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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.” 
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    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 bought 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 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. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    9 
 
      
 
    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.” 
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    “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. 
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    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. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    37 
 
      
 
    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 . . .” 
 
      
 
    The end 
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    ECHO IN TIME 
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    A crystalline chiming punctuated my entrance into the cluttered shop. I’d been expecting a dark and mysterious space with shadowed nooks overflowing with eerie objects and ancient leather tomes . . . but I was surprised by its warm, welcoming atmosphere. Bookshelves lined the walls, many filled with shiny new paperbacks. A rainbow of crystals and tiny glass bottles decorated several bookcases from floor to ceiling, each item with its own sign proclaiming this or that mystical property. Tables were arranged close together throughout the shop, displaying spicy incense, aromatic candles, and a variety of odd items I would have been hard-pressed to identify. The cheerful atmosphere was somewhat of a letdown for my first venture into an occult shop. Is it too much to ask for a few shrunken heads and some eye of newt? 
 
    “Can I help you, Miss?” a woman asked, her voice husky. 
 
    I nearly dropped the statuette I’d picked up—a beautiful, carved representation of Thora’s namesake, the powerful Egyptian goddess, Hathor. “Um, yes,” I said, gently placing the pale, beautiful woman back on her pedestal. 
 
    “Are you a practitioner?” the shopkeeper asked as I turned to face her. She fit the shop perfectly with her flowy, ankle-length skirt, layers of clattering gold bracelets, and wavy, black hair that nearly reached her waist. She wasn’t overtly attractive, but her curves in all the right places paired with her rich voice and graceful movements gave her an air of sensuality and mystery. 
 
    Am I a practitioner? Of what? Witchcraft? “Not exactly. I’m here on research . . . for a graduate project. I’m a PhD student in the archaeology department over at the U.” 
 
    She studied me with eyes so dark they were nearly black before saying, “Mostly true, but I don’t think you’re here for a project.” 
 
    I frowned, wondering how she had guessed that. 
 
    “Many people come here under the guise of some other purpose,” she said, seeming to answer my thoughts. “I’ll answer your questions to the best of my ability if you tell me why you’re really in my shop.” 
 
    I weighed my options and decided it wouldn’t hurt me to divulge my story. Or at least some of my story. After all, it was the reason I’d entered in the first place. With a heavy sigh, I nodded. 
 
    “Alright,” she purred. “Follow me.” 
 
    Swaying, she led me through a curtain of multi-hued glass beads and into a cramped back room that had clearly been decorated with fortune-telling in mind; there was a small, square table of polished oak, several dim antique lamps, and a short bookshelf filled with tarot cards, leather-bound books, and other tools of the trade. A teenage version of the shop owner was sitting at the table, rapt attention on her phone. She cocked her head inquisitively at our arrival but didn’t look up. 
 
    “Kat, go watch the counter. I have some business with this customer.” 
 
    The teenager—Kat—rolled her eyes before standing and exiting the room with a huff. 
 
    “Your daughter?” I asked, amused. 
 
    “Do you have children?” 
 
    I shook my head, surprised by her question. 
 
    “I’d advise that you spend some time remembering your teenage self before reproducing. If you can’t stand the idea of being around that version of yourself for more than a few hours, you’re not ready,” the shopkeeper replied. 
 
    “I heard that, Mom!” Kat called from the front of the store. 
 
    My hostess pointedly raised one artful eyebrow. “Please, have a seat.” She took her daughter’s place while I sat in the wooden chair opposite her. 
 
    “Thanks for agreeing to speak with me,” I said after a long silent moment. It wasn’t much of a conversation starter, but it was the best I could come up with under pressure. 
 
    With a knowing smile, she said, “I’m sure it will be enlightening for us both. Now, what brought you here?” 
 
    I pursed my lips, considering the best way to start. “I guess you could say I’m looking for answers . . . or an explanation. You see, I’ve been experiencing something sort of . . . odd.” 
 
    “Odd how?” she asked, resting her clasped hands on the table. 
 
    “Well . . . it’s these dreams I’ve been having. Except, I just had one and I was awake, which doesn’t really make sense, does it? And they’re not dreams exactly, but more like visions. I mean, some are things I’ve witnessed in my life, but some happened before I was born, and—this is going to sound totally nuts—some haven’t even happened yet. But they’re all real.” 
 
    As I spoke, my companion sat up straighter, evidently intrigued. “What makes you think it’s anything beyond an active imagination? What makes it ‘real’?” 
 
    I leaned forward, intent on making the woman—a stranger—believe me. If she believed me without thinking I was crazy, maybe I could too. “Because I know things.” I said. “Things I shouldn’t know . . . things I couldn’t know. I dreamed something bad would happen to me, and it happened exactly as I saw it.” 
 
    “If you knew it would happen, why didn’t you try to change it?” 
 
    I laughed bitterly. “I thought I was just anxious. It didn’t seem possible that I could see the future in my dreams.” 
 
