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1
 
    
 
   “Pew . . .” Eyes watering, I wrinkled my nose and waved a hand in front of my face. “You’re lucky your nose is safe from this,” I told Dom. I was standing just inside the north entrance to Seattle’s “Tent District,” taking in the midday sights, sounds . . . and odorific smells. The unofficial district was very much a kingdom within a city, where those who shunned modern ways—or were shunned by them—carried out their lives off the books. And apparently out of the shower.
 
   “For once, little sister, I think I prefer being incorporeal.” Dom’s words, classed up as usual by his faint French accent, rolled through my mind, audible only to me.
 
   “You’re welcome,” I muttered.
 
   My dead-ish older brother was currently watching the world around me from a tiny mirror about the size of a silver dollar hanging as a pendant on a short chain around my neck. It allowed him a view of everything ahead of me and enabled me to hear him, thanks to the skin-to-skin contact between Dom’s mirror and me. In the week since I first stuffed his soul into a looking glass, I’d done what I could to make his existence more varied and mobile—at least, on my side of the glass. I still wasn’t sure what exactly was on his side, and he wasn’t offering up much in the way of details. Or information at all. Not that his tight-lipped response to this matter was unexpected. Or annoying. Didn’t bother me one bit. Not one bit.
 
   The point being, he now had several mirrors he could bounce between at will: the standing mirror at Heru’s mansion on Bainbridge, the silver compact in my pocket, and the pendant dangling from a chain around my neck. The trifecta created a network of sorts, which was pretty damn convenient; he could play the messenger between the rest of Clan Heru on Bainbridge and me, the off-the-radar fugitive on a mission. A rebel with a cause.
 
   “I’m surprised any Nejerets can stand living here,” I said as quietly as I could, skirting eye contact with a greasy-haired woman peddling backpacks and other kinds of bags boasting custom modifications.
 
   My kind, immortal beings—immortal-ish—originally heralding from the Sahara Desert before ancient Egypt had become a thing, is gifted with more than just the amazing regenerative abilities that make our lives potentially endless. Our senses—sight, smell, and hearing, mostly—are heightened beyond those of humans, something that can be both a benefit and a curse. Right now, surrounded by thousands of bodies in various stages of unwashedness, my hypersensitive nose was definitely a curse.
 
   “Breathe through your mouth,” Dom suggested.
 
   I could only imagine the look of horror that warped my features. “And eat this stench?” I snorted derisively. “Thanks, but no thanks.”
 
   “Perhaps you should be on your way, then,” Dom said. “Make this visit as quick as possible. There are many other Nejerets on Heru’s list . . .”
 
   I nodded, though he couldn’t see the movement, and scanned the area around me. The Tent District occupied what used to be the King County International Airport—Boeing Field, to the locals—back before gravloops, a high-speed transportation system utilizing air pressure and gravity, stole the market in long-distance travel. The now-defunct airport was surrounded by a chain-link fence on three sides and the narrow Duwamish Waterway on the east side, creating a long, autonomous pseudo-nation. The Tent District occupied a three-square-mile space in southern Seattle, just south of the once industrial-hip, now run-down and abandoned Georgetown neighborhood.
 
   Within the chain-link walls, this kingdom of paupers was broken into four quadrants by two permanent pedestrian thoroughfares that crossed in the relative middle, one connecting the north and south gates, the other leading from the eastern gate to the “docks” spanning the entire western edge of the district. These avenues were for foot and bicycle traffic only, as automobiles weren’t allowed within the district’s fences. Guns, either. The lack of cars made it so walking through the gates was like taking a step back in time.
 
   The acre or two nearest the northern gate functioned as something of a street fair, where it seemed that the residents of the Tent District could barter for food and goods. A myriad of jerry-rigged and dilapidated tents covered the peddler’s stalls, brightly colored paper lanterns dangled from crisscrossing strings overhead, jazzing up the place, and people crowded three or four deep at each stall, speaking loudly and gesticulating with gusto. According to the satellite maps I’d viewed online, there was a larger marketplace at the center of the district, where a cluster of old airplane hangars looked to have been converted into something of a town square. At least, that’s what it had looked like on the computer screen at the public library this morning. I’d never actually stepped foot within these fences before. And no, not just because of the smell.
 
   The Tent District isn’t just a gathering place for Seattle’s ever-increasing homeless population; it’s a safe haven for wayward Nejerets, both the clanless and the dissatisfied dissenters. Not all of my kind approved of the Senate and its Nejeret-supremacist view of the world, and the bravest—or dumbest, depending on how you looked at it—went so far as to refuse paying their mandatory taxes to the Nejeret governing body. For the past decade or so, Heru has allowed such Nejerets to remain in his territory unharmed and unharassed, so long as they stay within this district’s fences. The second they leave the Tent District, they break the pact with Heru and become lawbreakers, punishable however he sees fit. It may sound harsh, but it’s a whole lot kinder than the reception these rage-against Nejerets—fist pump—would receive in any other Senator’s territory, let alone the punishment they would face for skirting their tax obligations.
 
   Technically, Nejeret society is a republic, ruled by the Senate, a body of one hundred and one representatives elected by the rest of us. But each Senate seat comes with a geographical territory, and each Senator rules as a relative monarch over their land. Heru’s territory spans the Pacific Coast, stretching from Alaska all the way down to San Francisco. His is one of the largest and richest territories, but then he’s one of the most ancient and powerful Nejerets alive. He’s also technically the ruler of all of us right now, having declared martial law less than a week ago and stepped into the role of Governor General.
 
   Thanks to him, we were at war. With the Senate. With ourselves. Ominous as it sounded, I was convinced it was a good thing. The Senate has a darker, shadowy side that’s all kinds of evil. Even if I hadn’t sworn an oath to Heru years ago, I’d have thrown my lot in with him in this fight. This war wasn’t about politics or power; it was about right and wrong. Plain and simple.
 
   Heru’s war was the reason I was in the stinking Tent District in the first place. As the striker of the match that sparked this whole revolution, I’d essentially volunteered to be the Senate’s public enemy number one. They wanted to get their hands on me, to make an example of me, desperately. It would go a long way toward proving their strength. Knowing this, Heru tasked me with a dual-purpose mission—he wanted me to go underground, so to speak, traveling around and recruiting support for his side, while at the same time distracting the opposition by rousing dissention within their ranks. It was a pretty damn important job. It also left me feeling an awful lot like bait. Uncomfortably so. In fact, it sort of chafed, how bait-like I felt.
 
   But I understood Heru’s reasoning. I was a diversion. So long as it was known that I was out and about, wandering free and sowing discord, those who remained loyal to the Senate—or what was left of the Senate now that some had defected to Heru’s side—would be distracted. They’d be fighting a war on two fronts, splitting their energy and resources between battling Heru and his supporters and hunting me, not to mention dealing with whatever chaos I stirred up. And trust me, I give good chaos.
 
    [image: ] [image: ]My visit to the Tent District fit into facet numero uno of my mission: to rally support for Heru. Thousands of people lived here in the Tent District, hundreds of which were Nejerets thanks to Heru’s standing offer of a conditional carte blanche. In a species that counted its population at just over eleven thousand, several hundred swinging this way or that could make a noticeable difference.
 
   The district’s leader, a Nejeret by the name of Dorman, was an old friend of Heru’s. Or, at least, an old former friend of Heru’s. According to Dom, the two had a falling out around the last turn of the century, nearly a hundred and forty years ago, which, I supposed, was why I was approaching Dorman instead of Heru doing it himself.
 
   I pulled up my sweatshirt’s hood and stuffed my hands into the pockets of my leather coat, then started down the walkway. I headed south toward the center of the district, where my sources told me Dorman had set up office. It was a little over a mile from the northern gate.
 
   “Should’ve taken the eastern gate,” I commented, moving my lips as little as possible so as not to draw attention to myself. At least this was a place where being a wacky chick who talks to herself might not draw too much insta-judgment.
 
   “But this way you have plenty of time to make yourself seen,” Dom said. We’d gone back and forth between using the northern and eastern gates—the eastern gate being a good bit closer to the district’s core. “I think you are discounting how beneficial it could prove to our cause for word of your arrival to spread among the Nejerets here. You may even draw a crowd . . .”
 
   I agreed with him, but being the only one of us with a physical body to worry about, I was a little concerned about being jumped by covert Senate supporters or hired lackeys. It didn’t seem likely that they’d been lurking around in here, and if they were, they’d be unarmed, thanks to the pretty hefty anti-weapons security check at the gate, but there was no way to know for sure. Unless they jumped me. Then I’d be pretty sure.
 
   I peered first to one side, then the other as I made my way farther into the district, weaving around and between people. Most wore several layers despite the current lack of rain. The chill in the air justified it, and the overcast sky teased us all about raining down its droplets of love at any moment. It was February and this was Seattle, after all.
 
   My fingers itched for my absent sword, Mercy, but I was trying to lay low. At least, when I wasn’t trying to draw a crowd. And laying low with a katana strapped to your back is harder than it sounds. Or maybe it’s exactly as hard as it sounds. In any case, I missed Mercy. Desperately.
 
   At present, my possessions were minimal. I’d been living out of a backpack for the past four days—a good old vintage forest-green JanSport—ducking out in bars until they closed and kicked me out, then breaking into basements to crash for the night. This is my city, and I know how to live on the lam here. Once my mission takes me out to other cities—to other territories—it’ll be a whole new ball game.
 
   Honestly, right now I probably looked and smelled like I fit right in here. Sponge baths in bars just aren’t the same as a good, long, hot shower.
 
   As I made my way deeper into the Tent District, a hand-painted sign caught my eye. “Hey, they have rent-a-showers here!” I said, my voice hushed but excited.
 
   “I hardly think a space so densely packed with Nejerets with questionable intentions is the wisest place to make yourself vulnerable by disrobing.”
 
   I frowned, excitement deflating. “Yeah . . . you’re probably right.”
 
   “You could always rent a motel room.”
 
   “Maybe,” I said. We’d had this chat a dozen times before, but the idea of a skeezy motel clerk knowing I was there made me uneasy. I wasn’t willing to let my guard down anywhere I might be vulnerable. “Or we could head to a gym after this. They have shower stalls.”
 
   “Truly, little sister, is personal hygiene really our biggest concern at present?”
 
   I snorted. “Says the guy who doesn’t have a body to keep clean.”
 
   It was a little crazy, having gone from not talking to Dom for over three years to having him constantly buzzing in my ear, my own personal angel on my shoulder. Dealing with his constant companionship was a bit of an adjustment, but nearly losing him made me appreciate what otherwise might have annoyed me. I was just glad he was still in my life, and I was as determined as ever to find a way to bring him all the way back to the land of the living.
 
   “So what’s this Dorman guy’s deal, anyway?” I asked, angling my face downward but watching my surroundings through my lashes. I knew the Nejeret in charge of this place was several centuries old and that he’d been born in Virginia around the time of the American Revolution. I knew he was of Heru’s line, a great-great-great-descendant to some nth degree. But I knew next to nothing about him, about the kind of man he was. I had no clue how I might get through to him, regardless of what bridges had been burned between him and Heru in the past.
 
   “His deal?”
 
   “Yeah. Like, is he an asshole? Does he have any triggers? Is he gullible? Is he cold like Heru?”
 
