Aaru that it felt like we’d just run around in a big circle, ending up right back where we’d started. I knew that wasn’t the case—the symbol carved into the keystone wasn’t the triangle signifying that other desert, but two intersecting circles, one carved deeper than the other, reminding me of a solar eclipse—but knowing and feeling are two very different things. My heart and mind were in a disconnect, and I couldn’t suppress the panic and paranoia setting in.

      What if Joju was tricking us? What if he’d only agreed to lead us to Isfet as a way to keep us preoccupied while he wore down the clock? What if leading us around in circles was his way of protecting her from us?

      My breaths started coming faster, but I couldn’t get enough air.

      We were running out of time. Nik hadn’t said anything about it during our last few check-ins, but he’d looked like hell, and I had no doubt that he’d reached the losing-consciousness phase of bonding withdrawals. He had a day or two left at best.

      I sucked in air, but I couldn’t seem to get enough oxygen. Funny, considering I was technically an energy being now, and I didn’t really have lungs, which meant I didn’t need oxygen. But that didn’t matter to my not-brain or my not-body. I couldn’t breathe. And I desperately needed to.

      I bent over, hands on my knees. Black spots danced around the edges of my vision.

      Suddenly, people were all around me, touching me and asking me questions. It was sweet, them caring. But they were only making it worse, except I couldn’t tell them that, because I couldn’t breathe.

      “Get back!” Dom said, voice a whipcrack. “Give her some space.” He crouched down in front of me, placing his hands on either side of my face. “Look at me, little sister,” he ordered, and I was so out of my mind that I obeyed without question.

      The moment my eyes made contact with his, everything else slipped out of focus.

      “You are safe,” Dom said. “We are almost there . . . just one more anchor point after this. Just one more section of Aaru. We are almost there, little sister. You are doing so well, and I know this must be incredibly difficult, but we are almost there. You are almost done. Just hold on a little bit longer, and then you will be reunited with your Nik, and it will all be over.”

      Soon, I would be reunited with Nik. That knowledge cracked through the panic, allowing logic to resurface. As my mind cleared, I was able to process the rest of what Dom had said. We were close. The grove was only two anchor points away. Isfet was almost within reach.

      I let out a pathetic sob and collapsed against Dom. I didn’t even care that the others were seeing my breakdown. My weakest moment. All I cared about was seeing Nik again—even if it was just for a few moments before Isfet took me over entirely, it would be enough—and Dom knew that; it was why he’d dangled that carrot in front of me to pull me out of the panicked hysteria.

      Dom wrapped his arms around me, holding me close. He rested his cheek on the top of my head and murmured things in French that I couldn’t understand, but his soothing tone made it sound strangely like a lullaby.

      The earth groaned, and Dom barely had a chance to brace one arm against the monolith before the ground shook under the force of a shift.

      Dom raised his head, looking at Joju. “Is this the right one?”

      I recognized Joju’s word for “yes.”

      “We’re supposed to go through that?” Mari said, voice incredulous.

      Sniffling, I pulled away from Dom enough that I could see the scene through the archway. Eyes widening, I stepped away from him completely. “Holy shit,” I said, voice barely audible as I numbly approached the archway.

      Through it, I had a clear view from atop a high, rocky cliffside that dropped off into a violently raging sea. A perfect storm. The sky was a mass of dark, angry clouds punctuated by flashes of lightning. Far below, the midnight swells reached impossible heights, crashing into one another in an explosion of spraying water. This was no earthly storm. This was a thing of nightmares.

      And we were supposed to cross it.

      I looked up at the keystone. Two diagonal lines crossing at their midpoints were carved into the stone. “X marks the spot,” I said, voice hollow.

      Mari let out a burst of miserable laughter, but it died out quickly. “We’re so going to die,” she said. “Again.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      “There has to be another way to get there,” I said, turning on Joju. I glanced at Re, who was standing on the opposite side of the monoliths. “Tell him he needs to find us another route.” I pointed back at the archway and the harrowing scene beyond it. “This isn’t going to work.”

      Re moved closer to Joju and relayed what I’d said.

      Joju shook his head, then looked at Re and responded.

      Re’s countenance grew grimmer and grimmer as Joju spoke, and when he turned his attention back to me, his wary expression told me I wouldn’t like Joju’s answer. “This is the only way,” Re told me. “The only anchor point leading to the grove is at the bottom of that sea.”

      My mouth fell open. “The bottom?”

      Gods . . . this was so much worse than I’d thought. And I’d already thought it was worst-case-scenario bad.

      Joju was talking again, and I not-so-patiently waited until he was finished for Re’s translation. I crossed my arms over my chest, tapping the toe of my boot and raising my eyebrows.

      “He is very sorry,” Re said, and a quick glance at Joju’s face confirmed that. “He originally built a city here, intending it as the place for all Nejerets to dwell once they entered Aaru. But soon after a few more Nejerets arrived, a woman named Tala, she became obsessed with Isfet. She begged Joju to take her to the grove and introduce her, but he refused, because he knew her intentions were impure. Like so many others, Tala was looking for a way out—a way back.” Re looked to Joju, once again waiting as the other man spoke.

      When Joju finished, it was Re’s turn once more. “One day, Tala became impatient and snuck into the grove. Joju doesn’t know exactly what happened in there, but he never saw Tala again. And before he could pass through the archway to find out what happened, the Beast appeared and drove Joju and the other Nejerets away. He created the raging sea to slow the Beast while the others fled, then formed the rest of the maze that has become Aaru around this place, hoping to contain the Beast.”

      “Well, that didn’t work out so well, did it?” I commented.

      “No,” Re said, “it didn’t.”

      “There has to be some trick,” I said, looking from Re to Joju and back. “Some secret route under the sea or something . . .”

      Re relayed my words, and Joju shook his head again.

      “I hate to state the obvious,” Mari said, “but can’t we just create a boat? A big, armored, stormproof boat?” She shrugged. “Then we can, I don’t know, dive down to the anchor point once we reach the right spot?”

      “No boat will survive that storm for long,” Dom said absently. He was staring into the archway, focus distant. “But dive . . .” He looked at Mari. “That might just work.”

      Mari guffawed, her face a mask of incredulity. “You can’t be suggesting we jump into that,” she said, pointing to the sea through the archway.

      “Actually,” Dom said, “that is exactly what I am suggesting.” He moved closer to the archway. “The drop is far enough that the momentum from the fall will push us deep beneath the surface of the water . . . deep beneath the violent current. We can travel along the bottom, where it will be calmer, until we reach the last anchor point.”

      “But won’t the fall destroy our gear?” I said, imagining scuba diving equipment scattered all across the surface of the water.

      “No,” Mari said, and I looked at her. She’d gone from incredulous to excited in a heartbeat. “No, the fall won’t destroy our gear . . . because we won’t be using any.”

      Dom snapped his fingers. “Precisely!”

      I looked back and forth between them, brow furrowing and lips pressed together in an almost-frown. “I’m not following . . .”

      “Think about it, Kat,” Mari said. “We can create anything here—anything we can imagine.” She was practically bouncing as she spoke. “How about an At mask holding an endless supply of oxygen? All you’d need is a wet suit to keep you warm and a pair of flippers to help propel you through the water, and you’d be able to zip around underwater indefinitely.”

      “Jesus . . .” I was staring at Mari, horrified by her—their—idea. “You’re serious.”

      “Yep,” she said with a nod. “Dead serious.”

      “I believe the idea is sound,” Anapa said, exchanging a look and a nod with Re.

      Susie and Syris appeared to be about as excited about jumping off the cliff as I felt, which was the opposite of Mari, who was visibly giddy.

      A mask appeared in Mari’s hands, clear and slightly contoured to the shape of a human face. She fitted it over her head, looked this way and that, then nodded and pushed it up so it was resting on top of her head. “Here,” she said, thinking another mask into existence and handing it to Dom.

      She handed out masks as quickly as she could make them, offering the last one to me. Next, she passed out wet suits.

      The others started to undress, but I just stood there, staring down at the mask and wet suit in my hands. I could feel the panic resurfacing, mixing with the pain and dizziness to make my stomach twist.

      I closed my eyes, picturing Nik.

      He would be feeling just as bad as me. Worse, probably, since he had a real, live physical body, not just the Aaru equivalent of one. If I ever wanted to see him again, if I ever wanted to ease his withdrawal pains—even if I wouldn’t exactly be me anymore—I would have to suck it up, grow a pair, and jump off the damn cliff.

      I turned my back to my companions and shed my clothes robotically until I was down to my bra and underwear. I squirmed into the wet suit and zipped it up, then retrieved my sword harness from the ground and shrugged into it.

      When I turned back around, everyone was watching me. Waiting for me. It was like they weren’t sure I would actually go through with this, and their scrutiny of me sparked my defiant nature.

      I would show them.

      I fitted the mask on my face, marched straight through the archway, and ran toward the edge of the cliff. I didn’t stop, and I didn’t scream . . . but I did jump.
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      Deep beneath the raging sea was a strange place. At first, there was nothing but darkness and the unrelenting pressure of all the water above me threatening to crush me. Strangely, I welcomed the pressure; it was uncomfortable enough to partially override the pain that had become an ever-present part of my existence. And the darkness was almost peaceful, the muffled water sounds slightly hypnotic.

      I closed my eyes and floated a few feet off the bottom of the sea, letting the gentle current sway me this way and that. It was the first time I’d been able to get out of my head in ages, to just be, and I savored the moment.

      Until the overactive, freak-out part of my mind weaseled its way in, whispering about monsters lurking in the darkness.

      My heartbeat sped up, my breaths coming faster. My eyes snapped open, and I twisted around and around, searching the darkness. But I couldn’t see a damn thing. I couldn’t even see my hand when I waved it right in front of my face.

      Barely holding the surge of panic at bay, I thought a waterproof head lamp into existence and, with fumbling fingers, slipped it on over the uppermost portion of my mask.

      The world that lit up around me was far from anything I’d expected, and I made a slow circle, scanning my surroundings. There were no sea monsters. In fact, there didn’t seem to be anything alive down there at all. There weren’t even any coral reefs or underwater plants. There was just the smooth, gently sloping ground.

      A shadow crept into the edges of the pool of light from my head lamp. I screamed, but the sound was captured by my mask, making me the only one to hear it. I kicked out my legs, propelling myself backward. And ran into something.

      Hands gripped my arms, and suddenly I was being spun around.

      I yelped and came face-to-face with Dom, his features warped by his mask. I craned my neck to see the creature I’d been fleeing from only to find Mari frog-paddling nearer, a head lamp of her own in place.

      Dom gave me a gentle shake, pulling my attention back to him, his mouth forming inaudible words. It took my brain a few seconds to puzzle out what he was saying—Are you alright?

      My chest still heaved with those panicked breaths, but now that I was no longer alone, my heartbeat was slowing, and my thoughts were less frantic. Finally, I managed to nod.

      Dom released me as Mari drew nearer. She held out her hand, giving us a thumbs-up.

      I nodded again, returning the gesture, and Dom did the same.

      The twins joined us next, then Joju, and then Anapa and Re. Once we were all gathered together, head lamps and flippers in place, Joju kicked away, waving an arm for the rest of us to follow.

      At first, there was no change to the scenery. The slope of the seafloor shifted this way and that, remaining as smooth and featureless as ever. So far as I could tell, Joju was leading us in a seemingly random direction.

      But then the ground changed, growing fuzzy. I angled my trajectory lower to get a better look. As I drew closer to the seafloor, my eyes widened.

      It was grass. Soft, green, park-like grass.

      I looked at Mari, who was swimming alongside me, just slightly farther from the ground, and mouthed, “What the hell?” Why was there grass underwater?

      She shrugged, as confused as me.

      I pushed off the seafloor, and we continued on, rejoining the pack.

      After a while, lighter spots separated from the darkness at the farthest reach of the glow from our head lamps. They were evenly spaced in pairs and appeared vaguely round at first, but the closer we drew, the more detail they took on.

      In a blink, they were no longer floating silver-green blobs, but trees lining a broad avenue. The road itself was made up of flat paving stones that gleamed a pearly white when struck by our light.

      Joju kicked his legs faster, heading straight for the treelined avenue. I took his renewed energy as a good sign. Hopefully we were getting close to the anchor point, because I was running out of oomph to keep me going. My brain had normalized the constant pressure from the tons and tons of water covering us, and the withdrawal pains had returned at full force, front and center in my thoughts. My limbs lagged, and my mind was numbed by the pain.

      The others sped up, keeping pace with Joju, but I just couldn’t do it. I fell behind, their collective pool of light slowly drawing farther and farther away from the glow of my lonely head lamp.

      Mari was the first to notice my absence, and the light from her head lamp swung around as she searched for me in the dark water surrounding her. Suddenly, she was swimming twice as fast as everyone else. She caught up with Joju as he made his way between two trees and tugged on his arm. I could just make out her sharp arm gestures, and I figured she was telling him to hold up and wait for me.

      “Thanks, Mars,” I murmured, sluggishly kicking my way through the water. I was beat . . . absolutely dead tired. If we’d still been on our feet, walking, my legs would have given out by now, and I figured this little underwater adventure may have been something of a saving grace. I could kick my legs once, propel myself forward, and just drift for a few seconds before working up the strength to kick again.