    “You said it’s not always a dream, that you’ve been awake for these ‘visions’?” 
 
    “Yeah . . . just once, about fifteen minutes ago.” 
 
    She leaned back in her chair, studying me, her generous lips pressed together in a flat line. After a protracted silence, she asked, “You want to know what’s happening to you, correct?” 
 
    “Yes.” Eager, I licked my lips. She knows something . . . she has to. 
 
    “I’ve heard of people with abilities like this. Usually it’s genetic.” She paused. “Have you spoken with your parents about it?” 
 
    Frustrated, I shook my head. “My mom doesn’t know about any of it. She’d tell me if she did. And . . . I don’t know who my father is.” 
 
    “Mom!” Kat called from the front of the shop. 
 
    “Just a minute!” the woman across the table from me yelled back. To me, she said, “Your situation is odd, like you said, but there are others like you out there. It’s standard for your kind to learn about such things from their families. I’m amazed you’ve slipped through the cracks for so long.” 
 
    “My kind? What are you talking about?” My hands gripped the edge of the table so firmly that my nail beds were turning white. 
 
    The muffled sound of Kat’s voice, along with a deeper, male voice, grew louder from beyond the beaded curtain. 
 
    “Yes, your kind.” The woman seemed to be struggling with something as she stared into my eyes. Her head turned toward the doorway, and almost inaudibly, she whispered, “I’m truly sorry, but I can’t tell you more. Just know there are others like you and they will find you.” 
 
    “But you—” 
 
    Kat’s pleading whine sounded from just outside the back room. “But she’s busy right now!” 
 
    “My dear girl, your mother is never too busy for me. You know that. I must see her immediately,” a familiar, faintly-accented voice said. Oh, you have got to be kidding me! 
 
    “Hey!” Kat’s outraged admonition came just before a well-dressed man walked through the beaded curtain, making the pieces of glass clack excitedly. His eyes widened when they met mine, then narrowed slightly as he turned to my hostess. 
 
    “Marcus?” I asked, stunned. He was the last person I would’ve expected to run into at a quirky magic shop, and seeing him triggered a deluge of the images from the previous night’s dreams. Oh God . . . those were just dreams, right? I shook my head, suddenly afraid I would start to suspect all of my dreams were visions. I cleared my throat. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Kat and her mother wore identical expressions of surprise. 
 
    “I could ask you the same thing.” The corner of Marcus’s mouth quirked slightly. “Is Genevieve reading your cards . . . or perhaps your palm? She’s earned quite the reputation as a reader of fortunes. She specializes in past lives, you know.” 
 
    Irked that he’d avoided my question, I responded in kind. “Is that why you’re here? Want to peek into a crystal ball?” 
 
    Marcus laughed out loud, finding unexpected humor in the question. “No, definitely not. Genevieve, here, is quite skilled at acquiring certain rare, moderately illicit antiquities.” 
 
    Slowly, I stood and backed into a corner, looking from Marcus to Genevieve and back. “You deal in black-market artifacts? Both of you? That’s . . . that’s . . .” I couldn’t finish the statement, my mind reeling at the implications. Over the past two millennia, innumerable pieces of archaeological evidence had been destroyed or stolen as a result of the antiquities black market. So much of the ancient world had been lost because of it—because of people like Marcus and Genevieve. “I don’t think I can . . . can do . . .” 
 
    Marcus strode around the table, stopped an arm’s length away from me, and placed his hands on my upper arms. I didn’t know when we’d become touching friends, and I wasn’t sure how I felt about the new development. In his present, looming state, I was leaning toward not-so-great. The memories of Mike attempting to force himself on me were still too fresh. 
 
    Marcus leaned down so his eyes were closer to my level, and his expression changed from haughtiness to concern. “Lex, the black market is a necessary evil. You have to understand that if you want to make it in our field. It already exists, and the only way to save bits and pieces of the artifacts floating around in its torrent is to join in. I promise you, I only rescue artifacts from greedy hands—I never give them any.” 
 
    The intensity of his words chipped away at my anger and fear. “And her,” I whispered, flicking my eyes to the woman still sitting at the small table. “What does she do?” 
 
    He smiled wolfishly, but his tone matched mine in softness. “She’s like me, rescuing the most important pieces.” Shaking his head, he added, “The disparity between value and importance has always amused me.” 
 
    “What do you—” 
 
    “Later,” he interrupted and dropped his hands, turning to face Genevieve and Kat. “I need to take care of some quick business with Gen, then I’ll explain everything.” 
 
    Genevieve raised her delicate eyebrows. 
 
    “Well, maybe not everything,” Marcus corrected, smirking. Unintentionally, I wondered if Marcus and Genevieve were more than business acquaintances. If he felt comfortable enough to barge in on one of her private meetings with a customer and she could ask him a question by simply raising her eyebrows, surely there was something else between them. The thought caused an unexpected vise to squeeze my heart, making it throb with an emotion I wasn’t used to: jealousy. Where did that come from? 
 