   Dom laughed softly, a hushed, dry sound. “Dorman is nothing like Heru. He’s a quick-witted, good-natured man with a kind heart and a friendly sense of humor, and he has no taste for violence or killing, though he’s more than capable of taking care of himself when need be.”
 
   I frowned. “He sounds like a pretty stand-up guy.”
 
   “Indeed he is.”
 
   “Which makes me oh so curious about what happened between him and Heru. Must’ve been one hell of a falling out.”
 
   “Indeed it was,” Dom said in his patented that’s-all-I’m-going-to-say-about-that tone.
 
   “Hmm . . .” I strolled the rest of the way in silence, thoughts tumbling around in my head. I hardly considered myself the best choice for this kind of mission, but I knew as well as anyone that we had to play the cards we were dealt. After all, I’m kind of a big deal in the tarot card world. And by tarot card world I mean Seattle’s tarot card world. Capitol Hill, specifically. That’s pretty much the only place where anyone knows about me and my fortune-telling prowess. My skill as a tattoo artist, however—that draws in clients from all over the country.
 
   Some fifteen minutes later, I closed in on the enormous hangars at the heart of the district and was surprised to find a crowd of Nejerets watching my approach. They fanned out behind a smallish man wearing jeans, brown leather work boots, and a navy blue raincoat, the hood pulled down to reveal a Mariners baseball cap. Like all Nejerets, he appeared to be in the prime of his life, both youthful and ageless. Well, all Nejerets who aren’t me; I’ll look eighteen until the day I die.
 
   “That’s Dorman,” Dom said.
 
   I removed my right hand from my pocket to zip up the sweatshirt under my coat a few more inches, concealing Dom. He would still be able to hear what was going on around us, he just wouldn’t be able to see anything. It was unfortunate, losing a second set of eyes, but it had to be done. He was the ace up my sleeve. Or down my shirt, in his case. But still, he was my secret weapon. Secret being the key word.
 
   I nodded to Dorman as I approached.
 
   He took a few steps toward me, his hand extended, a tentative smile curving his lips and rounding the apples of his cheeks. At first glance, he seemed a jolly fellow. Warm and welcoming, too. I glanced around, fearing that I was being punked. Practical jokes aren’t really my thing. Like, at all. My ex-partner-in-sanctioned-crime Mari tried pulling one once, back during our days as the Senate’s dynamic assassinating duo, and she’d ended up with a face full of salt water and spit and a pretty decent shiner. She’d only tried once.
 
   “You’re Dorman, I take it?” I said, shaking the Nejeret’s proffered hand.
 
   He nodded. “And you’re Katarina Dubois.” His eyebrows danced over his kind, hazel eyes, and his grin widened. He had the accent and charm of a country gentleman, and there was something familiar about him. “The Ink Witch.” He released my hand.
 
   I pressed my lips together, none too pleased. I’d come to embrace the nickname, but I wanted to know how Dorman knew it: from my work as a finder of lost people, or from the night I burned the Ouroboros scientist who’d torn Dom’s soul—his ba—out of his body, leading to my brother’s eventual death?
 
   “I wondered how long it would take you to venture into our humble abode,” Dorman said. As he spoke, the sense of familiarity increased.
 
   “Have we met before?” I asked, brows drawing together.
 
   Dorman blinked, his smile amping back up to full wattage. “Once,” he said. “A couple decades ago.”
 
   My eyes rounded. “You were the one in the old tent city—you told me where to find Mari.”
 
   He placed his hands in his jeans pockets and rocked back on his heels. “And you nearly got yourself killed. I warned you she could take care of herself.”
 
   I felt a wry smile twist my lips, and I shook my head. “Fair enough.” I’d liked him then on impulse, and I felt the same thing now. “I don’t suppose you’ve seen or heard from Mari? Or that you know how to get ahold of her?” I asked, hope high but expectations low. She would make a powerful ally in Heru’s war, if I could track her down. It was a big if, especially considering she’d vanished with her mother, Mei, a Nejeret with a gifted sheut that gave her the power to teleport, among other things.
 
   “No, I can’t say as I have seen her, nor that I would know how to reach her,” Dorman said, disappointing me despite my low expectations.
 
   “Pity.” I glanced to the crowd of Nejerets beyond him, who were watching and listening intently. What thoughts spun around in their minds? How much did they know? Where would their allegiance fall? “Have you heard about what’s going on”—I pointed up and to the side with my chin, indicating the world outside these fences—“out there?”
 
   Dorman’s expression sobered. “I’ve heard whispers . . . and shouts.” He stared off into the distance for a moment, but his hazel gaze soon returned to me. “I’d like to hear what you have to say about it, though.”
 
   I narrowed my eyes. “Even though whatever I tell you will be biased since I’m with Clan Heru?” I wanted to make sure he understood that I wasn’t here to get lost like all the others; I was here as an emissary.
 
   “Even more so because you’re with Clan Heru.” The corners of his mouth lifted, and he raised his voice, just a little. “I, too, am with Clan Heru.”
 
   Behind him, there were hushed whispers among the crowd. He’d just declared himself for our side, and some of the tension I’d been lugging around faded.
 
   “Walk with me,” Dorman said, stepping to the side and holding his arm out. “There’s something I think you’ll want to see, and on the way, you can fill me in on all the excitement.”
 
   I fell into step beside him.
 
   “You’ll find no fans of the Senate here,” he added.
 
   I looked at him, intrigued. “Oh? Then you’ll help us fight them?”
 
   He stared off into the distance. “Me?” he said, frowning. “I’ll do what little I can, but I’m just one man.” He nodded to the crowd that was now following us. “It’s them you’re after. Prove that this war is about more than just power. Prove your worth, earn their trust, and they’ll be the most loyal army you could ask for.”
 
   I glanced over my shoulder. There were well over a hundred Nejerets trailing behind us. “And how am I supposed to do that?”
 
   Dorman glanced at me sidelong. “You, my dear, are about to find out.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

2
 
    
 
   Dorman led me to one of the smaller hangars in the cluster making up the pseudo–town square, the small horde of Nejerets trailing behind us. I filled him in, giving him the quick and dirty version of all that had happened the previous week with Ouroboros and Mari, everything leading up to Heru’s declaration of martial law and the resulting split with the Senate.
 
   “And so the mighty king reclaims his throne,” Dorman said, heading straight for the hangar’s huge open doorway. Two overlapping sheets of plastic blocked the way.
 
   “Governor General, not king,” I corrected. “And it’s only a temporary position.”
 
   In the mirror pendant, Dom snickered.
 
   Dorman chuckled softly. “Darlin’, Heru always has been and always will be a king. He can’t help it. It’s who he is.” I opened my mouth to argue, but before I could say anything, Dorman patted my shoulder and said, “And don’t you fret. I accept his right to rule over me. Daresay I welcome it. I sure as hell trust him more than I trust the rest of the Senators.” He held one side of the plastic curtain up to let me through, then turned to address our train of Nejerets. “We’ll return momentarily.” He motioned for me to enter the hangar.
 
   As I did, I blinked against the sudden brightness. Standing floodlights were positioned at intervals throughout the cavernous interior, illuminating dozens and dozens of cots lined up in neat rows, like this was some kind of field hospital. Many of the collapsible beds were occupied, the people lying on them either asleep, reading, or staring off into space. Some were bandaged here or there or had an IV attached. A handful of other people wearing mismatching scrubs moved around the area, looking after the injured and sick. Their patients seemed well cared for, but even so, something felt off. It was quiet in the makeshift hospital, but not in a peaceful sense. It was too subdued for that. It felt lonely.
 
   “This is our hospital,” Dorman said, like it wasn’t obvious.
 
   “I can see that.” I surveyed the area. I hadn’t considered that there might be anything like this here, but I supposed it made sense. People get sick everywhere; even a place like the Tent District needed some sort of infrastructure for allowing its residents to be cared for. It took a few seconds, but when the reason for the sense of loneliness struck me, it hit hard. “There are no visitors.”
 
   Dorman’s eyes widened, like my observation surprised him. “Correct. We’ve had to take precautions to minimize exposure.”
 
   “Exposure to what?” Dom said, and my eyes narrowed on Dorman. “Exposure to what?” I asked, repeating my half-brother’s question.
 
   Dorman leaned in a little, like he was going to share a secret with me. “The infection.” He started down an aisle between two rows of cots. “Follow me,” he said over his shoulder. “I’ll show you.”
 
   I stared after him for a few seconds, then followed, strides quick so I could catch up. “What kind of infection?” I asked, glancing from side to side, my voice hushed. “And why are you showing me?”
 
   Dorman glanced at me over his shoulder. “Because I’m pretty dang sure that this virus, or whatever it is, is part of the war.” He angled toward another, smaller door at the back of the hangar. “The first person to show signs of the infection—a human—escaped from an Ouroboros lab. The same lab, I daresay, that you helped Heru dismantle.”
 
   My hands balled into fists. I really didn’t like the sound of this.
 
   “Our doctors haven’t been able to figure out what the infection is, let alone how it works, and they’re at an absolute loss as to how to stop it.” Dorman spoke quietly, for my ears only. He reached the door at the back of the hangar and opened it, then gestured for me to go through.
 
   Through the doorway, I could see that more cots were packed into this smaller room, each and every one occupied. I counted twenty-eight patients in there. I hesitated before going in. Normally, I wouldn’t worry about catching a disease—any disease—but Ouroboros had been experimenting on humans and Nejerets. What if they’d developed a pathogen that could take me down?
 
   “You’re safe enough,” Dorman said, reading my wariness. He slipped into the room ahead of me. “See? It only affects humans. We’re limiting the care staff to Nejeret volunteers. Besides, it’s not airborne, so far as we can tell.”
 
   I followed him in. As my focus shifted from cot to cot, from feverish face to feverish face, my dread transformed to fear, then to anger. “They’re kids.”
 
   Hands clasped behind his back, Dorman nodded. “Sammy—that’s the child who escaped from the lab—came to us six days ago. His friends brought him in, begging us to care for him. We had, of course, known about the children disappearing off the streets for some time. By the time we figured out what was happening, we were unable to do anything about those already taken, but for the past month or so, we’ve been offering sanctuary to any homeless child in Seattle in the hopes that staying within our boundaries might keep them safe.”
 
   “I think it worked,” I said, nodding absently. “I have a friend in the PD. He said most of the kids vanished a month or two ago, before your offer of sanctuary. A few were abducted after, but with the pickings so slim…”
 
   “That’s some comfort at least.”
 
   “I’ll check in with Lex,” Dom said. “See if any of the kids they took to Bainbridge are sick.”
 
   I scanned the youthful faces. “So Sammy was the first?” Some of the kids were awake, reading or chatting with their neighbors or curled up in the fetal position and crying. Others were out cold. “Who are the rest of the kids?”
 
   “Sammy’s friends . . . and their friends, and so on.” Dorman settled his hazel stare on me. “There’s another room filled with more sick folks—adults, mostly. The infection seems to progress slightly slower with them, but nothing we do seems to help, really. Whatever this thing is, Ouroboros created it. If you could find the cure . . .” He inhaled and exhaled heavily, his eyes searching mine. “Most of the Nejerets who live here are here because they disapprove of the way our kind treats humans. Prove to them that you’re different—that Heru is different—and that your side cares about our mortal brothers and sisters, and you’ll earn the hearts and loyalty of every Nejeret here.”
 