      Finally—an eternity later—I reached the trees. I stared at one as I floated past, entranced by the emerald leaves swaying gently in the current. Underwater. Looking healthy as could be. Because once something was created in Aaru via its strange thought magic, that thing remained for all eternity.

      Mari caught me as I drifted past her, hooking her arm through mine. She flashed me a tight, closemouthed smile and gave my arm a squeeze. “You can do this,” she mouthed, raising her eyebrows and nodding her head for emphasis.

      Blowing out a breath, I returned her nod, not feeling nearly as confident as she looked.

      Joju waved a hand, drawing everyone’s attention back to him. He pointed to the road, then held up his arm like it was the road. He crossed his forearms, one over the other in an X, then pointed to the place on his arm where they’d converged. It took my sluggish thoughts a moment to puzzle out his meaning, but I eventually figured out that he was telling us there was another road perpendicular to this one, and that we were heading toward the place where they intersected. That must’ve been where the anchor point was.

      I took a deep breath. I just hoped it was close. My tank was empty, and I was running on fumes.

      Apparently, that fact was obvious to the others, because when Joju pushed off the paving stones and started swimming away along the road, I didn’t even have the chance to attempt to follow on my own. Mari refused to release my arm, and Susie hooked her arm around my other elbow. When the two women kicked off, they took me with them.

      Even slowed by the burden that was me, the three of us swam faster together propelled just by Mari and Susie than I would have been able to move on my own. Any time I tried to help by adding a few kicks of my legs to theirs, Mari would scowl at me and shake her head. After a while, I stopped trying and just let them drag me along.

      It wasn’t long until the first buildings came into view. I stared around in wonderment, awed by the graceful lines and intricate carvings. The pearlescent stones looked as though they’d been laid only yesterday, but the style of the structures was clearly ancient.

      The buildings grew taller and more densely placed as we made our way deeper into the city. Joju had created this place for our people a long, long time ago. It was both haunting and beautiful and, in a way, quite sad. This city had never really been inhabited. It seemed like such a waste of a masterpiece.

      But then I remembered that Joju had built much more than this lost city—he’d built all of Aaru—and his legacy was far from forgotten.

      I stared up as we passed under a series of delicate white stone arches.

      After the fifth arch, Mari tapped my shoulder. When I looked at her, she pointed to the way ahead.

      I looked to where she was pointing.

      There was a stone stairway at the end of the road, leading up the side of a mound the size of a house. At the top of the mound stood a rough-carved stone archway.

      Relief flooded me, giving way to a rush of excitement. Mari didn’t scold me when I kicked my legs, propelling us ahead faster.

      The anchor point was right there. Isfet’s grove was within reach.

      I sobbed a laugh, my whole body trembling.

      We made it.
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      Supported by Mari, I pulled off my flippers, then walked through the archway and into the grove. The change in pressure was immediate, a relief beyond words. But that relief paled in comparison from finally making it here. I pushed my mask up and stared around in wonder. The grove was just as I remembered it from the echo-dream.

      A seemingly endless forest of tall, slim birches stretched out all around the archway, their white trunks encased in a crystalline, ice-like substance that reminded me of At but was too transparent, lacking the moonstone sheen intrinsic to solidified At. The ground was covered in a thick blanket of glittering powder too light and fluffy to be snow, and the air was cool but not cold, just this side of not showing my breath. High over the treetops, the ends of the immense, silvery branches of the great tree—of Iusaset—stretched out like they were reaching for everything that lay beyond the grove, their copper and gold leaves flickering as they shifted in a hidden breeze.

      We paused in the small clearing surrounding the anchor point to shed our underwater gear and change into dry clothes. I thought my usual jeans and tank top into existence, along with black combat boots and all the necessary underthings. Instead of my usual black leather coat, I recreated the long, charcoal-gray shearling coat I’d abandoned on the hilltop a couple anchor points back. Though the ice and snow here weren’t exactly what they seemed, the air carried a distinct chill that left me shivering. Or maybe it was the unrelenting agony making me shiver. I honestly couldn’t tell anymore.

      I slid my arms into the coat, then snuggled in, glancing around at the others as they made the final touches on their outfits. They had all created clothing appropriate for mild weather, which caused the corners of my mouth to turn down in a frown.

      Joju said something to Re, who nodded once, then looked at me. “Are you ready?”

      “Yeah,” I said with a nod.

      Though, in reality, I wasn’t sure how I would make it all the way to the great tree, where Isfet dwelled. My legs felt as weak as if I’d just run back-to-back marathons, and the pain coursing through every inch of me made it hard to focus on anything else for more than a few seconds. I almost envied Nik’s ability to let the pain drive him into unconsciousness.

      Before I could even consider asking for help—probably a good thing, since asking for help wasn’t really one of my strengths—Dom slipped an arm around my waist and pulled one of mine over his shoulders.

      I flashed him a quick, halfhearted grin. “Thanks,” I said, hating that his aid was necessary, but I was relieved to have it nonetheless.

      Dom’s eyes met mine, and I was surprised to see no hint of pity or sympathy or even compassion. The only things I could see shining in his eyes were hope and pride—a whole shit-ton of both. He believed in me. At seeing his unrelenting faith, I thought that maybe, just maybe, it was time for me to believe in me, too.

      There were no paths through the woods surrounding the great tree, but Joju led on without hesitation. I couldn’t help but wonder how long it had been since he’d walked these woods. How many years had he had to memorize this place? How long had he been the only Nejeret in Aaru? Hundreds of years? More? Long enough that despite the thousands and thousands of years he’d spent exiled from this place, he still knew his way around by heart.

      We walked for who knows how long. I’d lost my ability to estimate the passage of time about ten anchor points ago. The pain had long since reached the level where even seconds felt like an eternity, and all moments blurred together, the only defining points being moments of change.

      So, based on that new form of logic, we walked through the forest of birches forever, until Joju sparked a moment of change. Without warning, he broke away from the group and rushed ahead.

      I forced my eyes to focus on the woods ahead rather than the bases of the trees nearest me. It was difficult, what with the dizzying way vertigo made the world sway this way and that.

      There was a break in the birch trees up ahead, and I could just make out the massive trunk of the great tree, the bark shimmering dully like tarnished silver.

      My heart rate lurched to a gallop as excitement flooded me with a burst of strength. I slid my arm off Dom’s shoulder and pulled away, stumbling ahead on my own. My feet moved faster and faster, until I was running. I tripped over my own feet every few steps, but at least I was closing in on the clearing surrounding the great tree. On the place where I was bound to find Isfet.

      Joju came into view first, kneeling on the ground between two roots as tall as SUVs, his face upturned, his expression one of pure, rapturous adoration.

      A few steps later, Isfet was visible too, as tiny and pale as always, standing directly in front of Joju. She stared down at him, delicate hands cupping either side of his face, her delight at their reunion impossible to miss. It was clear that she cared for Joju deeply and that she was overjoyed to see him.

      As I drew nearer, Isfet slowly bent over and placed a kiss on Joju’s lips. She said something in a language I couldn’t understand, and a tear streaked down her pale cheek.

      Joju covered her hands with his and murmured her words back to her, and I didn’t need to understand what they were saying to know they were exchanging sentiments of love.

      I suddenly felt like a voyeur imposing on such a touching, private moment. I slowed to a walk, my burst of energy fading and feet returning to their leaden state.

      Isfet turned her hands, gripping Joju’s, and pulled him up to his feet. Standing, he towered over her. They looked somehow right together—like an ancient Celtic warrior and his beautiful Druid queen.

      A moment later, Isfet turned to face me, the joy fading from her brilliant blue eyes and her expression turning grim.

      I stopped at the edge of the clearing, leaning on the trunk of a birch tree for support, chest heaving as I panted for breath.

      Isfet released Joju and lifted the hem of her long, silky white shift as she carefully picked her way over exposed roots toward me. “Greetings, Katarina. You have come a long way to see me,” she said as she approached, Joju trailing behind her. “And no doubt you have sacrificed much. Tell me, what has happened to bring you here in such a state?”

      My head felt too heavy for my neck, but I somehow managed to find the strength to hold it up enough that I could look Isfet in the eyes. “The Mother of All,” I said between heaving breaths, “and the Netjers—the makers—they’re here.” I swallowed roughly. “And they want to destroy us.”

      “Mother . . .” Fear flashed through Isfet’s eyes, but it quickly gave way to rage. She stopped directly in front of me, Joju hanging back a few steps. “Show me,” she said, reaching out her hand.

      My shoulders sagged; I was immensely relieved at not having to actually explain everything that had happened over the past couple weeks with words. Gods, I was tired. With a sigh, I raised my hand and placed it in hers.

      The sensation of Isfet rummaging through my mind was far less uncomfortable than it had been when Iusaset had done the same. But I could still feel her, sifting through my thoughts and memories, analyzing my innermost feelings. And while her mind wasn’t as open to me as Iusaset’s had been, I could glean a few pertinent things from the surface.

      Like the fact that she was afraid—terrified, actually. She feared she wouldn’t be strong enough to beat the Mother of All. Her mother. The being who had given her life, only to lock her away moments later. Despite her immense power and virtually infinite capabilities, Isfet’s potential had long gone unrealized. The vast majority of her existence had been limited to this grove, her only experiences of the greater universe coming from the few seconds she’d had pre-Aaru and the things Joju had shared with her later, after he’d joined Isfet in her eternal prison.

      But despite it all, she had the spirit of a warrior. Neither her sheltered existence nor her fear of the Mother of All would keep her from defending this universe as best she could. I admired her tenacity.

      Without warning, Isfet withdrew from my mind. She released my hand, offered me a small smile, and bowed her head gracefully. I couldn’t help but wonder if she knew what I’d seen . . . if she knew that I’d felt her fear.

      “I must apologize,” she said, raising her head to look at me once more. “I did not trust you entirely before. I did not believe you would put this universe first, before even your own life. I did not understand that you would sacrifice yourself to save all that you hold dear. I could not see that we are the same in that, and that your intentions are the purest of all”—she held out both of her hands to me—“and for that, Katarina, I must ask your forgiveness.”

      I stared at her, stunned by her words. Numbly, I placed my hands in hers.

      “I swear to you, Katarina, I will do everything in my part to ensure that you and your bond-mate survive the coming battle,” she said, gripping my hands tightly.

      “But—” I shook my head slowly, not willing to get my hopes up only to have them dashed away. “But I thought the only way to free you from Aaru was for me to, you know, become you.” The echo-dream had been pretty clear about that; in order to escape, Isfet would merge with my soul, and once Nik pulled me—us—out of Aaru, she would complete the transformation, taking me over, body and soul. In time, there wouldn’t be anything left of me. There would only be Isfet.

      “That was then,” Isfet said, “before I trusted you . . . before I understood you.” She offered me a gentle smile. “But there is another way. A slower way, but ultimately, I believe, a better way.”

      I raised my eyebrows, silently asking her to go on. Until this moment, I’d all but accepted my fate; I was ready and willing to make the necessary sacrifice to save the universe and everyone I loved. But if there was a way for me to come out of all of this as, well, me—if there was a way for me to survive and have a chance to truly reunite with Nik—I was all for it.

      “I will become one with your ba,” Isfet explained, “but only long enough for your bond-mate to pull us out of this dreadful place. Once we are free, I will leave you on Earth and return to the seed of the universe”—she turned to look over her shoulder at the massive, silvery tree filling the clearing behind her—“to the place from whence all the universe was born. From whence I was born. There, I will merge with the seed and reunite with ma’at, becoming one with my body and my soul, and once I am whole again, I will return to you at full strength to battle the Mother of All.”

      I frowned. Under the burst of elation I felt at hearing this new plan, I sensed there was a “but” coming.

      “But,” Isfet said, right on cue, “while I am away, you will be left to fend for yourself.”

      I swallowed roughly. “For how long?” I could probably hold off the Netjers from destroying my world for a few minutes . . . and the Mother of All for a few seconds at most.

      Isfet’s brow furrowed, and she shook her head. “I do not understand time as you do.” She pressed her lips together, just the hint of a conciliatory smile. “Not too long, I hope.” Her smile turned genuine. “But the universe will not be undefended.” She released my left hand and touched her palm to my cheek. “For it will have you.”

      I tried to return her smile, but my heart wasn’t in it.

      “We must make haste,” she said, removing her hand from my face. “Are you ready?”

      I gulped, then nodded. “Ready as I’ll ever be.”

      Right before my eyes, Isfet blurred around the edges, slowly dissolving into a fine, glittering mist. Her hands faded away, then her arms and legs, then her body and, finally, her face. The gemstone blue of her eyes faded last, and that shimmering, glittery mass floated closer to me.

      I sucked in a breath, my entire body stiffening as Isfet melted into me.

      And just like that, she was gone. There was nothing left of her. Because she was inside me.

      I stumbled to the side, leaning a shoulder against the nearest birch tree. I could feel Isfet shifting around inside me, settling in. And between one heartbeat and the next, she molded herself to the shape of my soul, until all I could feel of her was the gentle tingle of her awareness.

      Behind me, I could hear the others whispering. Dom’s voice stood out; he was speaking in hushed tones, louder than the others. “ . . . ready. It is time.”