    Looking at the floor, I said, “I’ll wait out front,” and rushed out of the room. 
 
    Kat followed me, retreating to a stool behind the checkout counter. As I perused the shop, I could practically feel her laser-like glare piercing my skin. 
 
    “Something wrong?” I asked pointedly. I found the small, alabaster Hathor carving again and held it up, examining its exquisite detail. I would’ve guessed it really was over four thousand years old, if any Old Kingdom Egyptian alabaster pieces had ever been carved with so much detail. The goddess’s lithe, feminine body, carved so she was eternally standing with one foot stepping forward, fit perfectly in the palm of my hand. Her exquisite face stared back at me with such determination, I almost expected her to open her mouth and make some godly demand. 
 
    Still glaring, Kat grumbled, “Are you, like, going out with him or something?” 
 
    It took me a few seconds to shift all of my attention to her. “Am I dating Marcus?” I asked, incredulous. 
 
    “Yeah,” Kat said, rolling her eyes and sighing dramatically. 
 
    I snorted. “Definitely not. We work together.” 
 
    “Oh.” She brightened noticeably, straightening from her slouched position. 
 
    I hesitated, worried I wouldn’t be able to conceal my unreasonable jealousy if I asked the question I wanted to ask, but I couldn’t resist. “Your mom seems to have a, uh, connection with him. Is there something between them?” 
 
    Giggling, Kat hopped off her stool and skipped around the counter to join me. She was built like her mom—curves everywhere they should be—just not quite so filled out. If it weren’t for her outfit, she easily could have passed as an undergrad. As it was, her white, neon-splashed t-shirt, black skinny jeans, and bright green Chucks placed her in high school, maybe as a junior or senior. Her long, nearly black hair was twisted up into a high, messy bun, and the multiple piercings in her ears were filled with a variety of gemstone studs. 
 
    “No,” she whispered, “but Mom totally wishes there was. I mean, damn, who wouldn’t? He’s totally, like, the hottest guy I’ve ever seen . . . ever. It doesn’t even matter that he’s so old.” 
 
    I laughed—I couldn’t help it. There was no way Marcus was beyond his mid-thirties, but to a teen, I knew that could seem ancient.  
 
    “How much is this?” I asked, holding up the carving. I’d come to the highly improbable conclusion that the little goddess wasn’t a reproduction, but was actually the real deal. What she was doing in the shop, on a table of artful junk, was beyond me. 
 
    Kat bit her glossed lip. “Um . . . that’s one of the special items. I have to ask my mom.” So it really is authentic . . . I knew it! 
 
    “Ask me what?” Genevieve asked, her rich voice startling us both as she walked through the beaded curtain and joined us in the front of the shop. I was surprised Marcus hadn’t followed her out. Maybe he’s busy buttoning his pants, I thought snidely. And then I mentally slapped myself. Not mine . . . off-limits . . . get a goddamn grip! 
 
    “The cost of this statuette,” I explained, holding up the small carving for her to see. 
 
    Genevieve pursed her lips and squinted before coming to a decision. “Take it, no cost.” 
 
    Kat’s mouth fell open. “But . . . Mom—” 
 
    A firm hand gesture from her mother quieted the teenager. “Consider it an apology gift, since I can’t give you the information you seek. It seems to want to be with you anyway. It’s fitting.” 
 
    By the time Marcus emerged from the back room, my newly acquired artifact was wrapped in a soft, pale green cloth, fitted into a gift box, and tucked into a small, dark purple bag. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said to Kat and Genevieve, briefly raising the little paper sack. 
 
    “Of course,” the mother replied while her daughter ogled Marcus. 
 
    He approached me, amusement tugging at the corners of his mouth. “Did you purchase something? Perhaps a good luck charm . . . or a love potion?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” I replied coyly. “I’ll show you later . . . maybe.” My nonchalance was all a bluff—there was no way I could withstand bragging about my little Hathor carving, but I could drag it out for a little while . . . make him wait. 
 
    What had been only a hint of a smile turned into a full-blown grin. “Ah, Lex, I am so looking forward to the coming year.” 
 
    I blinked. That most certainly had not been the reaction I’d expected. 
 
    Before I could respond, Marcus turned to Genevieve and her daughter. “A pleasure, as always. Genevieve, Katarina.” He gave each a slight nod and placed his hand against the small of my back, ushering me toward the door. Even through my pea coat and sweater, the contact felt extremely intimate. 
 
    “Goodbye! It was nice to meet you both!” I called over my shoulder. 
 
    “And you,” Genevieve said. Oddly, she sounded relieved. 
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    I hope you enjoyed this excerpt from Echo in Time (Echo Trilogy, #1). The full book is available on Amazon, as are the other novels and novellas in the Echo Trilogy. 
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