   I placed my hands on my hips and, slowly, nodded. “How many people are infected?”
 
   “Forty-nine, and more every day. So far as we can tell, it’s contained within our walls. Thankfully, not many people leave this place.” Dorman’s gaze trailed off, landing on a cot in the far corner. “I’d just ask that whatever you do, do it fast. Sammy’s not going to last much longer.”
 
   I reached out and squeezed his arm. “I’ll do what I can. If there’s a cure, I swear to you, I’ll find it.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I sat tucked away in the corner booth at the Gull, a dive bar downtown on Pike Street, my tarot deck on the table before me, three cards faceup. The bar was far enough from Capitol Hill that I didn’t have to constantly look over my shoulder to make sure none of the Senate’s Nejeret watchdogs had found me, but it was close enough for comfort. A quick ten-minute bus ride would dump me on Broadway, just a block from my shop. Not that I’d been there in days, but knowing that Ninth Life Ink was so close was a comfort. Nik was there, looking after things in my absence. That, too, was a comfort.
 
   I was in a holding pattern. I wasn’t sure what to do about the sick kids situation. Dom was off consulting with our people on Bainbridge, so he wasn’t around to bounce ideas off of, and the cards weren’t telling me anything I didn’t already know.
 
   I gulped down the rest of my bourbon, then raised the empty glass and caught the bartender’s eye. Normally I don’t push for table-side service at a dive bar, but it was a Tuesday, and I was one of three patrons in the place. The chick tending bar nodded and grabbed the bottle of Tatoosh, then made her way across the sticky floor to my corner table.
 
   “You any good with those things?” she asked as she poured. She wanted me to do a reading for her. That’s why she was asking. It’s always why people asked.
 
   I shrugged. “I’m decent.” Normally I’d humor her. Maybe even try to charm her pants off with my fortune-telling wiles. Might even earn myself access to a shower. What could I say? She was pretty enough in a grunge-chic way, and I was more than lonely enough.
 
   I hadn’t been with anyone since that afternoon in the stairwell with the Senate’s spy. It didn’t matter that he was dead now, that I’d killed him. I was still tempted to replace the feel of his hands on my body with those of another. It might even work. For a few hours. But I was afraid that the memories of how he’d sounded in that stairwell, how he’d smelled and felt, would return, fresh as ever. I feared finding out that they might haunt me forever.
 
   I clenched my jaw. I wasn’t in the mood for temporary amnesia right now, anyway.
 
   The bartender lingered for a few seconds too long. I took it as a signal to take my leave and pulled my wallet from my left coat pocket. I fished out four twenties and handed them to her. “No change.” It was plenty to pay for the three doubles plus a decent tip. I tossed back the bourbon in my freshly refilled glass, then slid it across the corner of the table to the bartender. “Thanks.”
 
   She took the hint and returned to the bar, the bottle and empty glass in hand.
 
   I restacked my cards and tucked them into their crushed velvet drawstring bag, then returned the bag to my backpack and zipped the whole thing up. After scooting out of the booth, I headed to the bar’s back door, which spit me out in a dingy alleyway. The pavement was slick with rain and even slicker where the uneven cobblestones of days gone by showed through the patchy asphalt, and my balance was a little off from that last double. Pulling up my hood to fend off the drizzle, I made my way to the mouth of the alley, keeping a careful eye on where I placed my boots.
 
   I could head back to the library, maybe do some more research on Ouroboros. Except I doubted that anything I found online would do me—or the sick kids—any good. It was hardly like they would publicly post the directions to make a cure for whatever mutant disease they’d cooked up.
 
   A bus glided past the opening of the alley, its brakes squealing as it came to a stop. BROADWAY/CAPITOL HILL glowed on the sign along its side, declaring its route.
 
   Reacting on instinct, I stumbled to a jog before I even realized what I was doing. I made it to the bus just as the driver was shutting the door.
 
   A cheerful, bushy-browed guy in his fifties or sixties greeted me with a wide smile. “Almost missed you there with those dark clothes. You blend right in with the sidewalk this time of night.” It was barely past six, but late enough that the sun was down and night had set in.
 
   “Thanks for waiting,” I said, breaths quick from the dash. I fed a few bucks into the cash slot in the payment kiosk at the front of the bus and plopped down in the nearest open seat, just a few back from the driver. The bus was fairly full with evening commuters, but not packed.
 
   My heartbeat picked up as the driver shifted gears and the bus lurched forward. It had been almost a week since I’d gone home. Surely I could risk a peek. I wouldn’t even get off the bus; I’d just ride past the shop and make sure everything looked alright. Make sure Nik wasn’t letting the place fall apart. Make sure he was alright.
 
   Heru had wanted Nik to come back to Bainbridge with him—for his own safety—but Nik had refused, claiming the Senate would never consider coming after him. He’d been the host to our creator, the Netjer Re, for thousands of years, and our kind have long memories. He was revered, still, even though Re was long gone. Targeting Nik, making him into a martyr, would send a ripple through the Senate’s ranks, shattering their following and driving too many of their people to our side. They couldn’t afford to go after him. He was as untouchable as anyone could be.
 
   His logic was sound enough to convince Heru, but a seed of doubt had implanted itself in my chest. I wasn’t as convinced of his supposed immunity to the Senate’s wrath. Peace of mind was well worth the minimal risk of a quick bus ride past the shop.
 
   It would be quick. Totally harmless. Right?
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   Apparently, I have the will of a Chihuahua. I got off the damn bus.
 
   And the moment my boots touched the cement of the sidewalk on Broadway, I felt a deep sense of rightness. I also felt something slightly nauseating. I’m pretty sure it was an even deeper sense of paranoia. Of what-the-fuck-am-I-doing.
 
   I should’ve hopped right back on the bus, or at least hung around the bus stop until the next bus—any bus—showed up and ridden the hell out of dodge, because if there was one place the Senate was sure to be watching for me, it was the shop. Getting their hands on me would be a big win for their side and an even bigger fuck-you to Heru. And yet, knowing all that, I still let my feet carry me up the block. At least I was on the other side of the street. That little precaution had to count for something.
 
   It was doing a lot more than drizzling now, and the hood of my sweatshirt was soaking up the water like a thirsty sponge. I ducked into the recessed stoop of a vacant retail space across the street from the Ninth Life and crouched down. I nodded a greeting to the only other occupant of the space, a grimy old fellow who looked just this side of death’s door. He offered me a toothless smile.
 
   The shop would be closing soon. The artists were surely finishing up with their final clients of the day before cleaning up, if they hadn’t done so already. I could see their silhouettes through the fogged glass, and I yearned to go in. That shop was my home as much as the apartment overhead was. More so, maybe.
 
   With the chime of a bell, the shop door opened. My heartbeat sped up. A waif of a young woman emerged and brought with her a wave of disappointment. I’d been hoping for a familiar face. Oh, who was I kidding—I’d been hoping to see Nik’s face.
 
   I watched the door from that dingy alcove for another ten or fifteen minutes, but nobody else came out of the shop. Deciding it was time to stop tempting fate, I stood and started walking down the sidewalk, hands stuffed into my pockets and head bowed. It was stupid of me to come here in the first place, knowing I’d only be able to watch my old life from the outside looking in. I felt worse than before. Like even more of an outcast.
 
   The bell over the door chimed again, and I froze. After a quick glance over my shoulder, I hurried to the next recess in the storefronts, the entryway to a desserts-only café, and huddled there, peeking around the edge of my sodden hood to watch the person who’d left the Ninth Life.
 
   It was Nik. He leaned back against the broad shop window to the left of the door, a cigarette held up to his lips between two fingers and a silver lighter in his other hand. He was wearing a black hooded sweatshirt and worn, gray jeans. Though he had many more, only a few of his tattoos were visible—most notably the Egyptian goddess inked into his neck, her outstretched wings wrapping around to just barely touch in the back. His dark brown hair was buzzed on the sides, the longer top portion swept back, and his face was clean-shaven. His was a jaw that didn’t require the assistance of a five-o’clock shadow to look strong, a perfect finish to the rest of his chiseled face, slightly crooked nose and all.
 
   He took a deep draw on his cigarette as he stowed his lighter back in his jeans. He blew out the smoke, then rested his head back against the glass, his eyelids drifting shut.
 
   The door to the café opened behind me. “Excuse me, miss. Are you waiting for a seat?”
 
   I tossed the guy a half-assed glance over my shoulder. “No.” When my gaze returned to Nik, he was staring straight at me. Shit.
 
   He’d heard me. That single, brief word had been enough to catch his sensitive ears. And to say he looked pissed was putting it lightly.
 
   I shouldn’t have been there. It was too risky. I was at the tippy-top of the Senate’s shit list. The danger to my life was huge, the danger to my mission—to Heru’s cause—astronomical. Nik had every right to be pissed. I knew it.
 
   Which was why I ran away. Or, rather, walked quickly. I mean, I didn’t want to draw attention to myself, after all.
 
   I rounded the corner of the block and headed west. After a sneaky glance over my shoulder, I sidestepped into the alleyway behind the shops lining the block and broke into a dead sprint, making my backpack bounce against my back. I was about a quarter of the way down the alley when a metal door banged open farther down.
 
   Nik burst into the alleyway, a thundercloud in jeans and a black hoodie. A vine of At shot out of his hand, coiling around my neck before I could even consider turning around and running the other way. He closed in on me, pushing me back against the brick wall of the building he’d emerged from. He didn’t retract the vine of At until my back was pressed against the wall and his hands were planted on either side of my head. The straps of my backpack had slipped over my shoulders. I let the bag fall to the ground so I could melt back against the wall, putting a few more inches between us.
 
   I knew better than to try to run from him again. He’d just snag me again, and we’d be right back here, him glowering down at me and me glaring right back simply because it was the only way I knew how to respond.
 
   He stepped closer, leaning in. His inhumanly pale blue eyes were livid, his jaw clenched. And when he spoke, his voice was so low and quiet it sent a cascade of goosebumps trickling over my skin. “What the fuck are you doing here? I told you I’d look after things, and I am. Don’t you trust me?”
 
   I swallowed roughly. I couldn’t help it, not when he was so close and so angry and so him. My heart was racing so fast it was a stumbling, bumbling mess. I was having flashbacks of the last time I’d been pressed against a brick wall. By the bartender, the Senate spy. By the last Nejeret I killed. I lifted my chin. Served him right for calling me a whore.
 
   Nik lowered his face to within an inch of mine. “Well?” I could smell the remnants of his discarded cigarette on his breath, and beneath that a hint of mint and coffee.
 
   I looked at his lips, just for a fraction of a second, then squeezed my eyes shut, hoping he hadn’t noticed. I couldn’t handle him so close, so intense. So in my bubble. Not without wanting him to invade my space further.
 
   “I, um . . .” I cleared my throat and turned my face away from him. Only then did I reopen my eyes. “Mari’s number,” I said as soon as the excuse popped into my brain. “I need Mari’s number.” He was the only person I knew who had it, and I felt a renewed sense of urgency to get ahold of her. If I could reach her, maybe she would know what had been done to Sammy in that lab. Maybe she would know how to cure him.
 
   Nik was quiet for a moment, his pale eyes searching mine. “Do you have a phone?”
 
   I shook my head. I’d been going through a different burner each day, and I’d tossed today’s as soon as I left the Tent District. I pulled a Sharpie out of my coat pocket with shaking fingers. I always had a couple on me.
 