      I rolled against the tree until my back was against it and I could see Dom. He was holding up the compact mirror in front of his face. It took me a moment to realize that he had to be talking to Nik.

      Not a second later, I felt a breath-stealing tug on my heart.

      I doubled over, gasping for breath.

      The tug came again, stronger this time, like someone was trying to yank my heart straight out through my ribcage.

      I dropped to my knees, hands clutching my chest. I recognized this new agony. I’d felt it once before. Nik was trying to pull me out of Aaru.

      But knowing that did nothing to dull the pain, and I pressed my hands against my sternum as hard as I could, trying to hold myself together.

      Mari appeared in front of me, skidding to a stop. She opened her mouth to speak, hands reaching.

      Again, I felt that tug on my heart, stronger than before. Time stopped, leaving Mari frozen before me.

      This was it. I was on my way out.

      I looked at Mari, realizing that I would never see her again . . . at least not while I was alive. I would never be able to say thank you to her or goodbye, or anything at all. I would never see any of the people who’d worked so hard to get me to this point, not until the day I died for good.

      Which, I thought grimly, very well could be today.

      But then Mari and the wintery woods and the great tree in the clearing all disappeared, and I was yanked out of Aaru.
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      I’d been brought back to life a few times now, and each time was different. This time, it was a slow, gradual process, like my soul needed a moment to shift around and fit itself back into my body just so. Isfet was already gone, off to do her reintegration thing with the seed of the universe. I could feel my heart beating—my real heart, not the phantom heart I’d been feeling while in Aaru—and I could feel my lungs drawing in slow, deep breaths. Now that I had an actual, physical body again, I realized that the sensations in Aaru had been dim, watered-down reflections of the real thing.

      “Kitty Kat?” Nik said. “Can you hear me?”

      The daze of being revived wore off quickly, and my mind caught up to what had just happened. I was alive . . . on earth . . . with Nik. That last part caused my heartbeat to speed up and my breaths to come more quickly. Or, at least, my lungs tried to expand and contract faster, but something was forcing air into them, then sucking it back out.

      My eyes snapped open, and I clawed at my throat. Something was in there, and I couldn’t breathe right. It was suffocating me. My eyes watered, tears sneaking out of the outer corners and dripping across my temples.

      “Shit,” Nik hissed. He captured my wrists and pushed them into the pillow on either side of my head. His face was suddenly right in front of mine. This was the moment I’d been longing for, but all I could do was choke on the damn breathing tube that had been shoved down my windpipe.

      “Cough,” Nik ordered. “And I’ll pull the tube out.”

      After the next forced inhale, I coughed as enthusiastically as I could, and I felt the unnatural sensation of something huge and hard being pulled out of my throat. It almost felt like my entire esophagus was coming out with the breathing tube. But then it was gone, and I was free to breathe on my own.

      I rolled onto my side, my body curling into the fetal position instinctively as I coughed and coughed and coughed some more. I coughed so hard I thought I might throw up. My body must’ve been healing the minor cuts and abrasions in my throat caused by the breathing tube, because it itched something fierce and coughing seemed to be an involuntary response. I couldn’t stop, and it was throwing me into a whole new bout of near suffocation.

      “You can do it, Kitty Kat,” Nik said, one hand gripping my arm, the other rubbing my back. “You can do it—just breathe. Come on . . . breathe for me.”

      Finally, I managed to catch my breath—thankfully, before I passed out from a lack of oxygen. After a few deep, blissful breaths, I rolled toward Nik, throwing my arms around him and burying my face against his neck.

      He gripped me tightly with one arm, his lips pressed against the side of my head, just an inch or two from my ear. “Fuck, I missed you,” he whispered.

      I squeezed him harder. “I know,” I said, voice rough. “Me too.” And not just because I could already feel the bonding withdrawals slowly lessening as I greedily absorbed his unique bonding pheromones.

      Too soon for my liking, Nik pulled away just enough to give me a good view of his face. He looked like hell. His skin was covered in dirt, dust, and what appeared to be smudges of dried blood, and tear tracks cut a clean path through the grime on his cheeks.

      My eyes widened as fear took root within my chest. “What’s going on, Nik?”

      His lips curved into a sad half smile. “I’m so sorry,” he said, shaking his head. “I held out as long as I could . . .”

      Only then did it really sink in that Nik was only holding me with one arm. I realized belatedly that he was only holding me with one arm because the other was thrust out to the side, his hand pressed against a solid sheet of At.

      Through the semiopaque barrier, I could see a face, its elongated Netjer features locked in a ferocious grimace, both of its hands pressed against the At. It was one of the Mother’s Netjer assassins. It had to be.

      My lips parted, and I sucked in a shaky breath. The Netjer was trying to get through. And it was growing clearer and more distinct by the second. Because the barrier was thinning.

      “I love you, Kitty Kat,” Nik said, drawing my attention back to him. “I love you so fucking much.” He crushed his lips against mine, then broke the kiss, his stare intense. “Give ’em hell for me.”

      I searched his pale blue eyes, not understanding. “Nik, I—”

      But I didn’t have the chance to tell him I loved him too, let alone the chance to ask him why it sounded frighteningly like he was saying goodbye.

      The barrier fell, and Nik pushed away from me, turning to face off with the Netjer. Or rather, he started to turn.

      Nik’s eyes widened as a spike of At burst out of his chest.

      Hot blood sprayed all over me, and I flinched, but I couldn’t look away. My brain couldn’t process what was happening. I just sat there on the bed, eyes locked with Nik’s, watching the light fade from his pale blue irises.

      At spread out from the spike, covering Nik’s chest like a layer of ice. It moved down his torso and up his neck, covering his entire body in a matter of seconds.

      Between one heartbeat and the next, the At encasing Nik exploded into a fine, shimmering dust.

      As the dust settled, I expected to see him standing there, good as new. At couldn’t hurt him. It was his thing—he could make it do whatever he wanted it to do. He controlled it.

      But he wasn’t standing there anymore. He wasn’t there at all.

      Because he’d been a part of the At explosion. Because he was gone, his body little more than At dust sprinkled on the floor. Because he was dead.

      Because he was in Aaru.

      And I was left behind, sitting on the bed where I’d first awoken, covered in his blood, staring at the place where he’d been just a moment ago.

      Staring at the thing that had killed him.

      The Netjer assassin took a step toward me, murder in its eyes.

      “No,” I said, holding up my hand. My voice was calm, steady. Eerily so.

      The Netjer froze, and not because it wanted to. Because I’d told it to. Because I’d made it stop.

      I tilted my head to the side, studying the Netjer through narrowed eyes. Something had happened to me when Isfet merged with my soul. Something unfelt and unseen. Something I hadn’t noticed until this exact moment. It was like merging with Isfet for that brief time had awakened some latent part of my mind. It was like some piece of her fathomless understanding of the universe remained with me.

      I understood my powers now. I knew everything that I could do. And I knew that Anapa had been right all those weeks ago when he’d claimed that I might just be more powerful than a Netjer. Hell yeah, I was. And as I faced down Nik’s murderer, I was more than ready to prove it.

      Eyes locked with the Netjer’s, I closed my hand into a fist and twisted my wrist.

      Lightning flashed in the Netjer’s alien eyes. And then it exploded into a mass of smoke and sparks, like a small, self-contained thunderstorm.

      After a few seconds, the storm faded away until, just like Nik, nothing remained of the Netjer. Because I’d done something I’d believed only the Mother of All capable of—and maybe Isfet, too. I’d killed a Netjer. An energy being. I’d snuffed out its spark. I’d ended it.

      Numbly, I scooted off the bed and stood. I glanced down at myself; I was barefoot, wearing light gray sweatpants and a white T-shirt, both spattered with bright spots of crimson. With blood.

      Nik’s blood.

      In a daze, I headed for the room’s only door. Thanks to the check-ins with Nik, I knew where I was—Heru’s palace in the Oasis, in a room behind the great hall on the ground floor.

      I stopped in the doorway, feeling out of my body as I took in the grisly scene in the great hall. Remotely, as though I was looking through someone else’s eyes, I saw all of the bodies strewn about the room. With someone else’s nose, I smelled the metallic tang of blood. I spotted Aset’s body among the others, a hole ripped through her chest. Neffe was draped over a long dining table nearby, her head torn nearly clean off. It was with someone else’s heart that I felt a deep, gutting agony.

      Staring ahead, I picked my way over and around the bodies, eventually making my way outside. The dry earth was warm under my bare feet, releasing the residual heat it had stored up during the day from the hot Sahara sun. But it was nighttime now.

      I blinked, raising my face to the sky. There was no moon tonight, and the stars were out in full force, the Milky Way a bright silver mass streaking across the sky.

      Dreamily, I realized I shouldn’t have been able to see the stars. The Netjers must have stripped the Oasis of its protective limestone and At barriers when they discovered my people were hiding down here.

      Losing interest in the night sky, I returned my attention to the horrors on the ground, scanning the land around me. Bodies littered the earth. So many bodies. Too many.

      My eyes landed on Nuin’s tomb, a small, gleaming building standing on its own nearer to the canal. The entrance was open. It was never open. Lex kept it sealed at all times, and not because the tomb contained the body of Re’s former host, Nuin; the maze of chambers surrounding the underground burial chamber contained her personal messages to Heru from the ancient past, line after line of her most personal thoughts and feelings etched into the walls. Only a few of us had ever been down there, back when she’d been stuck in ancient Egypt and we’d been trying to find a way to bring her home.

      Only three people could have unsealed the tomb’s At door: Nik, Lex, and me. Nik had been busy, and I’d been in Aaru. Which left Lex. And I could only think of one dreadful reason for why she would have unsealed the tomb and left it open. She’d been seeking refuge but had been caught before finding it.

      Pace steady but not rushed, I made my way across the Oasis to the tomb. I stopped when I reached the entrance, not needing to descend the steep steps to know what had happened. I could see all I needed to see from above. Lex was down there, with Heru and the kids. I could smell their blood. I could taste it on my tongue.

      The sight knocked me out of shock, and I blinked a few times, then stumbled backward. I missed the final step leading down from the tomb’s entrance and tripped, twisting to fall on my hip.

      I didn’t have the strength to stand up again, so I crawled a few yards, until my arms gave out and I slumped forward, face pressed against the sandy earth. Dry, wretched sobs racked my body as images of all I’d seen over the past few minutes flashed through my mind. As the memory of Nik’s death replayed, as clear as if it were happening all over again.

      Everyone I loved was dead, killed by the Netjers. Everything I’d been fighting for was gone. There was nothing left for me here.

      I was utterly alone.

      My only solace was the knowledge that I would join them in Aaru soon. With Nik gone, it was only a matter of time until the bonding withdrawals killed me. After I helped Isfet take on the Mother of All, I wouldn’t fight my impending death.

      I would welcome it.
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      Thud. Something landed on the dry earth off to my right, shaking the ground.

      Thud. Thud.

      It happened twice more, once to my left and once in front of me.

      I pushed myself off the ground a few inches and looked up.

      A Netjer stood a few yards away, angular features locked in a grim expression.

      Slowly, I sat up, looking first to my left, then to my right. Sure enough, two more Netjers were posted on either side of me.

      Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud.

      Four more Netjers joined the first three, landing in a quick succession. I was surrounded.

      I studied each new alien face; none displayed anything but grim determination. They would kill me or die trying, because that was what the Mother of All wanted them to do.

      I returned my focus to the Netjer assassin standing in front of me. “You killed them,” I said, voice hoarse. “You killed them all.”

      It hadn’t been a question, but the Netjer answered with a nod nonetheless. “You are the last,” he said.

      I laughed bitterly, tears burning in my eyes and streaking down my cheeks. I was the last Nejeret. In the whole world. In the whole universe. Because of these assholes.

      Within me, despair transformed into white-hot rage. These bastard Netjers had already taken everything from me—every fucking thing. I wouldn’t let them take any more.

      “Well, you can’t have me,” I ground out, fury a living thing inside me. I gave myself over to the rage, welcoming it. Shaping it. Focusing it. “Burn in hell, you fucking monsters,” I shouted, throwing out my arms to either side, eyes locked in a death glare with the Netjer in front of me.

      For a split second—a moment between moments—the Netjer assassin looked confused. They all did.

      But then he didn’t look anything, because flames had engulfed him. Him and all of the others. Flames fueled by my rage and enhanced by the threads of At and anti-At marbling my ba into something powerful enough to burn not only flesh and bone but the very energy that made up a Netjer’s eternal soul as well. They had taken everything from me; it was only fair that I take everything from them, including their existence.

      I glared at the Netjer in front of me, and as I watched him burn, I savored the howls and screams of the rest of the not-so-eternal beings surrounding me. I didn’t look away until he was little more than an ashy pillar.

      My lip curled into a gleeful sneer as the burned remains of what had once been an eternal warrior broke apart and drifted away in the desert breeze. Dust in the wind, motherfuckers.

      The Netjer threat was neutralized—for now. I had no doubt that more would come, sent by the Mother of All to finish the job her hunters had failed to do. Not that it mattered. Destroying these Netjers had been too little, too late. Destroying more wouldn’t bring my people back.

      I lowered my arms and bowed my head. There was nothing left for me to do. There was no reason left for me to fight. Whatever skin I’d had in the game had been flayed and discarded, and I’d returned to the world of the living only to find that I had nothing left to defend. I was the last Nejeret standing. The last of my kind.

      And that pissed me off. Royally.

      I hadn’t gone through hell—literally—and come back to life just to trade places with everyone I loved. I hadn’t come back for this, damn it. I hadn’t!

      There had to be someone left. There had to be something that I could fight for.

      Driven by the need for purpose, I placed my hands on the earth on either side of my knees, palms flat against the ground. When I’d cured humanity of the Cascade Virus, I’d been able to sense all of the infected via the threads of At and anti-At lacing my soul. Maybe I could find some lone, hidden Nejeret that same way. Maybe the Netjers had been wrong. Maybe they hadn’t killed all of us.

      I pushed the threads of At and anti-At out through my palms and into the ground. The second they made contact with the earth, I was connected. To everything.

      I could feel the pulse of the planet . . . sense the destruction the Netjers had caused, as well as all of the life thriving despite it. I could sense Cassie and the rest of Garth’s family, holed up in Nik’s cave in the foothills of Port Madison. I could sense Alison and Joe, hunkering down in a cabin on a snowy pass in the Cascades. I could sense millions—maybe even billions—of people, broken but not beaten. Humanity had taken a hit, and they were greatly diminished, but they were still here, surviving. Rebuilding. Not giving up.

      Well, neither would I.

      I searched and searched and searched for any hint of that familiar spark of soul-energy, that golden aura that marked those with eternal life. But I found none.

      Far from defeated, I turned my attention to the humans, searching among them for young Nejerets who’d yet to manifest, for those who still appeared human. I searched for carriers of the recessive Nejeret gene. I searched until my muscles started to cramp up from kneeling in the same position for so long.

      But still, I found nothing. Not even the merest hint of a Nejeret.

      Because the Netjers had eradicated my kind from the planet, just as the Mother of All had ordered them to do. They hadn’t only killed all of the Nejerets, they’d wiped my universe clean of all traces of my kind. There would be no coming back from this.

      I pulled the threads of At and anti-At out of the earth and back into my body, then raised my head to look up at the stars. An idea lit up my thoughts like fireworks in the night sky.

      The Netjers may have eradicated all traces of my kind from the physical realm, but they hadn’t touched Aaru. Because they couldn’t touch Aaru, not without risking being sucked into the hereafter themselves.

      My people were dead, but they weren’t gone. Nejerets are energy beings, and energy beings can’t die . . . not unless something more powerful than them gets its hands on them. Something like the Mother of All or Isfet.

      Or, I now knew, something like me.

      Anapa had said that not even a Netjer could break out of Aaru—that imprisonment there would be an eternal sentence even for the beings my kind considered gods.

      Well, guess what—I wasn’t a Netjer. I wasn’t anything that had ever come before. My very existence bent the rules that determined what was and wasn’t possible in this universe.

      Who was to say I couldn’t break the rules altogether?

      I narrowed my eyes to slits, that initial idea blossoming into a plan. Thanks to my brief communion with Isfet, I knew all that I was capable of. I understood the way the universe worked now. There was a chance that my people weren’t gone forever. There was a teeny, tiny chance that I could bring them back.

      With a flick of my hand, I created a doorway into Duat. The air before me split apart, and through it, I could see the multihued river of soul-energy rushing past.

      I pushed off the ground and stood, then headed for the opening I’d torn in reality. I didn’t even bother with stepping out of my body. I simply walked, body and soul, straight into Duat.
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      I cut across the current of soul-energy in Duat, flying toward Aaru as I’d done so many times before. But unlike before, this time I was able to stop myself before that soul-sucking darkness could draw me in and trap me once more. Within Aaru, I was all but powerless. But out here, I was a gods-damned god.

      I hovered near the barrier surrounding Aaru, just this side of the unrelenting darkness, and raised my hands, submerging them into that inky blackness. It tried to pull me in, like always, but resisting was easy enough now that I had full access to my powers.

      I sent little At and anti-At feelers into the shell surrounding Aaru, tasting the darkness. I pulled some of it into me, rolling it around to get a feel for what it really was. And what I found caught me completely off guard.

      I knew this darkness; I’d tasted it before. I’d pulled it into me and filtered it through my ba when I’d cleansed the taint from the poor shadowed souls of those killed by the Cascade Virus. This darkness was the same damn thing. I had no idea how I’d missed it, let alone how it was possible for the two to be related.

      Somehow, when Mari and the Ouroboros scientists created the gods-forsaken Cascade Virus, they must have tapped into the darkness surrounding Aaru. That was the thing even Mari with her genius-level intellect hadn’t been able to puzzle out. That was the thing nobody had been able to cure. Because nothing could destroy this darkness.

      Nothing, until me.

      With a howl, I plunged the threads of At and anti-At deeper into the dark shell surrounding Aaru. I extended those threads out as far as I could, and then I began to suck the inky darkness into me.

      It funneled into my ba, pooling there until I was overflowing with the putrid taint, and then it spilled out of me and into Duat, the inert remnants disintegrating as they were carried away by the current of soul-energy. Screaming, I channeled the darkness through me until my body ached and my soul burned. The pain was beyond unbearable. But still, I pulled more into me.

      Slowly, fissures appeared in the unrelenting darkness. They widened, more cracks branching out from the originals.

      It was working. I almost couldn’t believe it. It was actually working. The barrier surrounding Aaru was weakening.

      I gritted my teeth and squeezed my eyes shut. I could feel the shell surrounding Aaru shrinking, constricting and thinning as I siphoned more and more of the darkness through my soul. Tears streamed down my cheeks, and my throat was raw from screaming. And still, I pulled more of the darkness into me.

      Until suddenly, inexplicably, Aaru shrank into a pin-sized orb—a single point in all of existence. The threads of At and anti-At snapped back into me, and there was a moment of stunned silence.

      The soul-energy stilled all around me, the flow stopping for the first time ever. The song of ma’at faltered. And I hung there, eyes opened wide and soul on fire, for an eternal moment.

      Until, with a flash of brilliant, blinding light, Aaru imploded.
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      The force of the concussion threw me backward, and I flew across Duat toward the hole I’d torn in reality. In less than a second, I was flung back out into the physical realm. I landed on my butt, skidding on the dry earth before slamming into the corner of Nuin’s tomb.

      “Ow,” I gasped, falling onto my side. I groaned, reaching one arm behind me to rub my bruised and battered backside. I had no doubt that everything from the backs of my thighs to my shoulder blades would soon be a mess of purple and blue, and from the feel of it every time my lungs expanded, I’d cracked a few ribs as well. I would heal, but it would take a while.

      I struggled to get my hands and knees under me, cringing from the sharp, stabbing pain along my side. Gritting my teeth, I pushed off the ground and sat back on my heels. I looked just in time to see the first few Nejeret souls hurtle through the interdimensional hole.

      With no more Aaru to hold their eternal bas prisoner, my people were free to return to the physical realm as glowing, golden energy beings. They didn’t have bodies anymore, but then, maybe they didn’t really need them. I hadn’t actually known what would happen when I destroyed the barrier surrounding Aaru, but their return was by far the best outcome.

      I didn’t recognize the first dozen or so golden souls to reemerge, but then Lex burst through the opening, clinging to Heru, the two of them holding Reni and Bobby between them. The small family flew past me and down into the tomb, where their bodies lay bloodied and broken.

      Neither willing nor able to tear my eyes from the doorway to Duat, I placed a hand on the side of the tomb and slowly, painfully, climbed to my feet. I looked at each and every glowing face as it reentered the land of the living, searching for Nik among the throng returning home.

      Aset and Neffe came through close together but flew away from the tomb, back toward Heru’s palace. From the looks of it, the souls were returning to wherever their bodies had fallen. Not that they would be able to return to their bodies—that ship had sailed—but they seemed to be drawn to those discarded physical shells, almost like they were anchored to them.

      Nik didn’t have a body anymore. What did that mean for him? Where did that mean his ba would go? Or would it be drawn back here at all? Would he be stuck in Duat, floating around among the soul-energy, forever?

      Clutching my side, I stumbled a few steps toward the interdimensional hole, watching as more and more Nejeret souls hurtled through. I would pull Nik out of Duat myself, if I had to.

      All of a sudden, Nik burst through the opening between realities, a brilliant, golden fireball hurtling straight toward me.

      I gaped, mental tailspin stalled and heart stumbling.

      Nik’s ba crashed into me, and I slammed back against the side of the tomb, bruising my back further and cracking another rib or two. The pain was white hot and blinding, becoming everything for a few seconds. But that initial spike of agony faded quickly, until the pain was nothing compared to all I’d been through over the past week. Until it was a tickle compared to the turmoil of losing everyone I loved.

      One hand still clutching my injured side, I wrapped an arm around Nik’s shoulders, and his aura flared brighter. I was a little surprised that I could touch him in his incorporeal state, but then, I’d been able to touch the shadow souls, too, so maybe I should have expected it.

      “You’re injured,” Nik said, his touch hesitant. He pulled away so he could see my face. “And covered in blood.”

      “I’m fine,” I told him. The blood was all his, anyway. I squeezed him as tight as I could, pushing through the pain and silently vowing to never let him go again. “I thought I’d lost you forever,” I said against his neck, voice high and tight. My eyes burned, a sure sign that tears were on the way.

      “Never,” Nik said, tilting my head back and bending down to kiss me. He crushed his lips against mine, kissing me like I was the thing he needed most to survive. Like I was more important to him than air.

      As my own depleting supply of air ran out, I realized that might actually be the case for Nik now that he was a free-roaming, incorporeal energy being. His ties to the physical realm had been severed, his need to breathe right along with it.

      I pushed on Nik’s chest, and he resisted at first, but finally, reluctantly, he let up. A little. I inhaled deeply, then kissed him again; it was a slower, gentler kiss, but filled with just as much passion. Just as much love and joy and longing.

      Nik molded his hands to my neck and jaw, breaking our kiss and placing his forehead against mine. His eyes searched mine, the pale blue replaced by a luminous gold so light it almost looked silver in the starlight.

      Tears welled in my eyes, spilling over the brim and gliding down my cheeks toward Nik’s hands.

      “Kitty Kat,” he said, brushing the tears away with his thumbs. “Don’t be sad. I’m here. We’re all here . . . and all because of you.”

      My chin trembled, and I had to clear my throat to speak. “I’m not sad,” I said, voice tremulous.

      And despite all of the evidence pointing to the contrary, I wasn’t sad. I was elated. I was over-fucking-joyed. I was the happiest I’d ever been in my entire life. I’d gone from the lowest low to the highest high, and the emotional shift was so overwhelming that my body didn’t have any other way to process it besides tears.

      My lips spread into a pure, joyous smile. “I’m so fucking happy, Nik.”

      Nik mirrored my smile. “And I’m so fucking proud of you,” he whispered before leaning in to capture my lips once more.

      I caught movement out of the corner of my eye and froze in Nik’s embrace. People surrounded us. Glowing, golden people. My people.

      Nik broke the kiss, his brow furrowing.

      I sent a meaningful look behind him, and he glanced around, eyebrows rising.

      Chuckling, Nik met my eyes once more, licked his lips, and gave me one more heated kiss. Not much ruffled Nik—certainly not an audience.

      He shifted so he was standing beside me and draped an arm over my shoulders as he smoothed his hair back with his other hand, cool as a cucumber.

      I, on the other hand, was not cool at all. My neck and cheeks felt like they were on fire.

      “Little sister,” Dom said, breaking away from the circle of Nejerets surrounding us and stepping forward. He placed his hand on my shoulder and gave it a squeeze, eyes shining with pride. “Thank you,” he said, bowing his head. “You vowed you would find a way to bring me back, and you succeeded. Perhaps now, you may find it in your heart to forgive yourself . . .” His eyes, as dark as ever, met mine once more, and his thin lips curved into a small, closemouthed smile.

      I cleared my throat, but I couldn’t find my voice, so I nodded instead. Forgive myself? Sure, I thought I could manage that.

      Behind Dom, I saw the rest of my companions from Aaru—Mari, the twins, Anapa, and Re. Even Joju stood with them, expression stuck somewhere between astonishment and awe as he took in all the wonder that was the Nejeret Oasis.

      “Susie?” Lex said, stunned into immobility on the landing before the entrance to the tomb. “Syris?” Heru appeared behind her, Reni in his arms and Bobby standing beside him, his hand engulfing the little boy’s.

      I looked from Lex to the twins. They hadn’t seen each other in nearly four years. They’d been able to speak through a special necklace the twins had made for Lex, but that was it. No family dinners. No motherly caresses. No comforting hugs.

      “Mama!” Susie said, tears already flowing as she ran toward her mother. Syris was right behind her. Susie flung herself into Lex’s arms, and Syris wrapped his arms around both his sister and mother a moment later.

      It was one of the most touching, beautiful moments I’d ever witnessed, renewing the flow of tears streaming down my cheeks. And for once, I didn’t care at all that I was crying. I didn’t even care that others were seeing me do it. This moment, standing in the heart of the Oasis surrounded by the people I’d thought lost forever, was worth all the tears in the world.

      “WHAT HAVE YOU DONE?” a voice boomed from high above.