   Nik whispered the number to me, watching as I jotted it onto the back of my hand. “I’ve been trying her every day,” he added. “She’s never picked up.”
 
   When the pen was capped and back in my pocket, Nik leaned in further, pressing his body against mine and bringing his lips to my ear. If anyone walking past either mouth of the alleyway saw us, they’d think we were just a couple of punk kids making out. I kind of wished it were so simple.
 
   “You could’ve called the shop for that,” Nik whispered. “Why’d you really come here, Kitty Kat?” His lips grazed over the shell of my ear as he spoke his nickname for me.
 
   A shiver rolled through me. I splayed my fingers on the brick wall behind me, my nails digging into the grout to keep me from reaching for him. From pulling him closer. He loved messing with me. I just had to keep reminding myself that was all this was. Him messing with me. That’s it.
 
   “Tell me the truth,” he breathed.
 
   “I—” The words “I wanted to see you” caught in my throat. But I had. I’d wanted to make sure he was still here. That he hadn’t vanished into the night again. That he was safe. I choked on the words. Those pathetic damn words.
 
   “Are you ever going to forgive me for leaving?” This wasn’t his messing-with-me voice anymore. This was his full-on serious voice.
 
   I squeezed my eyes shut and a tear snuck free, snaking down my cheek. I didn’t have the mental or emotional ability to deal with this shit right now. I’d let Nik take a single, tiny step into my heart once, and the fallout had nearly destroyed me. Literally, figuratively . . . pretty much every-ly. I couldn’t afford to let something like that happen again right now. Maybe not ever.
 
   Nik pulled back, just enough that he could see my face, and I peered at him through my lashes. For long seconds, he stared at the tear, stuck somewhere between my cheekbone and my jaw, then raised his gaze to mine. “Kat . . .” His whisper was raw, gutting, his breath mingling with mine. He leaned in.
 
   “I have to go,” I said, ducking under his arm and sliding out from between him and the wall. I scooped my backpack up off the ground and jogged up the alleyway, ditching him before he could do the same to me. Again.
 
   I didn’t look back. I couldn’t. If I did, I might never leave.
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   Now that I was in Capitol Hill, now that I was home, I seemed incapable of dragging myself away. It would’ve been impossible if I’d let something happen between Nik and me. I couldn’t. I wasn’t afraid of much, certainly not of anything physical, but emotional shit scared the crap out of me. Except, with Nik—this serious, raw version of him—it was different. Something more. Something I couldn’t put my finger on. This sense of great potential . . . for joy and happiness and wonder. But also for complete and utter devastation. Not. Going. There.
 
   The fresh interaction with Nik left me unhinged. A live wire. I felt the need to lash out. To take all of my pent-up frustration and aggression out on someone. To do something. I couldn’t handle another second of sitting on my thumbs while I waited for Dom to get back to me. There were other ways to attack this problem. And I was rabid with the need to act.
 
   I could call Mari . . . but I’d need a phone for that. There was a public phone at the library, which was just a couple blocks away. Computers, too. Two birds and all that.
 
   As I strode up the sidewalk toward the front entrance to the public library, I pushed thoughts of Nik and the feel of his breath in my hair and his body against mine—of the vulnerable look in his eyes in that last moment before I fled—into some dark corner of my mind. Somewhere where those troubling thoughts could haunt me from dreams. But at least I’d have a semblance of peace while I was awake. Thoughts of him, now, would only get in my way.
 
   The Cap Hill Library is a pretty generic two-story brick building, teetering on the modern side with floor-to-ceiling windows at all of the corners and a strange, cagey protrusion shaped like the enormous bow of a ship at the main entrance. It isn’t the largest library in Seattle, but it has computer kiosks set up with free Internet access to library members, which was all that I needed, really. And it just so happens I’ve been a member since elementary school, and I’d memorized my card number long ago. It was only a matter of setting up an online account, something I’d done on my first day as a fugitive, and I’d been bouncing around the Seattle Public Library system ever since.
 
   Once inside, I tried calling Mari, not surprised when she didn’t pick up. I would try her again before I left. And again and again and again until I got through.
 
   Standing before one of the computer kiosks, I logged in and ran a quick search for the Ouroboros board of directors. If anyone besides Mari could make things happen in that putrid organization, I figured the people who held the purse strings could. Even if they didn’t know the cure for the disease themselves, they had to know who did.
 
   According to the official Ouroboros Corporation website, there were thirteen board members, but their bios didn’t tell me anything beyond their names, ages, and experiences in medicine, science, and the corporate world. Nothing overtly helpful, like addresses, or even a general location or neighborhood. I could run a separate search for each of them and see what popped up, but once I started down that very specific and targeted path, it was more and more likely that my search would ping some cyber watchdog programmed to keep an eye out for someone searching for such specific Ouroboros-related information. I told them I’d come after them, right after I burned one of their scientists to death with only the power of my sheut, and I had no doubt that they’d be on the lookout for me, in real life and online.
 
   I decided to hold off on cyber-stalking for a minute or two while I consulted the cards. I shrugged my backpack off and unzipped it, fishing out the velvet drawstring bag containing my tarot deck, then set both bags on the floor while I started shuffling the cards. After three shuffles, I pulled a card and placed it on the desk beside the computer’s mouse.
 
   Queen of Swords, reversed. The image on the card looked much as I’d drawn it a few years ago, with a slender woman sketched in black and gray standing beside a massive claymore, the sword’s nose in the ground and the woman’s fingers wrapped around its hilt. But the image wasn’t exactly as I’d drawn it. Because I’d created this deck with ink and paint, and because the innate magic granted to me through my sheut could give the things I drew a life of their own, their images and general design shifted with the tide of my mood, not to mention with the greater movement of events around me. It made this particular deck of tarot cards incredibly insightful.
 
   Last week, when several dozen kids went missing, abducted by Ouroboros, the children had been incorporated into the cards. Now, the children were gone from the imagery, but the tail-eating snake, the symbol for which Ouroboros was named, was still there. On the Queen of Swords, it was a small, golden circlet, resting on the queen’s head like a crown.
 
   Generally, this card represents intelligence and quick thinking, suggesting a calculated, independent intellect completely devoid of emotion. But reversed, the Queen of Swords represents quite the opposite—emotional investment that clouds decision making, relying too much on the heart and not enough on the mind.
 
   I picked up the card, flipping it over to get a good look at the queen’s face. She appeared middle-aged and stern. And somehow familiar. I held the card up to the computer screen and opened the page containing the board members and their bios.
 
   And there she was at the top of the list—Constance Ward, Chairman of the Board and Chief Executive Officer of the Ouroboros Corporation. Her showing up on this card definitely wasn’t a coincidence. It was a message from the universe. It had to be. Now, I knew exactly who to target—the head of the snake.
 
   I returned the card to the deck and replaced the whole thing in its bag. “Alright, Constance,” I said under my breath as I typed her name into the search bar. “Where are you?”
 
   I glanced around just before hitting enter. Nobody seemed to be watching me, aside from the librarian who’d been staring a hole in my forehead since about two seconds after I walked into the library. Geesh. I didn’t even have any facial piercings anymore. Was homeless fugitive wafting off me or something?
 
   I inconspicuously stuck my nose into my sweatshirt and gave it a sniff. Maybe.
 
   I caught the woman’s eye and winked, gaining an inkling of amusement from watching her flustered fluttering as she moved books here and there, pretending that she hadn’t been keeping an eye on me for the past fifteen minutes. With a blink, I refocused on the computer screen and hit the enter key.
 
   There were about a gazillion entries for Constance Ward, so I amended my search to include the word “home.” My fingers were crossed, but even with the tip-off from the good ol’ universe, my hopes weren’t high.
 
   Which just goes to show you that I can’t predict the future, at least not without the help of my cards . . . or a pen and some paper. The first entry in the search results was an article from the Seattle Times with the headline OUROBOROS CEO HOSTS RECORD-BREAKING FUNDRAISER. Hosts? As in, throws a party at her house?
 
   I snorted quietly. No wonder the cards suggested I start with Constance; tracking her down was going to be a breeze.
 
   I clicked on the link and gave the article a quick skim. Apparently, Constance could throw a killer party. She’d raised over a million bucks for the Children’s Hospital at the annual gala she’d held at her lakeside home this past October in Madison Park. It wasn’t as precise as an address, but paired with the photos snapped at the event, knowing she lived in the ritzy neighborhood was almost as good as GPS coordinates.
 
   From the images of the house—and the pool and the greenhouse and the sprawling lawn and the private dock on Lake Washington—I could tell exactly where Constance lived. It only took thirty seconds of skimming a satellite map of her neighborhood to glean her address. Not that I was an expert sleuth or anything—though after years of hunting rogue Nejerets, I didn’t suck—but there just weren’t that many private lakeside homes in Madison Park. Maybe a dozen, total, and none but hers with a huge, Victorian-style greenhouse. Ding ding ding . . . we’ve got a winner.
 
   I jotted down the address, cleared my browser history, then closed the window and logged out. I didn’t want to risk the chance that Nosy McNoserson over at the checkout desk might use her admin privileges and do some sleuthing of her own.
 
   I gave the librarian a cutesy finger wave as I passed the checkout desk and glanced at the clock on the wall behind her. It was a quarter till eight, fifteen minutes until the library would close. I’d found Constance’s address just in time.
 
   I had to walk a few blocks to reach a bus stop served by a bus that would take me the two plus miles to Constance’s neighborhood, but it didn’t really matter because the bus wouldn’t arrive for a good thirty minutes. Sometimes taking action took forever. It was moments like this that I missed my Ducati desperately.
 
   According to the bus’s clock, it was almost nine o’clock when we came to a screeching halt at my stop in Madison Park. I hopped off the bus and wandered up the sidewalk in the wrong direction while I waited for the bus to trundle farther down the street and turn around a corner.
 
   Once it was out of sight, I turned on my heel and marched straight toward Constance’s lakefront property. It was surrounded by a wall of trees and shrubs grown over a four-foot-high fence—totally scalable. I found a spot where the greenery was thinner and the light from the streetlamps was dim. For a few seconds, I loitered by a black pickup, pretending I was checking an imaginary phone. After I felt fairly certain I wasn’t being watched, I squatted down, then leapt at the fence, propelling myself over in one smooth motion. My landing could’ve been better, but it wasn’t too loud and didn’t disturb the plants too much. With any luck, nobody would ever know I’d been there.
 
   I huddled in the bushes for a few minutes, making sure that even if the average person had spotted movement in the shrubs from the other side, they’d have lost interest. And then I waited a few more minutes. Only after it felt like I’d been waiting for an hour but it had really probably only been ten minutes or so—really, I’m temporally lost without my phone, I should probably consider getting a watch—did I start the slow process of skulking through the bushes. And can I just say that skulking is exhausting. All that squatting and breath-holding and slow shuffling forward. By the time I reached a break in the shrubs, my quads were quaking and my back ached.
 
   Giving my legs a break while I surveyed the property, I lowered myself the rest of the way down until I was sitting on my heels. I’d come through behind what appeared to be a guesthouse, but I had a clear line of sight to part of the enormous main house. Just like in the photos from the fundraiser gala, the house appeared to be in the traditional Cape Cod style, only on crack. The place was huge.
 
   Here’s the thing about breaking and entering into multi-multimillion-dollar properties like this—there’s never really a good time to do it, but nighttime is pretty much the worst time, what with all of the alarms and motion sensors and security personnel and guard dogs. Not that there isn’t always a way around the security measures, but it takes time to formulate a plan. So I had to give myself some time to study my surroundings. To locate all visible cameras and motion sensors and extrapolate the locations of others I couldn’t see based on what I could see. To figure out how to get into the house and interrogate Constance—and, let’s be honest, dispose of her—then get back out without getting caught. That last part was key.
 
   I’d been squatting in those bushes for at least an hour—maybe—when a light came on in the room at the very corner of the house. It appeared to be a home theater, with enormous leather recliners lined up in rows on three descending levels.
 
   A couple of little girls skipped into the room, I’d have guessed they were maybe seven or eight, followed by a teenaged boy. Constance was next, carrying another child in her arms—a small child, but not a young one. I squinted, focusing on the kid. It couldn’t tell if it was a boy or a girl, but I could tell that the kid had some sort of a condition, something that made him or her appear extremely frail.
 
   Constance said something—I’d never been a good lipreader—and smiled down at the child in her arms, her face filled with warmth and love. Not a second later, both disappeared behind oversized chair backs. It was as though my breath vanished with them.
 
   Constance was the CEO and Chairman of the Board of a child-abducting, soul-stealing, Nejeret-torturing corporation. There was no way she didn’t know about everything Ouroboros had been doing in that secret lab, let alone whatever was going on with Sammy and the other sick kids back in the Tent District. There wasn’t a jury in this country that wouldn’t convict her to a lifetime in prison for her crimes.
 
   Yet she was also a mother. And from the looks of it a pretty damn good one. It was ten o’clock on a Tuesday night—a work night, no less—and she wasn’t working late in her study or getting ready for bed, letting a nanny take care of her brood of kids. She was hanging out with them herself, and apparently having a good time doing so.
 
   I pushed back my hood and raked my fingers through greasy hair, inhaling and exhaling deeply. Panic was peeking into the windows of my mind, lurking in the bushes surrounding my soul, trying to find a way in. Night started to close in around me, and I sucked in air uselessly.
 
   I knew what it was like to lose a beloved mother. I wasn’t sure I could do that to someone else.
 
   But the kids on the cots back in the hangar-turned-hospital—they had a whole lot less than Constance’s children. Didn’t they deserve the answers Constance could provide? Didn’t they deserve a chance at life? Didn’t they deserve justice?
 
   There are twelve other board members. The realization brought a much-needed rush of oxygen to my lungs, to my blood, and I could think clearly once again.
 
   I didn’t have to go after Constance, not yet. I could find someone else to target . . . to torture and interrogate. To kill. There was another way. Twelve others. I just had to track them down.
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   There’s a big difference between a human soul and a Nejeret ba. A Nejeret’s ba can exist outside of his or her physical body ad infinitum, like Dom’s. In other words, just because a Nejeret’s physical body dies, it doesn’t mean the end of that Nejeret. We don’t know where a ba goes once its body dies, just that it goes somewhere else—to some other plane or dimension or universe—and it will continue to be, to exist, until the end of everything.
 
   Not so with a human soul, though. Human souls are tied to this realm, and when a human body passes, its soul dissipates; the energy that once clung together, forming a conscious, self-aware life-form, just sort of fades away until that person, body and soul, is gone forever. It’s exactly what happened to my mom two decades ago, and it sucks balls.
 
   For years, I struggled with her death—not just with the passing of her body, but the ending of her soul. Oh, who am I kidding? I still struggle with it. But that’s the thing about being an immortal girl in a mortal world. Goodbyes become all too familiar; letting go becomes as easy as falling asleep. We might not want to fall asleep, we might hold onto wakefulness with all our might, cling to consciousness like our lives depend on it, but sleep will claim us eventually. We will let go eventually, whether we want to or not. At least, that’s what Dom tells me. Maybe in a century or two I’ll understand.
 
   For most Nejerets, the death of the mother is the first introduction into the inevitable cruelty of our existence. We’re tied to humans, coexisting by way of reproductive dependency. As a byproduct of our hyper-regenerative abilities, female Nejerets’ bodies are incapable of sustaining a pregnancy to full term. Except for a few very rare cases—like Lex and Heru, literal soul mates whose bond alters Lex’s body, allowing her to sustain a pregnancy, or Nik’s mom, Aset, who was raped before her Nejeret traits manifested and rendered her infertile—a female Nejeret’s body will reject a fertilized egg almost as soon as it implants in the uterine wall. As a result, the burden of propagation, of sustaining our species, is left to male Nejerets and either female human carriers of the recessive Nejeret genes or young female Nejerets-to-be who are still fertile.
 
   Because of this, nearly every Nejeret has a human mother. And all of us lose our mother, so often the one person who’s always been there for us, who’s loved us unconditionally. Who’s put us first, always first. Who will die. Whose soul will fade away, leaving us feeling lost and alone in this desolate existence. She is our first true taste of goodbye, and the bitterness lingers for ages, clinging to our tongues like resin. A constant reminder of the pain that comes from loving mortals, even as their fragility enhances their allure.
 
   I’ve killed a lot of people—forty, to be exact—but they were all Nejerets, save for the human scientist who killed Dom’s body. All but one of my victim’s souls continued on after their bodies died. Somehow, that didn’t feel like truly ending a life. I’ve only ever taken the one human life. I’ve only ever ended one soul’s existence, and that shithead deserved it. Even so, the finality of what I’d done terrified me.
 
   And if the kids infected with gods-know-what back in the Tent District succumbed to their illness in the end, their deaths would be as final as any other human’s, all because they’d been caught up in some ugly Nejeret business. It was my people’s fault that these innocents might die. That their souls might cease to be. That didn’t sit well with me. Even if it meant targeting and taking out—ending forever—a few corporate scumbags, I would see this thing through. I would fix this.
 
   I couldn’t afford to fart around, skimming what little information I could from what was available to the public online. I needed help. I needed someone inside the system. I needed Officer Garth Smith, my favorite of Seattle’s finest.
 
   Which was why I was lurking in the shadows across the street from the Seattle Police Department’s East Precinct at eleven o’clock on a Tuesday night. I could see Garth through the floor-to-ceiling windows at the entrance, manning the station’s reception desk. He was a sturdy, broad-shouldered fella who wore his Native heritage proudly. He still bore bruises from the attack at the Fremont Troll, faint but visible on his tan skin, but he looked good, considering he’d been in intensive care a week ago.
 
   I was surprised they were letting him work at all, even if he seemed to be relegated to desk duty. Surprised, but relieved. Tracking him down would’ve been a lot harder if he was still convalescing at home. Mostly because I didn’t know where that home was.
 
   Guilt riddled my conscience as I watched him work, shifting papers around, organizing things. It was my fault, him getting hurt. A Nejeret working for the Senate jumped him, having overheard us talking earlier that day. Garth “knew too much,” a leading cause of death in humans who get too close to Nejerets. He was the direct descendant of Chief Sealth, a legend in and of himself, who’d been tasked with the secret knowledge of our people almost two centuries ago. Sealth had passed that knowledge on, perhaps unwisely, which meant Garth knew way more about Nejeretkind than was healthy. Not that the Senate would care about Garth now—they had bigger fish to fry.
 
   I huddled in the shadows across the street from the station for another hour in full-on creeper mode—hood up and hands stuffed into my pockets—watching Garth come in and out of view through the reception window. I’d gone nearly ten minutes without spotting him when he emerged from the door beside the reception desk and made his way toward the main entrance looking snug in his police-issued winter coat.
 
   I waited until he was outside and heading up the block to follow him from my side of the street. I tailed him for another block and a half, until he slipped into a twenty-four-hour convenience store. A minute passed, then another. From across the street, I watched the time tick by on the register’s display. Another minute. Another.
 
   “Shit,” I breathed. He’d given me the slip. He must’ve sensed someone following him.
 
   Since the jig was up, I gave up any pretense of hiding and jogged across the street. I yanked the convenience store’s smudged glass door open and marched straight to the checkout counter. The clerk took a step backward.
 
   “Where’d he go?” I asked, slamming my hands on the grimy counter. “The cop who was just in here—where did he go?”
 
   Wide-eyed and hand shaking, the clerk pointed to a hallway lit by humming fluorescent lights in the far corner of the store.
 
   I ran down the snack and chip aisle, then into the hallway. There was a storeroom on one side, a unisex bathroom on the other, and a door with a barely glowing exit sign over the doorframe. I peeked into the storeroom. It was cluttered, but there was no possible place for a guy as large as Garth to hide out.
 
   I turned to the bathroom. The door was shut, and there was a nine-digit keypad over the handle. “Hey,” I called to the clerk. “What’s the code?” I keyed it in as he told me, then pushed down on the door handle, fairly certain the bathroom was empty. I couldn’t hear anyone in there, and I’ve got amazing hearing. Inhuman hearing.
 
   “Garth?” I eased the door open. The bathroom was dark. And empty. “Damn it.”
 
   I lunged to the exit and slammed the metal door open. And froze mid-step.
 
   Garth moved into the glow of a floodlight a couple yards away, his sidearm drawn and aimed at my chest. “Why are you following me?”
 
   Slowly, I raised my hands so I could push back my hood. As the damp fabric fell backward, I kept my hands up and where he could see them, assuring him I meant him no harm.
 
   Garth’s eyebrows rose, his eyes rounding. “Kat?” He lowered his pistol.
 
   The corner of my mouth lifted. “Jumpy much?”
 
   He pressed his lips into a flat line. “I thought you were one of them.”
 
   “I am one of them.”
 
   He holstered his gun, and I lowered my hands. “You know what I mean.”
 
   I took a step toward him, my eyes scanning his bold features. “You look good.” My eyes met his. His dark brown irises appeared black backlit against the floodlight. “Better, I mean.” I felt my lips curve into the barest of smiles. “You look better.” Not that he didn’t look good—he always looked good. He was an attractive guy, all tall and broad-shouldered and confident and kind. A guy who was a cop, while I was a killer. A guy who was human. A guy who nearly died because of me.
 
   Garth laughed under his breath. “Just better?” He shot a quick glance around.
 
   My cheeks warmed.
 
   Taking a step closer, Garth ducked his head, his eyes skimming over my face and lower, taking me in. He frowned, placing a hand on my arm and moving me deeper into the shadows with him. “Everything alright? You look . . .” He trailed off when his eyes met mine. “How’s your brother?”
 
   I touched the mirrored pendant through my sweatshirt. Dom hadn’t said anything yet, so I figured he was still back in the standing mirror on Bainbridge. “He died,” I said. “But he’s okay, sort of. It’s a long story.”
 
   Garth nodded to himself, like my wackadoo explanation was the most normal thing in the world. “Are you okay?”
 
   My lips parted and I inhaled, planning to tell him I was fine, but nothing came out. Because I wasn’t okay. Far from it. I just hadn’t realized how far until he asked me.
 
   Garth’s features softened. “You look like you could use some warming up.” He nodded his head to the side. “I live a couple blocks that way.” He waved his hand and started walking. “Come on.”
 
   My feet moved on their own, my mind still stunned by my reaction to his simple question about my well-being. And like a lost little puppy, I followed Garth home.
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   Garth waited for me to pass through the doorway to his condo before shutting the door. His place was on the Puget Sound side of Capitol Hill, as opposed to the Lake Washington side. He had a top-floor unit in a five-story building. It was an older building with a brick exterior, but the interior had to have been renovated sometime during the past decade. It was nice—clean and classy.
 