      My joy evaporated in an instant, and my heart plummeted. Slowly, reluctantly, I raised my eyes to the sky.

      The Mother of All floated above the Oasis, diamond skin glinting platinum in the starlight. Behind her, an army of Netjers spread as far as the eye could see, blocking out so much of the night sky.

      The Mother of All met my eyes, lip curling. “Netjers,” she shouted, “attack!”
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      For a moment, fear held me frozen in place as I watched the horde of Netjers descend upon us. But I’m nothing if not defiant, and I wasn’t about to go down without a fight.

      I slipped out from under Nik’s arm and thrust my hands up over my head, grinding my teeth together as I forced an avalanche of pure, sizzling energy out through my palms. The raw universal energy flowed into my ba and poured out through my hands in an endless torrent. It shot high overhead, cascading out and down until it covered the entire Oasis, a force field encasing the ancient city much as the dome of At once had. Only this shield was one I hoped the Netjers wouldn’t be able to break through.

      The first Netjers to reach the energy barrier crashed into it only to ricochet off in a shower of sparks.

      I’d been right; they couldn’t get through. They couldn’t even touch it.

      They gathered near the shield, just out of reach.

      I renewed my efforts, pulling more of that raw energy into me and forcing it back out through my hands.

      Painfully slowly, I pushed the shield farther away from us. The Netjers moved back, avoiding touching the endless flow of energy.

      Bolstered by the success, I gradually flipped the shield’s curvature from convex to concave, gathering the Netjer army into an increasingly tight cluster. I was determined to shove them all the way back to their own damn universe, if need be. And if that didn’t work, I would settle for destroying them, just as I’d done with the Netjer assassins.

      In all honesty, I didn’t really want to kill them. They were only following the Mother of All’s orders; they probably didn’t even know about the Mother’s true intentions with the universes she created. They didn’t know she’d become the most powerful being in all of existence by committing mass universal genocide. They didn’t know what a monster she truly was. And they didn’t know I was fighting her—and them—for their sake as much as for my own. It wasn’t their fault that we were at war.

      But if it came down to an us-or-them scenario, ignorance wouldn’t save them. I would choose my own people. Every damn time.

      The Netjers fell back as my shield closed in around them.

      But the Mother of All stood her ground.

      She extended her hands in front of her, one over the other, and a blinding beam of light exploded from her palms, slamming into my shield.

      I shifted one arm, angling it over my eyes to block the glare from the Mother’s counterattack. I could feel her laser-focused beam tearing through my shield. I wouldn’t be able to hold on for much longer.

      I shouted, pulling even more energy from the universe and channeling it into the force field. I didn’t need to hold the Mother of All off forever, just for long enough that Isfet could do her reintegration thing and return at full strength to battle the Mother herself. I would back her up with everything I had, but she was the big guns. She was the one who actually had a chance at taking the Mother of All down.

      The Mother’s beam of light pushed my shield back until it was so close to me that I had to crouch to keep it from touching my head.

      “Kat!” Nik yelled. “It’s crushing us! You have to drop it!”

      I took my eyes off the Mother of All for a fraction of a second. All around me, the Nejerets were shrinking down in terror as the energy barrier pushed them closer to the ground. I had no doubt that touching the barrier would hurt them as much as it had hurt the Netjers.

      They cried out, clutching onto one another. I was the biggest threat to them right now. Not the Netjers and not the Mother of All. Me.

      Eyes wide with shock, I pulled the shield in until all of the energy flowing through my ba was being channeled into a beam as focused and brilliant as the one shooting out of the Mother’s palms, mine gold, hers diamond white. Where the two energy beams met, sparks exploded in an endless, blinding starburst. The force of the contact between the two streams of energy sent shock waves reverberating up my arms and throughout my body.

      In my peripheral vision, I could see my people regaining their feet. Impressively, they weren’t running away; they were standing their ground. They were readying themselves for battle. They were energy beings now, just like the Netjers. They might have been fish in a barrel before, back when they had physical bodies, but now they were facing the Netjers without the handicap of being corporeal. They couldn’t be hurt anymore, at least not physically. The rules of the game had changed—my people were their equals now—and from the looks of it, the Netjers weren’t too excited about the change.

      Weapons appeared in Nejeret hands all around me—not mundane, earthly weapons, but things made of pure energy. Things that might not be able to kill a Netjer but certainly could hurt one.

      At first, just a few individuals along the edges of the Netjer horde peeled off and fled, heading back to the portal that had brought them here from their universe. But their act of cowardice caused a ripple to cascade through the immortal army, and more and more followed, until only a few loyal stragglers remained clustered around the Mother of All.

      Eventually, even the loyalists fled, too, leaving the Mother of All alone in her fight.

      The Mother of All didn’t seem to care that she’d lost her army, and I supposed it didn’t really matter. Her energy beam was stronger than mine, relentlessly driving the point of impact closer and closer to me. There wasn’t a doubt in my mind—once it reached me, I would be obliterated.

      Unhurriedly, the Mother of All floated down to the ground. She landed some fifty yards away, on the far side of the canal.

      The Nejerets nearest her shrank back, repelled by the surge of power emanating from her. I knew firsthand just how terrifying the sheer force of her power could be. Even like this, awakened to my full potential after my brief union with Isfet, I was no match for the Mother of All. I was a hummingbird battling a dragon. There was no way for me to win.

      Pace leisurely, the Mother of All started toward me, and as she passed Nejerets, they drew back. But at least they didn’t flee. My people might have been far outmatched against the Mother of All, but at least they stood their ground. That was more than she could say of her Netjer army.

      My people’s courage gave me strength, and I dug deep, channeling as much energy as I possibly could into my beam, slowing the Mother’s beam’s progress. The collision point still moved toward me, slowly closing in, just not as quickly as before.

      “You stupid girl,” the Mother of All hissed as she met my upsurge in power with one of her own. “I cannot believe you actually did it—you gave yourself to my bitch daughter.” The Mother sneered, stepping foot on one of the At bridges arching over the canal as she steadily advanced on me. The closer she drew, the more powerful her beam became. “You sacrificed yourself to save this putrid universe, and for what?” She bared her teeth. “For nothing! You cannot defeat me. No one can!”

      For a long moment, my thoughts flailed as my mind tried to catch onto the meaning behind the Mother’s words. She thought I’d given myself to Isfet—that Isfet was in the process of taking me over, body and soul. She thought she was battling both me and Isfet right now.

      To the Mother of All, it must’ve been inconceivable that a lowly Nejeret abomination like myself—no matter how unique or connected I was to the universe—could have done something as immense as destroying Aaru. She had no idea that I was Isfet’s ally, not her slave. No idea that when Isfet finally showed up, she wouldn’t be limited by my constraints. No idea that Isfet would be at her full strength, soul and mind reunited, the embodiment of this entire gods-damned universe.

      And the Mother of All would never find any of that out if I failed to hold her off long enough for Isfet to show up and blow her mind.

      The point where our two beams met continued to move toward me. It was only a few yards away. It wouldn’t be long now.

      If the Mother of All succeeded in destroying me, I had no doubt that she would suck this universe dry ahead of schedule in retribution, and robbed of the vital soul-energy flowing through Duat, Isfet would perish right along with the rest of us.

      I couldn’t let that happen. I wouldn’t.

      Roaring, I rallied, throwing everything I had into my beam of energy. I thought I’d been giving it my all before, and maybe I had, but the sudden spike of adrenaline coursing through my bloodstream allowed me to push beyond my natural limits. I was a mother lifting a car off her baby, a hunter wrestling a bear and winning. I could feel the hairs all over my body standing on end as the energy flowing through me surged higher. I had to dig my bare heel into the dry earth to prevent the force of the Mother’s beam from pushing me backward.

      But I’d be damned if that deadly starburst didn’t stop moving toward me.

      For a heartbeat, the Mother and I stood a dozen yards apart, neither one able to overpower the other. For that single heartbeat, hope swelled within me. I could do it. I could hold her off.

      The Mother of All inhaled deeply, and long strings of wispy, vibrant soul-energy flew past me and toward her. She was pulling soul-energy out through the opening I’d made between dimensions. She was feeding off my universe, right there in front of me. She was using my own universe against me, drawing strength from it. Recharging herself.

      “Anapa!” I shouted, not taking my eyes off the Mother. “Shut it! Shut the portal to Duat!”

      I felt the hole between dimensions seal shut, but it was too late. Some of the soul-energy was within the Mother’s grasp. Horrified, I watched her suck in vibrant wisps of it.

      She closed her eyes, a cruel smile twisting her mouth. “Mmm . . . delicious,” she said, licking her lips. When she opened her eyes again, her smug, sapphire stare locked onto me. “I feel quite refreshed,” she said, her diamond-white aura flaring.

      I bared my teeth at her, unable to divert even the tiny amount of focus it would take to respond with a biting insult.

      “I knew you were trouble the first time I saw you,” the Mother of All said, her pace increasing as she closed the distance between us. I didn’t know if she was talking about me or Isfet, who she believed to be within me, controlling me. I supposed it didn’t really matter. “I should have destroyed you then,” she said, her lip curling. “Better late than never.”

      Suddenly, her beam of energy was twice as strong, and the destructive starburst was charging toward me.

      My heart was racing, but no matter how hard I tried, there was nothing I could do to stop her. I had seconds left, only a handful of heartbeats.

      “Now who will defend this wretched place?” the Mother taunted. I couldn’t believe her spiteful voice was the last I would hear . . . that her hated stare was the last I would see.

      I sucked in a breath as Isfet coalesced out of a glittering mist beside the Mother of All. “I will, Mother.”
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      The Mother of All looked at Isfet, and the moment her attention left me, her beam of energy faltered. The starburst rushed toward her, slamming into her in a blinding explosion of sparks.

      I released the energy and raised my arms, covering my eyes and averting my face. All around me, the Nejerets shouted and turned away.

      Nik stepped in front of me, wrapping his arms around me protectively and shielding me with his golden aura.

      I sagged against him, drained by the sheer volume of raw energy I’d just channeled through my ba.

      Slowly, the blinding light faded, and we both raised our heads to see what had happened to the Mother of All.

      My eyes widened. She was gone.

      Isfet still stood just where she’d first appeared, and all of the Nejerets who’d been nearest her were still there, huddled on the ground, cowering from the blinding explosion. But the Mother of All was nowhere in sight.

      Had my energy beam destroyed her? Or had Isfet? Was it even possible?

      Hope swelled in my chest, even as dread settled in my stomach. It seemed too easy. The Mother of All was the creator of literally everything in existence—and the destroyer of everything, too. Beating her would be harder than this; I felt it in my gut.

      I could hear the Nejerets whispering all around me—gone . . . dead . . . safe . . .

      Slowly, fearfully, I shook my head. None of those things were true. I would’ve bet my life on it. My afterlife, too. I looked at Nik, seeing every ounce of wariness I felt reflected in his pale golden gaze.

      “Fools!” the Mother of All boomed from high overhead.

      A chorus of gasps surrounded me, and as one, we all raised our faces to the night sky.

      The Mother of All blocked out a good portion of the stars, her massive figure glinting and gleaming like she herself was a celestial body. “You think I can be killed so easily?” she roared, her voice making the earth tremble. “I am God. I am the creator of everything. I decide who lives and who dies. Not you filthy, pathetic—”

      “Oh, shut up, Mother,” Isfet shouted, launching herself off the ground with so much force that cracks appeared in the earth beneath her feet. She flew toward the night sky, and as she hurtled higher and higher, she grew until she was as large as the Mother of All.

      Isfet slammed into her like an asteroid hitting the moon, and the two tumbled toward the stars. Lightning shot out from everywhere they touched, and thunder crashed, louder than any I’d ever heard. Electromagnetic waves spread out around the two grappling gods, and it was as though the aurora borealis danced in the night sky over the Sahara.

      Isfet and the Mother of All flew farther and farther away from earth until they were little more than specks of light blending in with the stars.

      I stared up at the sky, stunned by the sudden and shocking turn of events. I felt like I should have been doing something to help Isfet, but I had no idea what to do. I couldn’t turn myself into a giant and fight the Mother of All as an equal like she could. I couldn’t fly among the stars. I had all of this power, and for what—I couldn’t do a damn thing to help. I was utterly drained, having used everything in me to hold off the Mother of All for only a matter of minutes.

      Suddenly, one of those specks of light in the sky started growing larger again. Another joined it. They were coming back. And fast.

      And they weren’t showing any signs of slowing.

      As the only person in the Oasis with a physical body, I was suddenly terrified for my life. If Isfet and the Mother of All crashed into the ground at their current speed, I feared they might split the entire earth in two. I took a step back, then another, though there was nowhere to go. No place of shelter would protect me from the fallout of their impact.

      Nik stepped up, his back to me, and raised his arms over his head. A sheet of solid At spread out from his hands.

      A moment later, Lex joined him. And Anapa and Re, Susie and Syris—everyone who had a sheut that allowed them to manipulate At. Together, the six of them created an At barrier thicker than any I’d ever seen. And they’d created it just in time.

      Isfet crashed into the barrier. The unbreakable material shattered upon divine impact, but at least it slowed her fall.

      Her landing shook the ground, sending sand spraying in a massive wave. She tumbled across at least a dozen sand dunes propelled by her momentum, shrinking as she rolled. When she finally came to a stop, she lay unmoving atop a sand dune just outside the Oasis, looking small and frail.

      Joju was already racing toward her.

      “Get up,” I whispered.

      But Isfet wasn’t moving.

      “Come on, Isfet,” I said, louder this time. “Get up!”

      The Mother of All floated down to the earth, shrinking as she descended, her expression hideously smug.

      Finally, Isfet stirred. She pushed up onto her hands and knees, head hanging.

      The battle in the sky had clearly taken a lot out of Isfet, but the Mother didn’t appear the least bit weakened. She was too strong. She had too much stored-up power—and thanks to her dutiful, universe-tending Netjers, she had an endless supply of it. Even if Isfet got up now, even if she continued to fight, eventually the Mother of All would destroy her. And she would destroy the rest of us right along with her.

      The Mother of All landed near Isfet on the dune and stalked toward her. She grabbed a handful of Isfet’s silvery hair and yanked her head back, then gripped her throat with her other hand, fingers curved into talons.

      The ivory skin of Isfet’s neck glowed a burning orange around the edges of the Mother’s hand. The orange glow spread, deepening to a blazing crimson as it moved around Isfet’s neck, up her jaw, and down her chest.

      Isfet opened her mouth, letting out a primal, blood-curdling scream.

      As the glow continued to spread, inky fissures branched out along Isfet’s skin, deeper and darker than the shell that had surrounded Aaru.

      “Holy shit,” Nik whispered from beside me. “She’s killing her.”
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      I swallowed roughly, paralyzed into inaction. I reached for Nik’s hand, lacing my fingers through his.

      The Mother of All was seconds away from destroying Isfet, and there wasn’t a damn thing any of us could do about it. All we could do was watch.

      Isfet was our champion. She was the only thing in this universe that could stand up to a being as powerful as the Mother of All. She was the only one who could defend us. Or, at least, she was supposed to be.

      But now, held in the Mother’s death grip, Isfet looked just as weak and powerless as I felt.

      Movement near the godly duo drew my eye. It was Joju. He was sprinting up the side of the dune, closing in fast.

      “What’s he doing?” I said, voice barely audible.

      “Getting himself killed,” Nik said, stating the obvious.

      Except the Mother of All didn’t seem to have noticed Joju. He was only a few steps away, but she was so focused on Isfet—on destroying the heart and soul of our universe—that she hadn’t realized Joju was mere seconds from tackling her.

      But, much to my surprise, Joju didn’t throw himself at the Mother of All. He threw himself at Isfet.

      And melted into her.

      Right before our eyes, the dark cracks in Isfet’s skin faded away, and the glow spreading out from the Mother’s hand shrank back, fading until it was barely visible. Because Joju was inside Isfet now. He was giving her his energy, making her strong enough to fight off the Mother’s attempted deathblow.

      “Oh my God,” I breathed.

      Joju had seen what I’d been blind to—the Mother of All had access to an endless power supply. She must have been refueling the whole time, feeding off her stores of universal energy to maintain her strength. To keep the upper hand.

      But Isfet had a fresh supply of energy now, too. And thanks to Joju’s quick action, she had access to the good stuff—the energy contained within one of us. Nejeret souls were as top shelf as energy could come. We were fucking immortal.

      Mei appeared behind Isfet suddenly, having teleported to the sand dune. In a blink, she melted into Isfet just as Joju had done.

      “No,” Nik said, voice hoarse as he watched his only daughter disappear.

      The glow surrounding the Mother of All’s fingers diminished further, and Isfet raised a hand to grip the Mother’s wrist. Ever so slowly, Isfet peeled the Mother’s fingers away from her throat.

      “Stay with Auntie Aset,” Lex said, drawing my attention to her. She was handing Reni to the smaller woman. “I love you more than . . . more than anything in the whole world, baby.” She kissed her daughter’s forehead, inhaling deeply. “Don’t you ever forget that.”

      Arms free, Lex pulled away and took Heru’s offered hand with a single nod. Not a second later, they vanished in a poof of rainbow smoke.

      “Lex, no!” Dom shouted, and I looked at him, then followed his line of sight.

      Lex and Heru had reappeared behind Isfet.

      My mouth fell open, my heart hammering in my chest. They couldn’t be planning to do it . . . to merge with Isfet. To give her their energy. There was no saying what would happen to them. Would she burn through them? Would she use them up? Would they die?

      Horrified as I was by the grim possibilities, Lex and Heru didn’t hesitate one bit. As one, they wrapped their arms around Isfet and, just as Joju and Mei had done, dissolved into her.

      Bolstered by the influx of energy, Isfet rose to her feet. She slammed her palm into the Mother of All’s chest, sending the Mother flying well beyond the horizon.

      There was a moment of hushed silence, of held breath. The Mother of All wasn’t gone. We knew better now. But there was no way for us to predict what might happen next.

      In a flash of brilliant, white light, the Mother of All reappeared on the dune, just out of arm’s reach from Isfet. She and Isfet stood there, utterly still, locked in a stare-down. For the moment, they were equals.

      And they would remain equals until Isfet burned through her energy resupply. Even if every single Nejeret soul in the Oasis merged with Isfet, I had no doubt that she would eventually run out of juice.

      The Mother of All wouldn’t. She had universes upon universes to draw from.

      Isfet only had us.

      I looked at Nik, the solution suddenly so clear in my mind. I knew what to do. I knew how to end this.

      “What?” Nik said, his eyes searching mine. “What is it?”

      “We have to cut her off,” I told him, amazed that I hadn’t thought of it sooner.

      Nik’s brow furrowed, and he shook his head. “Cut her off?”

      “From her supply of energy . . . from the other universes,” I explained. “We have to sever the connection between our universe and all of the others.”

      “But . . . won’t that kill us?”

      “Maybe,” I said. “Maybe not. But it’s the only way Isfet will have a chance.”

      After my short merger with Isfet, I understood not only the structure of the universe, but the greater structure that connected all of the universes. In my mind, I could picture it so clearly.

      The Netjer universe was like Iusaset, like the great tree, its branches reaching far and wide across all of existence. And the fruit hanging by thin, fragile stems from those branches were the different universes, born of that first one—of the Mother who was, like Isfet with our universe, the personification of that first universe. To sever our connection to the Netjer universe and cut the Mother of All off from everything that gave her power, all I had to do was snip that tiny stem.

      If Isfet survived the battle with the Mother, there was a chance that she would be able to nurture our universe—that severed fruit—into a new tree. There was a chance that cutting ourselves off from the Netjer universe wasn’t a death sentence. But only if Isfet survived.

      If I didn’t cut the Mother’s power off at its source, Isfet didn’t have a chance in hell.

      “It’s the only way, Nik,” I told him. “If we don’t do this, we’re all going to die. And even if cutting our universe off ends up killing us, at least we’ll take that bitch down with us.”

      Nik narrowed his eyes and was quiet for a moment. And then he nodded. “Alright,” he said. “What do you need to make this work?”

      “You,” I said, giving his hand a squeeze and flashing him a tight smile. “Just you.”
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      I was running on fumes, barely able to stand. Back when I’d been a prisoner in the Netjer universe, Anapa had told me the Mother of All had to bank up a crap-ton of energy to sever the connection between one universe and all the others. In my current, exhausted state, taking three steps would have been difficult, verging on impossible; severing the connection between universes on my own was flat-out out of the question.

      Good thing I wasn’t on my own.

      I was half of a bonded pair, and my connection with Nik went soul deep. I’d borrowed energy from him before—once after a shadow soul killed me, and again, on the football field when I’d cleansed the taint from all of the shadow souls.

      But this time was different. This time I didn’t just need an energy boost from Nik; this time I needed everything he had. I needed him to become one with me, like he did for a few seconds during the peak of our passion every time we were intimate. I needed our souls to merge, wholly and completely. And permanently.

      After this, our souls wouldn’t just be bound together; they would be fused, making us one being.

      Remotely, I wondered about fate. I’d never really believed it to be a thing . . . never bought into the idea that my actions didn’t matter. That regardless of the choices I made, I would end up here. But I couldn’t ignore the way things had turned out. It was only by way of my soul bond with Nik that he and I would be able to enter such a deep union; without that ability, I wouldn’t be able to cut our universe loose, and our universe and everything and everyone in it would be facing certain death.

      Without Nik and me—without our bond—this would be it. The end times. The end of everything. It was almost like this was our fate. Like it was predetermined that we would end up here, like this.

      I turned in Nik’s hold, facing him, and offered him my mouth. “Kiss me,” I said, eyes locked with his. Giving in to the passion that was always simmering just beneath the surface whenever we were near each other would be the quickest and easiest way for me to capture his soul. To make him a part of me.

      Nik’s pale eyes searched mine for a moment, and I watched his curiosity give way to understanding, and then to resolve. He inhaled and exhaled deeply, then bent his neck, closing the distance between our mouths. One of his hands pressed into the small of my back, pushing my body flush against his. The other slid behind my neck, his fingers tangling in my hair.

      The moment his lips touched mine, I felt a surge of energy. His aura flared, and I had to squeeze my eyes shut to block out the blinding glow.

      We must have looked crazy, standing there among our people, locked in an embrace while two genuine gods battled it out in the desert just beyond the edge of the Oasis.

      But I dismissed that thought as Nik’s ba grazed mine. It was just a gentle caress at first, but he didn’t stop there. As the kiss continued, his soul slid deeper into mine—deeper than he’d ever gone before. The sensation was mind-blowing, the pleasure all encompassing.

      But even that paled in comparison to the sense of rightness I suddenly felt. It was as though I’d been a fractured being my whole life, but now, finally, I was whole.

      The sensation reached an apex, Nik’s ba resonating in perfect harmony with mine as I felt him settling in my body—in my soul—a perfect melding of two beings. We were connected in everything—heartbeat, thought, and breath. We were truly one.

      Head bowed, I took slow, deep breaths. Nik’s vital energy wrapped itself around and through my soul, seeping out into every single cell of my body. I could feel myself strengthening. I could feel my power surging within my sheut, my connection to the universe transforming from a weak thread to thick, electrified cords.

      Raising my head, I opened my eyes.

      My people weren’t watching the battle between Isfet and the Mother of All anymore; they were watching me. I had no idea what I looked like, but I knew how I felt—strong, powerful. I felt amazing.

      And I felt ready.

      Dom broke away from the crowd of Nejerets and took a couple cautious steps toward me. Toward us. “Little sister?” he said, his dark eyes wary, his expression guarded.

      I blinked, slowly. Deliberately. I felt the same, but different. Like each of my movements was both well rehearsed and also brand new. I saw Dom both as I always had—as my mentor and brother—but also as something of a stranger, the way Nik saw him.

      Dom stopped just out of arm’s reach. “What did you do?”

      “What had to be done,” I told him, my voice echoing with hints of Nik’s.

      Without another word, I bent my knees, feeling the universal energies charging the threads of At and anti-At marbling my soul. Tendrils of those otherworldly materials extended into my physical body, coiling around every fiber of my muscles. I crouched, letting the mounting power build, and then I sprang straight up. I leapt toward the sky, flying higher and higher.

      I was two souls made one, more energy being than physical being now, and the laws of the physical world no longer had a hold on me. Gravity tried to pull me back down to earth, but its grasp was slick, and I slipped free, hurtling toward the stars.

      I flew faster and faster until stars and other celestial bodies rushed past me in a blur. Or rather, I rushed past them. And still, I flew faster.

      I could sense the seed of the universe. It called to me, drawing me in.

      It was the original point of existence in this universe, a single molecule of endlessly regenerating energy born of the Netjer universe. The Mother’s universe. The first universe.

      The seed was the spark that ignited creation here, the birthplace of Isfet, and it was the only thing connecting us to the first universe. It was the fruit hanging by a thread-thin stem from a distant branch of the great tree that was the first universe, and all I had to do was snip that stem, and we would be free.

      And the Mother would be cut off from everything that gave her power.

      Around me, the blur of stars grew denser. Ahead, a single point of silver light brightened and grew—the seed of the universe. I was so close now.

      As I drew near the seed, what I saw made me doubt the accuracy of my understanding of the universe. The seed wasn’t a single molecule but a writhing, silvery mass. My understanding of the universal structure came from Isfet herself. How could it have been wrong?

      I slowed, raising my hand to shield my eyes from the blinding radiance. But I didn’t look away, not completely.

      As I stared at the place where the seed of the universe should have been, as I watched that silvery, vine-like mass endlessly shifting and knotting in on itself, recognition waylaid my confusion. It was the Beast—Iusaset.

      I shook my head, my mental gears turning in triple time.

      The information I’d gleaned from my short communion with Isfet had been old—ancient—from the dawn of time itself, when the Mother of All first created this universe. It had been from before the creation of Aaru and everything in it . . . and before its destruction.

      Suddenly, I understood. It wasn’t that the insight I’d gleaned from Isfet was wrong; it was just outdated, verging on obsolete.

      When I tore down the shell surrounding Aaru, I’d released everything that had been trapped within. I hadn’t considered the possibility that Iusaset wasn’t just another creation of Aaru’s strange magic. I hadn’t considered the possibility that Iusaset was an actual being—or perhaps force was more accurate—trapped within Aaru at the dawn of time, right alongside Isfet.