   Garth locked the deadbolt, then turned to face me. “So . . . what’s up?” We’d been quiet during the walk, but apparently quiet time was over.
 
   “Oh, you know . . .” Eyes wandering here and there, I passed by a small, open kitchen and through the living room to the two huge windows monopolizing the wall opposite the front door. “Quite the view,” I said, taking in the glimmering cityscape. From here, I could see I-5 at the bottom of the hill, the familiar Seattle skyline beyond it, and just a hint of the Sound reflecting the moonlight. It didn’t matter the angle, anytime I saw my city, I felt like I was home.
 
   I glanced over my shoulder, quirking an eyebrow. “I didn’t know they paid you guys the big bucks.”
 
   Garth flipped a light switch on the wall under the kitchen cabinets, and my view of the city dimmed as the lights in the kitchen flared to life. “I got a good deal. Besides, the place is small.” He turned his back to me and opened the cupboard over the microwave, reaching up to pull out a bottle of Jameson. “It’s just me and Eva, anyway,” he said.
 
   “Eva?” I made my way back to the kitchen, moving between a microsuede sectional and a black-stained coffee table. I dropped my backpack off on the couch as I passed it, glancing at Garth’s left hand as I walked. No ring, so it didn’t look like Eva was the name of his wife. “Girlfriend?” My brows drew together. “Or daughter?” He’d never mentioned any family. Well, besides his ancestors and his relatives over on the Port Madison Reservation. But no SOs or kiddos.
 
   “No, nothing like that.” Garth pulled two glass tumblers out of the dishwasher, then met my eyes. “I ran it this morning. They’re clean, I promise.”
 
   I shrugged, stopping at the narrow kitchen island. The quartz countertop gleamed, a stark contrast to the dark-stained cabinets and stainless steel appliances. It wasn’t like I could die of food poisoning, anyway.
 
   A cat jumped up on the counter, settling on the edge like a gargoyle, her luminous green eyes locked on me. The feline was on the smaller side, its fur mostly white but mottled with patches of gray and orange. Its slim tail was wrapped around its feet, the end twitching every few seconds.
 
   “See,” Garth said. “Eva.”
 
   “Oh . . .” I couldn’t tear my eyes from the creature, not when I was getting the very distinct impression that she was plotting my death.
 
   Garth uncorked the whiskey, filled one glass a third of the way, the other quite a bit more, then slid the fuller one my way, along with the bottle. That got my attention, and I risked breaking eye contact with the cat to catch the glass before it reached the edge of the counter. The bottle didn’t travel quite so far, but it was near enough for comfort.
 
   Garth picked up his own glass and rounded the island, taking a sip as he walked. He stopped by the cat—Eva—and scratched the top of her head. Her eyelids slid shut most of the way, just a sliver of green and black remaining trained on me.
 
   “Don’t be offended if she doesn’t warm up to you right away,” Garth said, moving his hand under her chin. Eva stretched out her neck, giving him freer access. “She’s kind of a one-man cat.”
 
   I forced a closed-mouth smile and picked up the glass, downing half the Jameson in a single gulp. It burned going down, just the way I liked it. “Thanks for this,” I said, clearing my throat, and saluted him with the booze. I cleared my throat, took another sip, then set the glass down. “It’s been a rough week. A strange week.”
 
   Garth’s gaze moved over my face and hair. “Where are you staying?”
 
   I stared at him, hard. “What makes you think I’m not staying at my place?”
 
   “I stopped by the shop,” he said. “Nik told me you wouldn’t be around for a while. That, on top of the warrant issued for your arrest this afternoon, well . . .”
 
   I stiffened, feeling like I’d been doused in frigid salt water straight from the Puget Sound.
 
   “Your photo’s been all over the news. They say you were responsible for the fire at that warehouse . . . and that you killed someone.”
 
   “Shit,” I hissed. That might explain the stares from the librarian and the fear in the convenience store clerk’s eyes. If there was a warrant out for me, not to mention news alerts, my plans would have to change drastically. No more evenings in bars. No more traipsing around the city. And definitely no impromptu trips back to the shop. I had to lay low, for real this time. There was no doubt in my mind that the Senate was behind this. It was their way of slowing me down, using the humans to track me so they could focus their efforts on fighting Heru.
 
   I supposed I shouldn’t be surprised. But that didn’t stop me from being irritated. And pissed off. What was I supposed to do now?
 
   I could go to the Tent District. Law enforcement barely had any jurisdiction there since the city had already written off most of its residents as lost causes, nuisances better contained within the unofficial district’s fences than out and about on the streets of Seattle. I could duck out there . . . or I could leave the city altogether. My city. My home. My mission would take me away from Seattle one of these days, anyway, so why not today?
 
   But what about the kids? I tensed at the thought. I’d made a promise to Dorman, and damn it, I would stick to it. I would find a cure for this damn disease and lock in the loyalty of Dorman’s followers. I would do it, damn it.
 
   Garth touched my chin, and I flinched away from him. He lowered his hand back to the cat. “You’ve been staying on the streets, haven’t you?”
 
   I stared down at the glass of whiskey. “Not exactly.”
 
   “Kat . . .” Garth set his own glass down softly, barely making a sound on the stone countertop. “You can stay here.”
 
   I stared at him, stunned by the offer. Slowly, I shook my head.
 
   “It’s fine, really.” His strong features were set, his jaw tensed, his coffee-brown eyes hard, determined. “Stay here. Nobody would think to look for you here.”
 
   “But I’m wanted. And people already know that you know me.” I was still shaking my head. “Henderson . . . all the cops who saw me in the waiting room . . .” I’d visited him back when he was in the hospital, recovering from his injuries. Was it really only a week ago? So much had changed since then. I inhaled and exhaled slowly, then picked up my glass and took a sip.
 
   “I may have told them I made a pass at you,” Garth said, meeting my gaze for the briefest moment before refocusing on Eva the cat. “And that you rejected me.”
 
   I was in the process of swallowing and choked on the whiskey.
 
   “They dropped the subject because, well, what kind of a guy can’t even get a pity date while he’s laid up in the hospital?”
 
   I finished off the glass and reached for the bottle of Jameson. “Trust me, Garth, you don’t need pity to get a date.” I uncorked the bottle, filled up my glass, and held the bottle out to him, fake smile plastered on my face. “Refill?”
 
   He drained his glass, then set it down, knocking it closer to me with a couple taps of his fingernails. “At least they think you want nothing to do with me. Nobody’ll look for you here.” He turned away and headed through a doorway, hitting the light switch on the wall as he went. The light in his bedroom flared to life.
 
   The furnishings within were fairly Spartan and very masculine, all in black, white, and gray, the only touch of color his navy blue comforter. His furniture was on the plain side, the black dresser and nightstands more simple than modern, and his bed didn’t have a headboard. There were two other doors on the rightmost wall, the nearest shut—a closet, I figured—the other open, revealing a bathroom vanity and mirror. In the reflection, I could see a heavenly looking shower, a great big slate-tiled masterpiece with two showerheads, a removable one on the wall and a wide, rain shower one hanging down from the ceiling.
 
   I only noticed I was standing in the doorway to the bedroom, likely drooling, when Garth started shutting the door. “I’m going to change, then you can shower and get cleaned up while I cook.”
 
   “Uh . . . yeah. OK.” I took a step backward.
 
   Garth shut the door, leaving it cracked open the barest amount. I didn’t think he realized I could see his reflection in the bedroom window.
 
   Feeling like a voyeur, I moved back to the kitchen island and reached out to let Eva sniff my fingers. She extended her neck, her little pink nostrils flaring, then blinked and turned her head away from me. At least she didn’t try to bite me.
 
   I looked around the dining-slash-living room, trying my hardest to ignore the crack in the door. Garth’s furniture out here fit with what was in his bedroom, his preferred design aesthetic striking me as clean, functional, and simple. There was little in the way of knickknacks or personal touches, unless you counted the big-ass painting of a whale on the wall behind the couch. I thought it was an orca, though it was hard to tell, since the image was done in a distinctly coastal Native American style, all black and red on a white background.
 
   At the sound of clothing hitting the hardwood floor, my focus shifted back to the crack in the doorway. The shirt of Garth’s uniform was gone, as was his bulky bulletproof vest, and he was pulling his white undershirt off over his head. He wasn’t flawless, not like so many Nejerets who’d had decades or even centuries to perfect their bodies, and he was almost more appealing for it. He was muscular, but not jacked, his physique honed more for function than attraction.
 
   I smiled to myself. He treated his body just like he treated his home—function over form.
 
   I was pleasantly surprised to see that he had some ink, all in the same style as that lone painting on the living room wall. There was a round-ish palm-sized design with a face on his chest over his heart, and when he turned to head toward the closet, I became enamored with the piece on his back. It was enormous, of an owl with outstretched wings, the tips reaching the ends of his shoulders and a moon with a face filling the space between his shoulder blades. It was stunning—so striking and beautifully evocative of his heritage.
 
   The sound of his belt coming off shook me out of my voyeuristic stupor, and I turned my back to the door and reached for my glass. “What?” I said to Eva just before I took a hearty swig.
 
   She was staring at me. Judging me, I was certain.
 
   I cleared my throat. “So,” I said, raising my voice so Garth could hear me in the other room. “I’m surprised they let you go back to work so soon.”
 
   “The station’s short-staffed.” He made a sound that was part grunt, part groan. “They didn’t even wait until I got home from the hospital to ask me to come in on light duty. The guy who drove me home let me know they needed me to come in the next day—chief’s orders.”
 
   “I thought you were ‘Chief.’” It was the other officers’ nickname for him.
 
   “The chief,” he said, opening the door. He was wearing light gray sweatpants and a white T-shirt that strained at his shoulders, just a little. “As in, the police chief.”
 
   “Oh,” I said, laughing and rolling my eyes at my denseness. I scrubbed a hand over my face. “I swear I’m not usually this slow.”
 
   “Go.” He pointed to the bedroom with his chin. “Wash up. You’ll feel better after a shower.”
 
   Nodding slowly, I finished off my whiskey and ambled into the bedroom. I shut the door just as Garth had—not quite all the way. Fair’s fair, after all. I shrugged out of my leather jacket and laid it on the bed, then unzipped my sweatshirt and did the same with it. My tank top came off next.
 
   I peeked my head back out into the living area, shooting a quick glance at my backpack. Everything I had in there was as dirty as what I was wearing, if not worse. “Do you mind if I do a load of laundry later?”
 
   Garth, who’d been ducked in the fridge, stood and looked at me, smile genuine and eyes kind. “You bet.”
 
   “Cool.” Biting my lip, I glanced at the backpack, once more. “And, uh, can I borrow some clothes?” I smiled apologetically. “Just until my stuff’s clean?”
 
   Garth chuckled. “Yeah, sure. I’ll pull something out for you while you’re in the shower.” He returned to the fridge. “Do you like eggs? I was thinking breakfast for dinner.”
 
   I grinned, stomach rumbling. I should’ve ordered some fries or something while I was at the pub. “BFD—sounds great. And, um, I sort of eat a lot,” I warned him. “It’s a thing . . . with my kind, I mean. Just so you know . . .”
 