      But here Iusaset was. I couldn’t ignore the evidence writhing around the seed of the universe, not when I was seeing it with my own two eyes.

      Reconciled with the new state of things, I moved closer to the seed. To Iusaset.

      As I closed in on the center of the universe, I spotted a single, miniscule bronze shoot poking out of the mass of writhing silvery roots.

      I stopped, utterly stunned.

      The seed of the universe had sprouted.

      I was watching the birth of a brand-new great tree. The seedling was tiny and frail, but it was there. In time, it would become a sapling, which would grow and grow and grow, and if it was tended properly, it would eventually fruit, producing new, infant universes. Just like the first universe.

      The gears turning in my mind stopped, all of the pieces clicking into place. I got it. I understood . . . everything.

      Iusaset was the thing that had been missing, the reason that severing the connection between our universe and all of the others would mean ours would shrivel up and rot away once it was cut loose. But now that Iusaset was free, our universe was a fertile, viable place once again . . . as it had originally been, before Iusaset and Isfet were locked away in Aaru.

      “Holy shit,” I breathed.

      Our universe could survive this. If the seedling was strong enough to live through the severing, it would thrive and grow into a new great tree. This universe had been stunted for so long, but now it would finally have the chance to become the glorious instrument of creation it had always had the potential to be.

      Filled with wonder, I drifted toward the seed of the universe ever so slowly until I was close enough to reach out and touch it. “Iusaset,” I said, my voice swallowed up by the vacuum surrounding me.

      The writhing vines slowed, then stilled. Iusaset was listening.

      “You know me,” I said. “You helped me in Aaru—do you remember?”

      A sibilant voice I’d heard only once before whispered through my mind. “Yes . . .”

      Encouraged, I raised a hand, tentatively reaching out.

      The vines shifted, reminding me of a skittish animal.

      I froze, hand outstretched, mere inches from the silvery mass. “I won’t hurt you,” I said. “I want to free you . . . to free all of us. But to do that, I need to touch the seed. I need you to let me in.”

      The vines continued to shift for a few seconds, like Iusaset was considering my request, but soon enough they stilled. And then they parted, making an opening just large enough to fit my arm.

      Figuring that was as much of an invitation as I was going to get, I moved closer, slipping my hand into the hole. The seed was more alive than anything else in the universe, and Iusaset, wrapped around it, was channeling its raw, vibrant energy. That energy reverberated throughout me, sizzling around the edges of my and Nik’s merged souls. The deeper I reached into the mass of roots, the more intense the sensation became.

      I paused, arm submerged in the hole up to my elbow. The sensation went beyond painful; it was pure agony. But it was also necessary.

      I squeezed my eyes shut and clenched my jaw, then pushed onward, deeper into the mass of roots.

      The moment I touched the seed, the sensation stopped. All sensation stopped.

      Time froze, and in that moment between moments, I held the fate of the universe in the palm of my hand.

      I was suddenly terrifyingly aware that I could end everything right now. I could close my fingers around the seed and squeeze until I crushed it, snuffing out this universe in the blink of an eye. I could end all of the pain and suffering. I could end the Mother of All, once and for all, and the only thing I would have to do would be to squeeze. It would be so easy.

      Or, I could take the seed into myself and become a strange, hybrid creature—something more unnatural than even me. I could have the power to direct creation, and with that power, I would have the ability—the need—to feed off of the vital energy intrinsic to every universe. I would become a true abomination. A monster. I would become exactly the same as the Mother of All.

      Carefully—more carefully than I’d ever done anything in my entire life—I curled my fingers around the seed of the universe. I forced threads of At and anti-At to sprout from my palm, weaving around and around the seed, seeking the invisible tie to the first universe.

      The seedling quivered as the threads of At and anti-At tightened around it. There was a chance that the seedling wasn’t strong enough to sustain this universe on its own yet. There was a chance that cutting us loose would usher in the beginning of the end. It was a chance I had to take.

      A shock wave vibrated up my arm suddenly, and I knew I’d found it. The cord. The stem. The one and only tie between this universe and all others.

      I wrapped the threads of At and anti-At around the stem, tighter and tighter, until it snapped clean off.

      All around me, the entire universe shuddered.

      I’d saved us all. Or killed us.

      And at the moment, I didn’t know which.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      For long seconds—a near eternity—the universe teetered on the precipice of destruction.

      I held my breath, stare locked on the tiny bronze seedling.

      It wilted a little, drooping to the side, and I thought I had my answer. In my attempt to save the universe, I’d destroyed it instead. In the end, I was no better than the Mother of All.

      But then the seedling perked up, the bronze brightening to a shimmering platinum, and two miniature golden leaves sprouted from the tip.

      My eyes widened. Slowly, carefully, I uncurled my fingers from around the seed, afraid any sudden movement would disturb the seedling.

      Once I’d released the seed entirely, I pulled my hand out from the mass of roots that was Iusaset, my stare never leaving the seedling. Tears of wonder turned my vision glassy.

      I hadn’t killed us after all. Moreover, there was a chance I’d just saved us.

      “Thank you,” I whispered to Iusaset as I watched the roots close up, concealing the seed once more.

      Within me, I could feel Nik, a warm bundle of love and pride. We’d done it. We’d cut the Mother of All off from her near-endless power source. We’d done the one thing that could turn this fight in our favor—we’d evened out the playing field. We’d bought Isfet a chance to destroy the gods-damned Mother of All.

      I felt a surge of joy that verged on giddiness as I floated away from Iusaset and the seedling it was nourishing in the heart of the universe. I was desperate to get back to the Oasis as quickly as possible to see how Isfet was faring now that the Mother of All was limited only to the energy stored up within her. I raced back to earth a million times faster than light speed, turning the stars rushing past me into an endless wall of silver, only slowing when I sensed the sun.

      I hurtled past the sun and Mercury and slowed to a safer speed once I reached the moon. I hovered at the edge of the earth’s atmosphere as I orbited the planet in search of northern Africa. It only took a moment to find.

      As I drifted through the earth’s atmosphere, I honed in on the Sahara and the Nejeret Oasis deep in the heart of the desert. In seconds, I could see my people, a gently glowing golden mass, and knew I was close.

      My heart rate picked up as I took my first lungful of air in minutes. The closer I drew to the ground, the clearer individual figures became. I searched the dunes around the Oasis for Isfet and the Mother of All, but I couldn’t find them.

      And then I heard the scream, and I knew I was looking in the wrong place. They weren’t out in the desert any longer; they’d moved into the Oasis.

      I spotted them on the apex of one of the At bridges arching over the canal that bisected the Oasis, and I sucked in a horrified breath.

      Isfet was on her knees, and once again, the Mother of All had her fingers wrapped around Isfet’s neck. The burning crimson glow was brighter than before, and the inky fissures in Isfet’s skin had spread out over nearly all of her.

      The Mother of All was seconds from killing Isfet.

      I didn’t hesitate for a moment; I dropped straight down into the Oasis, aiming directly for the Mother of All. I slammed into her, breaking her hold on Isfet and ramming her into the bridge. Cracks spread out through the unbreakable material, fanning out around the Mother of All.

      She blinked and shook her head, dazed by the impact.

      I took advantage of the Mother of All’s momentary disorientation and leapt off of her.

      And dove straight into Isfet.
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      Touching the seed of the universe had charged me up, and I was overflowing with more raw, universal energy than I knew what to do with. But I didn’t need to know what to do with it, not so long as Isfet did.

      I settled into her, and it was unlike anything I could have imagined. Nik’s ba peeled away from mine and faded into the background. I could still sense him, but we were no longer merged. No longer one.

      And I could sense others—Mei, Joju, Lex, and Heru, along with a few souls I hadn’t expected. Anapa and Re were here, within Isfet, feeding her their intrinsic Netjer energy, and the twins were here, too.

      But it wasn’t enough. If the Mother of All managed to capture Isfet in her death grip again, if she held on for even a few seconds, it would all be over. Isfet would be obliterated, and all of us with her.

      Much to my surprise, I didn’t fade into the background with the others. Rather, I merged with Isfet, my fingers sliding into hers like slipping on a pair of gloves, my feet settling on the At bridge within hers, my mind—my thoughts—merging with hers, much as Nik’s had merged with mine not long ago. Isfet and I shared a connection she didn’t have with any of the others. It was like the threads of At and anti-At lacing my ba had formed a link between Isfet and me that was very similar to a soul bond.

      It took only a fraction of a second, and I was suddenly looking out at the world through Isfet’s eyes. And I saw the most unexpected thing: me.

      My body still stood before Isfet, but the brown eyes were devoid of life, the facial features slack. I watched, stunned as I—my body—collapsed onto the bridge. Without my ba, there was no reason for it to keep on living. It was a discarded shell, empty of life just like the thousands of other Nejeret bodies littering the Oasis. It was, once again—and probably for good, this time—dead.

      I didn’t have long to gawk, and I wasn’t in control of Isfet’s movements, let alone where she looked. And right now, she looked away from my body and straight at the Mother of All.

      The Mother was climbing to her feet, a diamond-encrusted hand on the railing. Behind her, golden Nejerets gathered near the edge of the bridge, Dom at the forefront.

      I wondered if the Mother of All realized what I’d done yet. Did she know I’d cut off her near-endless power source?

      The moment her sapphire eyes met mine—met Isfet’s—and I saw the outrage glinting in those gemstone depths, I had my answer. She definitely knew what I’d done, and she was not happy about it.

      Had I been in control of Isfet’s feet at that moment, I probably would have retreated a couple steps, pushed back by the avalanche of hatred pouring off the Mother of All. But I wasn’t in charge; Isfet was. And she wasn’t about to back down. She stood her ground, despite her fear of the Mother of All, impressing the hell out of me.

      The Mother of All slashed a hand through the air to one side of her, tearing a hole in reality. Through the jagged gap, I could see the rainbow flow of soul-energy in Duat.

      Before Isfet could even think about sealing the hole shut, the Mother sucked in a thick stream of soul-energy. I could practically see it reviving her, strengthening her.

      Isfet waved her open hand out in front of her—of us—sharply, and the interdimensional tear sealed like it was being zipped up. In Isfet’s thoughts, I could sense that she was preparing to do the same to any other tear the Mother of All made the very instant she made it.

      The Mother of All sneered and slid one of her feet back, falling into a common fighting position. “No matter,” she said, voice snide. “I got what I needed . . . for now.”

      She held her hands out before her, and a long staff formed out of At in her grip. She ran one hand along the entire length of the staff, and in her fingers’ wake, icy flames sprouted all along the otherworldly weapon.

      Through Isfet, I knew that if those flames touched her—touched us—she would be engulfed. We would be engulfed. And not even the vital energy stored in the seed of the universe would be able to save us from the Mother’s fire.

      “This won’t take long, daughter,” the Mother said. “And once I have disposed of you, I shall rebuild my empire from here.” She started to spin the staff, and I was surprised to see that she appeared to know how to use it.

      Panic surged within Isfet. She’d been prepared to battle the Mother of All using energy. Using the raw universal power that sustained her. But she hadn’t been prepared to fight like mortals. And worse yet, due to her extremely sheltered existence, Isfet had no idea how to fight like a mortal.

      “You should be proud,” the Mother of All said. “You will have achieved what you always wanted: eternal protection for this”—her lip curled—“this cesspool. I will transform this universe into a thriving hub and use it to create more universes. In time, I will be more powerful than ever before.” She advanced on Isfet. “Pity you won’t be around to see it happen.”

      With each step the Mother of All took toward us, Isfet backed up. She didn’t know what to do. She didn’t think she could win this, because she wasn’t a fighter.

      Lucky for her, I was. This was another of those moments that made me think that maybe, just maybe, destiny was a real thing. What were the odds that I would be an expert in the one skill category where Isfet was so severely lacking? Was it another coincidence? Or was it fate?

      Did it even matter? Not really. Not right now.

      “Let me take over,” I thought at Isfet.

      She seemed surprised at first, her eyes opening even wider. She’d known I was in there, but based on her shock, she hadn’t noticed just how there I really was. Front and center, best seat in the joint.

      She handed me the reins as she retreated, taking the backseat. I was suddenly fully in control of her body. And oh gods, the power. The torrent of energy she could wield dwarfed my abilities. No wonder I hadn’t been able to hold off the Mother of All for long on my own.

      Thankfully, I wasn’t on my own anymore. I was no longer just me; I was us—both Isfet and myself, as well as Nik and the others. I was all of us. And I was powerful as fuck.

      The Mother of All faltered, pausing her approach as her eyes widened.

      I wondered what she saw, how she knew that something had changed within Isfet. Maybe it was her eye color, like with Nik when he was actively possessed by Re or vice versa. Maybe the set of Isfet’s features changed, conforming to mine. I doubted I would ever know, and I supposed that, like so many other things, it didn’t really matter. I had more important things to worry about.

      Specifically, I had a god to kill.

      Eyes locked with the Mother of All’s, I stood straighter, halting my retreat. With a single thought, a sword appeared in my hand.

      It was an exact replica of Mercy, only this sword burned with the flames of a thousand—million—billion—colors. This sword was alive, its flames fueled by the infinite myriad of souls that made up the energy flowing through Duat. Because unlike the Mother of All, Isfet didn’t need to tear a hole in reality to draw on the soul-energy. She was the heart and soul of this universe, and as such, she had free access to the soul-energy. And the soul-energy was more than willing to help her.

      I raised my flaming sword and settled into a fighting stance, no flourishes and no frills. I was more than ready to end this, one way or the other, once and for all. Breathing deep and even, I took a step toward the Mother of All.

      She stepped back, seeming to do so unintentionally. It probably had something to do with the fact that the flames dancing along Mercy’s blade were just as deadly to the Mother of All as her flaming staff would be to us.

      Eyes locked with the Mother’s, I stretched my neck first to one side, then to the other. I took another step toward her, and she backed away again. The corner of my mouth lifted.

      Fear flashed through the Mother of All’s sapphire eyes, and her diamond features hardened into a grim expression. And then she disappeared in a flash of blinding white light.

      “Shit,” I hissed, spinning around and around, trying to look everywhere at once.

      She was going to sneak up on me, that much was certain. But when? Where?

      I scanned the crowd of Nejerets, knowing full well that the Mother of All wouldn’t appear somewhere expected. And she certainly wouldn’t appear where I was looking. Knowing her, she would appear right behind me and strike before I’d even had a chance to realize she was there.

      In my thoughts, I could hear Isfet screaming for me to hand the reins back over to her. She was in a full-blown panic, and all she wanted to do now was run. Her sole purpose in existing was to protect this universe, and in her mind, if she stuck around here, she would be facing certain death. It was as good as handing the universe over to the Mother of All.

      But running wouldn’t do us any good. The Mother of All would find us, in time. And when she found us, she would end us. We couldn’t afford to flee; we had to stand and fight. If we died, so be it; at least we would have given it our all.

      I took a deep breath and shut Isfet’s mental voice out. In her current, panicked state, she was a distraction, and I needed to concentrate.

      I stopped scanning the crowd and looked at Dom. He was standing at the edge of the bridge, his focus razor sharp. He nodded infinitesimally, and it took me a heartbeat to puzzle out what he was trying to tell me with that single gesture.

      He would be my eyes. He would look where I couldn’t. All I had to do was trust him.

      I exhaled a shaky breath, then stood up straighter and returned Dom’s nod. The Mother of All wouldn’t expect me to be relying on another’s eyes. She didn’t understand what it meant to trust someone.

      I flipped Mercy in my grasp so the tip of the blade was pointed down at the bridge, my eyes never leaving Dom’s. My breaths became long and even, and my heartbeat slowed. My hair rustled in the cool night wind, stray strands tickling my neck and cheeks.

      Seconds turned to minutes, and still I stared at Dom, barely daring to blink.

      In a flash, his eyes shifted to focus on something beyond my left shoulder.

      At that exact second—that exact instant—I flicked my sword blade up between my left arm and my waist and thrust Mercy back as hard and as fast as I could. The flames dancing along the blade licked at my skin, but they didn’t burn me, because the soul-energy didn’t want them to.

      When Mercy’s blade met resistance, I gritted my teeth and pushed harder, cutting through the Mother of All’s diamond skin until the resistance was gone. The blade had broken through to the other side of the Mother’s body.

      Isfet’s need to flee became overpowering, and she wrested control from me. We stumbled forward until she tripped on a crack in the bridge and sprawled out on her hands and knees. Her fall gave me a tiny window of opportunity, and I took control back.

      I scrambled to my feet and spun around. I needed to see . . . to know. Was it over? Was it finally over?

      The Mother of All stood near the far end of the bridge, Mercy protruding from her middle. She stared down at the sword skewering her body, paralyzed by shock.

      I stood frozen in place. The flames dancing along the blade didn’t seem to be doing anything to her. That couldn’t be right. They should have been burning her. Consuming her. Destroying her.

      But so far as I could tell, they weren’t doing a damn thing.

      Until the Mother of All lifted her head, and I could see the rainbow luminescence of burning soul-energy drowning out the usual blue of her eyes. It was burning her up from the inside out. From the soul out.

      The Mother of All sucked in a breath, and the scream she let out on her exhale would haunt me for the rest of my existence.

      It was the sound of a god dying.

      And it almost—almost—made me feel bad for her. Almost.
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      The Mother of All burned for days.

      Three times, the sun rose and fell, and Nejerets moved around throughout the Oasis, cleaning up after the destruction caused by both the Netjers and the Mother of All and clearing out the bodies—mine included. They set up a massive pyre, and the column of smoke that reached high into the sky was nearly as dark as the shell surrounding Aaru had been.

      And the whole time, Isfet—and all of us within Isfet—stood at the foot of the bridge and watched the Mother of All burn. Isfet wasn’t willing to look away until the last embers had died out and ashed away. I didn’t mind one bit.

      When the sliver of a moon rose on the fourth night, the last remnants of the Mother of All blew away in the desert breeze. She was gone. Finally. Forever.

      “There’s something I want to show you,” Isfet said, speaking aloud, but I could sense that her words were aimed at me.

      She bent her knees, then jumped, launching herself away from the earth at an impossible speed. Within minutes, we were closing in on the seed of the universe.

      Isfet slowed as we drew near the seed, and had I been able to speak on my own, my voice would have been stolen by what I saw.

      Iusaset still wound around the seed of the universe, a protective, sustaining ball of silver roots. But the seedling had changed. It had grown. It wasn’t a mere seedling anymore.

      It wasn’t exactly a great tree yet, either—it was somewhere in between—but it was a whole hell of a lot bigger than it had been before. And unless I was mistaken, it seemed to be growing still. Right before my eyes, its silvery trunk slowly thickened, its branches gradually stretching out farther and farther, shimmering bronze and gold leaves sprouting along the way.

      “As the soul-energy burned the Mother of All,” Isfet explained, sensing my confusion, “it channeled her stores of energy into Iusaset, and Iusaset used that energy to nurse the seed. In time, the tree will become so great that it will absorb Iusaset as well. When that happens, it will be ready to fruit . . . ready to form new universes.”

      I couldn’t speak, exactly, but I could at least think at Isfet. “It’s amazing,” I told her, the only thing I could think to say.

      “It is all because of you,” Isfet said, speaking not just to me, but to the handful of other souls residing within her as well. “Because of all of you. Without everything you did, all of your sacrifices, either the Mother of All would have destroyed this universe and everything in it or she would be ruling over it herself, twisting it into something cruel and evil—a tool to enslave others. To use others. To destroy others.” Isfet was quiet for a moment. “I would repay you, if you would allow it.”

      I could feel the others perking up from deep within Isfet, eager to hear her proposal. “How?” I thought at her, speaking for them.

      “I cannot give you your physical bodies back,” Isfet started, “but the tree can. You could be as you were before—you and any others you choose.”

      In the background, I could feel Lex and Heru’s excitement. They would still have a chance to raise Reni and Bobby. They would still have a chance to watch their children grow into whoever they would become as mature Nejerets.

      “You will be free to continue your lives on earth among the humans, to help them rebuild,” Isfet said. “But if you choose to do that, there is one thing I would request in return.”

      “What?” I thought at her.

      “You, daughter, must watch over that world and your people,” she told me, specifically. “I will be busy tending the tree, so it will fall to you to protect ma’at. You must use your immense power to prevent further damage to the universal balance, for the greatest threat to ma’at is and will always be your kind—energy beings with eternal souls.”

      “Oh,” I said, not overly fond of her proposal. I wondered if creating another Aaru wouldn’t be a better option—that way we could isolate all of the unruly Nejerets like Carson and his sycophants, leaving ma’at more or less safe.

      “I will not create another Aaru to contain the Nejerets,” Isfet said, her voice a soft whipcrack responding to my thoughts. “The damage caused to ma’at by losing touch with so many immortal souls at once would be catastrophic. Besides, that was the Mother of All’s way; it will not be mine.” She fell quiet for a moment, letting me process her offer. “So tell me—do you accept my proposal?”

      How could I not, with Lex and Heru practically begging me to agree. It was emotional blackmail of the highest degree.

      “Alright,” I thought at Isfet. “I accept. I’ll do it.” In the back of my mind, I realized I’d just committed to becoming the goddess humanity believed me to be. And, strangely, the prospect didn’t really bother me anymore.

      Because I no longer doubted my abilities. Because I didn’t fear my power or the responsibility that came along with it. Because I wouldn’t be doing it alone. I had one hell of a team, and so long as they were by my side, I could do anything. We could do anything.

      My unique connection to the universe didn’t feel like a burden anymore. I’d shed my why-me skin, and I was done with whining and feeling sorry for myself.

      Just as the Death card had predicted, I’d transformed.
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      “I think we’re ready,” I said, hanging the broom I’d been using to give the shop floor one final sweep on its hook in the supply closet. I shut the door, placed my hands on my hips, and scanned the tattoo studio. It didn’t look exactly the same as before—it looked better.

      The building had been almost completely destroyed by the Netjers’ sonic blast; Capitol Hill had been leveled, for the most part, just a skeleton—a mere footprint—of the once-thriving Seattle neighborhood remaining. The rest of the city was still mostly in ruin, but I figured we would take the rebuild-reclaim mission neighborhood by neighborhood, and of course I’d chosen to start at home.

      The shop now boasted At walls and At furnishings, like pretty much every other building and home in the area, including the brand-new Nejeret headquarters, built on the top of the hill where a hospital had been before. Heru was in charge there, of course, handling the Nejeret day-to-day affairs. He was the undisputed king now, and nobody seemed to mind one bit.

      People had slowly been trickling in as rumor of my return spread. I’d been ecstatic to see Kimi and her sister, Nina, as well as Alison, the teacher from Nina’s school, and her new beau, Joe. I so called that one. I was more than a little bummed that only one of the shop’s artists had survived the attack, but having Samuel back was a good start.

      It was the day of the Grand Opening—not only of the shop, but of the whole neighborhood. We were ready for people to move back in. For Capitol Hill to become a vibrant, bustling place once more.

      I couldn’t have been more excited, let alone prouder of all we had accomplished. We hadn’t just given Seattleites a portion of their city back—we’d given them hope, too. Hope that the world might not only recover from the Netjer attacks, it might thrive, becoming something far better than it had been before.

      And with Carson and his sycophants as well as the Senate and all of their followers left in energy form, no longer tied to the earthly plane and no longer fighting over control of our little blue planet, peace among my people seemed more achievable than ever before.

      As I surveyed the shop’s interior one last time, Kimi took up her usual position behind the reception counter, Samuel stood in the doorway of his studio, and Nina waited by the door, her hand on the lock and her eyes on me, awaiting the signal to open up shop.

      Nik approached me, taking up a stance behind me and wrapping his arms around my shoulders. He leaned down to kiss my temple. “You’re going to do great, Kitty Kat,” he whispered near my ear, straightening a moment later.

      He was now one of the shop’s resident artists too, though he wouldn’t be working here much for a while. Neither of us would be—we had far too much to do all around the world, repairing, restoring, and rebuilding alongside the surviving humans.

      I took a deep breath, then nodded to Nina.

      She grinned, bubbling over with excitement, and twisted the lock. As she pulled the door open, the bell overhead jingled, the familiar sound warming my heart. It was the original; I’d found the bell in the rubble, one of the few remnants of the old world, and its familiar jingle would never not make me think of my mom, of the days long ago when this shop had been hers.

      Out on the street, the noises of people chatting and laughing filtered in through the open doorway. A huge crowd milled on the street, waiting for me to emerge.

      Nik gave my shoulders one final squeeze, then released me.

      A bundle of nerves and butterflies, I took a step toward the doorway, then another and another. I’d been taking my new divinely appointed role as guardian of this world very seriously, but I hadn’t actually told humanity about it yet. I hadn’t told them anything about what happened, about why their world had been nearly destroyed.

      It was time to tell them now.

      Swallowing roughly, I stepped through the doorway and out onto the sidewalk. I created a small At platform in front of me as I walked and slowly ascended the three stairs.

      From my elevated position, I surveyed the crowd. It stretched out for blocks in either direction on Broadway. This was more people than I’d been expecting. If everyone who was here today settled in Capitol Hill, we might even have to expand to one of the neighboring areas of the city earlier than expected. The thought sent a thrill through me.

      I cleared my throat, then directed some of the power thrumming through my ba into my vocal chords to amplify my voice. I smiled broadly and stretched my arms out to either side of me like I was embracing every single person there, and when I spoke, my voice boomed out over the crowd. “Welcome home!”

      The cheer that rose on Broadway that day was as joyous and heartening as the Mother of All’s scream had been horrifying. Maybe her awful cry would remain with me for the rest of forever, but so would this hopeful roar.

      Grinning from ear to ear, I lowered my hands, and the cheering slowly died down. “I know you have questions,” I said, meeting the eyes of those nearest me. “I know you’re wondering why—why did all of this happen? Why did gods—monsters—attack us? Why did so many people have to die?” I inhaled and exhaled deeply. “The reason is long and complicated, but it’s my goal to make sure you leave today knowing everything. To make sure you understand that the danger has passed. That we won.”

      I licked my lips. This was it. The moment of truth.

      “Let me start at the beginning,” I said. “Before our universe existed—before any universe existed—there was a being, a god, and she was called the Mother of All . . .”
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