   Garth laughed. “Noted.”
 
   I pulled back into the bedroom and quickly shed the rest of my clothes, leaving my combat boots on the floor by the closet and everything else wadded up into a bundle held together by my sweatshirt. I set the clothes on the floor beside my boots and padded into the bathroom, more than a little excited to get to know Garth’s shower.
 
   Like, really well.
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   Garth’s shower didn’t disappoint. It was as divine as I’d imagined it would be, and by the time I emerged, pruney and squeaky clean, I felt like a new woman. I smelled like a new woman, too, thank the gods.
 
   Wrapped in an oversized towel that nearly reached my ankles, I headed back into Garth’s bedroom. A gray T-shirt and sweatshirt, some black sweatpants, and a pair of white socks were laid out on the foot of the bed.
 
   I dropped the towel and dressed in the sweatpants and T-shirt, opting to go barefoot for the moment. It had been days since my feet were truly free. I put on the sweatshirt, too, because no bra. Before heading back out to rejoin Garth, I scooped up the towel along with my dirty clothes.
 
   I toed the door open, my saliva production quadrupling the minute the smell of frying bacon smacked me in the face. “Holy shit, that smells amazing.”
 
   It looked like he’d listened when I said I had a big appetite, and he was cooking up an epic breakfast-for-dinner feast. There were scrambled eggs, hash browns, sausage patties, bacon, and toast, and a metric shit-ton of all of it.
 
   Garth smiled at me over his shoulder, then went back to work flipping strips of bacon with a fork.
 
   I carried my not-so-pleasant burden into the living area and looked around. “Where’s the washer?”
 
   “Over there,” Garth said, nodding to a long closet on the other side of the entryway. “Careful when you open the door. The cat carrier has a habit of falling off the shelf.”
 
   “Will do.” I got the laundry started, making a pit stop at my backpack to grab the rest of my clothes and adding them before shutting the washer and closet alike. I headed into the kitchen, poking my nose in here and there around Garth. “Can I do anything to help?”
 
   “Throw a couple plates and some silverware up on the counter? Unless you want to eat at the table . . .” The way he said it made eating at the table sound like the most foreboding thing in the world.
 
   I shook my head, rummaging through his cabinets and drawers. “The counter works for me.” I pulled a couple of plates from the upper cabinet next to the fridge and found the silverware in the drawer directly below it. How logical. Heading around the island, I set the plates in front of two barstools, arranged the silverware, glanced at Eva, who hadn’t moved from her perch, then headed back into the kitchen for glasses—the water kind, not the booze kind. They were in the next cabinet over from the plates. Like I said, logical.
 
   “What do you want to drink?” I asked Garth, opening the freezer in search of ice. I found the ice trays in one of the shelves on the door and pulled one out.
 
   “Orange juice would be great, thanks.” Garth glanced at me again, a secretive smile curving his lips.
 
   I twisted the ice tray, freeing the ice cubes. “What?”
 
   He shook his head. “Nothing.”
 
   I set the tray on the counter and picked out five ice cubes, dropping each into my glass with a clink, my gaze straying back to Garth between each one. He was still smiling, almost looking like he was holding in laughter. “Seriously, Garth. What?”
 
   He chuckled. “It’s nothing, really. It’s just—you look like a kid in my clothes. It’s cute.”
 
   I scowled, returning the ice cube tray to the freezer. I opened the fridge and grabbed the carton of orange juice and a pitcher of filtered water. I could feel Garth watching me, but I didn’t look his way.
 
   “That bothered you,” he said, not asking. The amusement was gone from his voice. “Why?”
 
   I set the water and OJ on the counter by our glasses and bowed my head. My long, wet hair hung around my face in dark, clumpy strands. “I’m thirty-eight years old.”
 
   “You don’t look a day over eighteen.”
 
   I turned to face him, my lower back resting against the counter. “Exactly. For the rest of my life, this is what I’ll look like.” I swept a hand down my body, Vanna White–ing myself. “An eternal teenager. It’s super fantastic.” Especially the hormones—that was my absolute favorite part.
 
   “I can think of worse things, but . . . is that normal for your kind?” Garth’s eyes narrowed, and he tilted his head to the side. “Your sister looks older, like in her twenties. So does Nik.”
 
   “It’s not normal,” I said, laughing under my breath and shaking my head. “There was an accident. Or, not really an accident, but a matter of life and death. Lex was being held prisoner, and—well, it’s a long story. We had to force my Nejeret traits to manifest early. Thus”—I held my arms up, posing—“me. Like this. Forever. Perma-jailbait.”
 
   Garth’s expression was serious as he studied my face. He leaned his hip against the opposite counter, crossing his arms over his chest.
 
   I fought the urge to squirm under his scrutiny.
 
   A twinkle sparked in his eye, and I knew the seriousness was fading from the moment. Final-fucking-ly. “You could try out for To Catch a Predator,” Garth said. “They could use you as bait until, oh, say, the end of time.”
 
   My lips twitched, and I eyed him through my lashes.
 
   “Imagine the pedophiles’ reactions when they find out you’re really two hundred years old . . .”
 
   My chest convulsed, and a laugh slipped out. “Stop it,” I said, kicking him lightly with my bare toes.
 
   He grinned and turned back to the food on the stove. “I can see how that would be annoying, though, at least where dating is concerned. I’d imagine going out with people your own age is off the table.”
 
   I snorted. “You have no idea.” After a moment, I added, “The tattoos help keep away most guys looking for a girl to fulfill their creeptastic fantasies. It’s hard to look overly innocent when you’re covered in ink.”
 
   Garth nodded as I spoke. “Your attitude helps, too.”
 
   I scoffed. “Attitude? Me?”
 
   He laughed, moving a spatula around a pan filled with scrambling eggs.
 
   I filled up our glasses, then put the water and OJ back in the fridge.
 
   “Go ahead and grab a seat,” Garth said, lifting the egg pan from the stove and carrying it over to our plates. He dumped a pretty good pile onto each plate, leaving some in the pan. In no time, both plates were loaded up with a whole lot of everything, and there was still food in reserve. My kind of meal.
 
   I sat on one of the stools, munching on a strip of extra-crispy bacon.
 
   “So,” Garth said as he sat beside me, “why were you stalking me tonight?”
 
   I picked up my fork and stared down at my plate, moving the eggs around like I was searching for the perfect scrambled nugget. A heaviness settled in my stomach, and I hesitated in telling him why I was there. He was so kind and good and honorable. I hated the idea of dragging him through the mud once more. He was still recovering from the last time he got tangled up in one of my messes.
 
   Garth didn’t touch his fork, let alone his food, and I could feel his gaze steady on the side of my face. “So it’s serious, then. What’s going on?”
 
   I inhaled deeply and closed my eyes, silently apologizing to him. “The kids who were missing . . .” I opened my eyes and looked at Garth. “I found them.”
 
   His whole body tensed, and he became statue still. For a few seconds, he didn’t even breathe.
 
   “I didn’t tell you earlier, because there wasn’t anything you could’ve done about it. The kids are safe—or as safe as they’ll ever be—now. Most of them, at least.”
 
   “Was it Ouroboros?” Garth’s voice sounded tight, carefully controlled. “Is that why you killed that scientist—because he was involved?”
 
   I lifted one shoulder and let it drop. “Sort of. He was partially responsible for my brother’s death. But yeah, Ouroboros took the kids. They were experimenting on them, super illegally.” I implored Garth with my eyes, asking him to understand. To forgive me for keeping this from him when he was the one who’d come to me about the missing kids in the first place. “Garth, if they were willing to do that, what’s to keep them from getting rid of a nosy cop or two?”
 
   Nodding slowly, Garth picked up his fork and took a bite of hash browns. He chewed, swallowed, then glanced my way. “That still doesn’t answer my question.”
 
   Why was I stalking him tonight? “Oh, right.” I picked at my food for a few more seconds, then set down my fork. “One of the kids escaped early—or thought he escaped, but I think someone let him get out on purpose.” I turned my stool so my knees were angled toward Garth and tilted my chin downward. “They infected him with something—we’re not sure what exactly, yet, but it’s bad. It spreads like crazy, and it’s totally unresponsive to any kind of treatment.”
 
   I took a deep breath. It was the moment of truth. The big ask. “Garth . . . I need you to get me the addresses of the members of the Ouroboros board of directors. If I go straight to the top, someone will be able to give me some answers.” I shook my head, my eyes still locked on his. “It might be the only way to get a cure in time.”
 
   Garth’s nostrils flared, and his jaw clenched. “How many people are infected with this thing?”
 
   “Several dozen at least, and more and more each day.”
 
   “I haven’t heard any reports of anything like this coming in from the hospitals.”
 
   “It’s not in the hospitals,” I said. Yet . . .
 
   Garth grunted. “What’ll you do once you have the board members’ addresses?”
 
   I averted my gaze, staring down at my plate once more, and licked my lips. “Does it matter? I mean, as long as I get the cure . . .”
 
   He was quiet for a long moment. So long that I thought he was sure to refuse. “Alright.”
 
   I looked at him, lips parted and eyebrows raised. “Alright? You’ll help?”
 
   He nodded. “I’ll do it tomorrow.” His focus shifted to my hair, hanging over my shoulders in wet, tangled strands. “I’ll get you some hair dye, too. Now that your image is plastered all over the news . . .”
 
   I grimaced, a heavy sigh escaping from my chest. “I forgot about that.”
 
   Garth reached out and gave my shoulder a squeeze. “Maybe some of those fake glasses, too.” The corner of his mouth lifted, his full lips twisting into the faintest of smirks. “And a dress.”
 
   I smirked right back. “Don’t push it, buddy.”
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   Garth’s bedroom door creaked faintly as I pushed it open. Like out in the living room, the wall facing the city was taken up by two large windows. He’d left the vertical blinds cracked open, and the glow from the nearly full moon mixed with the light from Seattle, casting stripes across him and his bed. He was sleeping on his back in only his boxer briefs, just one leg under the covers, his arms thrown out to either side and his head turned to the windows. He snored softly on each inhale, and I found the rhythmic sound soothing.
 
   I moved closer to the bed, not trying to be stealthy but not being loud, either, and sat on the edge of his mattress. “I’m so sorry that I dragged you into all of this,” I said, my voice hushed. I clasped my hands together and stared down at my intertwined fingers. “I’m terrified that if I stay here, I’ll get you killed, and . . .” I inhaled shakily. “I’ve taken a lot of lives, and for a long time, I thought of myself as a killer. But I think I was wrong. Human life, it—it’s this precious thing, and I couldn’t handle knowing yours ended early because of me.”
 
   Another shaky breath. My chin trembled. “You’re a good man. A good cop. This city—these people—they need you.” I cleared my throat, surprised by how choked up I was getting. “So I guess this is me saying thank you. And goodbye. I left a note with Lex’s phone number on the counter. You can give her the addresses. I really appreciate the offer to stay here, but—”
 
   Garth’s hand closed around my arm, just above the elbow, his fingers more than encircling it completely. I hadn’t meant to wake him, but I’d needed to say my piece.
 
   I glanced down at his hand, then twisted on the bed so I could see his face. I wanted to ask him how much he’d heard, but my tongue was paralyzed.
 
   Garth stared at me, unblinking in the dim light. “Stay.” His voice was rough with sleep.
 
   I started to shake my head. “I really don’t think—”
 
   “Please, Kat.” Garth sat up, wincing at the halfway point. “Stay.” He brought a hand up to my face and brushed a few strands of hair out of my eyes, tucking them behind my ear. He peered at me in the darkness, his eyes searching, assessing. “Stay with me.” He leaned in, and against my better judgement, I didn’t pull away.
 
   His lips were soft and warm, his kiss gentle. Tentative. Almost chaste. His large hands settled on either side of my head, holding me like I was the delicate one. Like he was afraid of hurting me, when he was the injured one. The fragile one. The human.
 
   “Stay with me,” he repeated, his lips brushing against mine as he spoke. Parting mine. His breath was hot and minty, his tongue gentle, coaxing. Even as he deepened the kiss, that sense of restraint remained.
 
   My hand settled on his chest, and I broke the kiss, resting my forehead against his. I stared into his midnight eyes, lips parted and breaths quick. Without breaking eye contact, I pushed him back and stood.
 
   He propped himself up on his elbows, his gaze questioning. Was I pushing him away? Was I rejecting him? Was I leaving after all?
 
   I pulled my oversized, borrowed sweatshirt over my head, then followed with the T-shirt. The necklace holding Dom’s mirrored pendant came next, and I set the chain on the bedside table.
 
   The questions fled from Garth’s moonlit stare, replaced by a simmering heat. By desire. It sparked warmth low in my abdomen and need deep within my heart.
 
   I slid the sweatpants down over my hips and crawled onto the bed. He watched me, seeming to devour my every movement as I pushed the sheets to the foot of the bed. I knelt on the mattress beside him and reached out, slipping the fingertips of my left hand under the waistband of his boxer briefs. His abs flexed as I traced the waistband from one side of his hips to the other, enjoying the smooth contours of his skin stretched over hard muscle, of the faint trail of dark hair running down from his belly button to his underwear and lower.
 
   My heart thudded in my chest as my fingertips skimmed up the length of his torso, exploring the topography of his body, the feel of his skin, his reaction to my touch. He sucked in a shaky breath when my thumbnail grazed his nipple, and a pleased smile curved my lips. I raised my gaze to his once more, resting my hand on his chest. I pressed my palm against the tattoo over his heart, and he let his elbows slip out to the sides until his back was flat against the mattress.
 
   Using both hands, I ran my nails down either side of his rib cage, careful not to put any pressure on his yellowing bruises. His breaths were coming faster, and not even remotely steady. Unlike his stare. It was locked on my face; I could feel it even when I wasn’t looking into his eyes.
 
   I hooked my fingertips into the waistband on either side of his hips and tugged, just a little, telling him to lift his ass off the bed. Once he did, I slid the boxer briefs down his legs and tossed them to the floor.
 
   The fingers of both of his hands splayed on the bedsheet as I straddled his hips. He was hard, ready. But I was ready, too. That spark of desire had become a smoldering coal, ready to engulf my entire body if given the chance.
 
   I settled on top of him, his hard length tucked snugly against the core of my body. His fingers clenched, gripping the bedsheet as I glided back and forth over him. I enjoyed the agony of prolonging the unfulfilled ache deep within me, of teasing my body, of bridging the gap between desire and need. Of pushing myself to the very edge, until there was no chance of turning back. Of bringing him there with me.
 
   “Please,” Garth whispered. Begged. “Kat . . .”
 
   My eyes locked with his, and I froze when I saw the sheer force of his desire. It was pure and unblemished by anger, by any lust for control. Nothing about his desire for me had to do with power or manipulation. This charge pulsing between us, connecting us, wasn’t born of adrenaline. This wasn’t about the heat of the moment, like so many of my hookups. It felt like so much more than that, than any of it. Like so much more than anything I’d ever experienced.
 
   I raised my hips and reached down between my legs. Garth’s long, dark eyelashes fluttered against his cheeks as I coaxed him into me, and he threw his head back, his neck arching, when I eased down until he was sheathed within me completely.
 
   I sat there, unmoving, letting my body adjust to him. My inner muscles fluttered, almost like they were flirting with the idea of letting go, of washing my body with the pleasure of release from just that single moment of penetration. I sat absolutely still. Not yet.
 
   Heartbeats passed, and I leaned forward, one hand on Garth’s waist, the other on his neck, my pointer finger curving over his chin. I wanted him there with me—needed him there with me—looking at me. Being present, in this moment, with me. I was suddenly starving for something beyond the basic primal connection I was used to. I was desperate to truly be with someone. To be with him.
 
   Garth angled his face toward me and opened his eyes, dark pools in the dim bedroom. His hands moved to my hips, his fingers curling over my minimal curves.
 
   I moved slowly, afraid of hurting his still-healing body. I’d never been one for soft, slow lovemaking. Hell, I’d never been remotely interested in having any genuine, worthwhile emotion involved at all.
 
   Until now. Until I felt the slow well of pressure within me, the gentle build of heat, the soft swell of pleasure. This feeling . . . it was unreal. Unreal and so very unexpected.
 
   “Kat . . .” Garth was breathing hard, his grip on my hips tightening. Not remotely painful, but enough to coax me to move with a little more force.
 
   I was breathing hard, but not panting, and a thin sheen of sweat coated my skin.
 
   “I can’t—” His fingertips dug into my hips. “I’m going to—”
 
   “Come,” I said, rocking my hips in a steady, unrelenting rhythm. I was so close; sensing his spike in pleasure was bound to push me over the edge.
 
   He went rigid beneath me, his jaw clenched and his eyes narrowing to slits.
 
   I threw my head back as pleasure exploded in my core, sending sparks cascading through my body. It seemed to last for a blissful eternity. I was still gliding along, lost to the sensations thrumming through me, when Garth pulled me down to rest on his chest and encircled me in his arms.
 
   He kissed the top of my head and whispered, “That was insane,” into my hair.
 
   All I could manage was a single, breathy laugh. I lay on top of him, feeling him soften within me, and listened to his heartbeat, strong and steady and fast. He ran his fingers through my slightly tangled hair, apologizing each time he got caught in a snag.
 
   And for the first time since I was a child, I fell asleep touching another person. For the first time, as an adult, I felt comfortable enough to fall asleep that way. I felt safe. Like, just this once, it was okay to be vulnerable. Like, just this once, I could let my guard down for the night.
 
   And so I fell asleep curled up on top of Garth. And it felt right.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   When I woke, it was still dark out. I was no longer lying on Garth, but beside him, my legs tangled with his. I was on my back, sort of, him facing me on his side, his arm resting across my chest. His face was relaxed, peaceful, faint bruises and all. I watched him sleep for a couple minutes, waiting for a knot to form in the pit of my stomach. It always happened, after. It didn’t matter who I’d been with or what we’d done, I always felt that seedling of self-loathing. Of disgust.
 
   It didn’t come. Even as I thought back through what had happened between us, as I replayed every touch, every sound and reaction, a feeling started in my belly, but not the one I was used to. A tingle and a flutter and a bit of a yearning ache. I wanted him again. And I never wanted them again. I wanted to kiss him, to look into his eyes. I wanted to know him.
 
   I frowned, my chest tightening unexpectedly. All of a sudden, it was hard to breathe. My lungs were working—double time—but they didn’t seem to be pulling in anything except used, expended air. Not what my body needed.
 
   I had to get up, to move around. I slid away from Garth on the bed, moving slowly to keep from waking him. By the time I stood, I was shaking.
 
   One day, maybe tomorrow, maybe in sixty years, Garth would die. And because he was human, his soul would dissipate, its energy dividing up and floating away. If I let myself get any closer to him . . . if I let myself care any more . . .
 
   I passed through the doorway into the living room and crossed to stand before one of the windows and stare out at my city. I would do what I could to make this a safe place for people like Garth so they could hang onto whatever short amount of time they had left. So they could exist for as long as possible. So the people who love them wouldn’t have to say goodbye until the last possible moment.
 
   A chill rippled through me, and I turned and grabbed the fleece blanket bunched up in the corner of the sectional, wrapping it around my bare shoulders. It smelled like him, faintly, of his cologne and that underlying scent that was his alone. I hugged the corners of the blanket to me. Hugged myself. Held myself together.
 
   I heard the sheets rustle in the other room, then the mattress creaked. Light footsteps marked Garth’s progress from the bed to the doorway. “Kat? What are you doing out here?”
 
   “Just thinking.”
 
   I listened to him cross the living room, making his way to me. “Are you alright?”
 
   “Yeah.” My shoulders slumped. “No.” I laughed quietly. Bitterly. “I honestly don’t know.”
 
   He stopped behind me, a foot or two by the sound of it. “Do you want to talk about it?”
 
   I shook my head, letting out another quiet, humorless laugh. “I want to stop thinking about it altogether.”
 
   Garth made a rough noise, faint and low in his throat. “Maybe I can help with that.” He pulled on the edge of the blanket at the back of my neck and I loosened my grip on it, letting it slip through my fingers and fall to the floor.
 
   My brain was telling me to stop this, warning me that this would only make things worse when the inevitable happened. And it would happen. But my heart and libido had a mind of their own, and they took over.
 
   Garth’s fingers trailed down my spine, from the base of my skull to my tailbone, and I shivered, both tickled and aroused. “You’re so beautiful,” he said, his voice low and husky. He laid his hands over my ribcage, sliding them around my body until the “L” of his thumbs hugged my breasts. “So confident . . .” He stepped closer and moved his hands higher. I could feel the heat of him just inches behind me. “So strong . . .”
 
   I leaned against him, resting the back of my head on his shoulder and closing my eyes.
 
   “Do you have any idea how sexy that is?”
 
   I smiled to myself, the faintest curving of my lips. I could feel the evidence of how sexy he found me pressed against my lower back, so yeah, I had some idea.
 
   He flicked my nipples, and my eyes snapped open as I hissed in a breath.
 
   “Put your hands on the window,” he ordered. This was new.
 
   Reluctantly, I obeyed. I was so comfortable there, leaning against him while he fondled me. But I’d play along . . . so long as there was more fondling. I’m a big fan of fondling.
 
   I pressed both of my hands against the window, fingers splayed.
 
   “Spread your legs. Shoulder width.”
 
   My belly did a little flip-flop as I did as he said. My heart was pounding, and all of the blood it was pumping seemed to be pooling in my core.
 
   Garth took a step backward, leaving me chilled and alone at the window. But only for a second. His finger slid inside me, and I gasped, head drooping.
 
   I didn’t think about anything for the rest of the night. I couldn’t. I was too busy gasping and moaning and begging for more. Always more.
 
   And not once did Garth deny me.
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   I woke late into the morning in Garth’s bed and, once again, managed to untangle myself from him without waking him completely. He roused just enough to turn onto his side, and his breathing soon returned to the slow, even rhythm of deep sleep.
 
   Moving as quietly as possible, I made my way around the foot of the bed to gather up my borrowed clothes. I carried them into the living room, shutting the bedroom door behind me. Once I’d donned the oversized T-shirt, I sat on the sectional, feet tucked beneath me. I fished my cards out of my backpack, doing my best not to disturb the cat dozing in a lone sliver of hazy sunlight on the far armrest.
 
   The previous night had been fun—oh, who was I kidding, it had been amazing—but it didn’t mean I was any less focused on finding a way to help those infected with the mystery disease. If anything, it made me more determined to eliminate the disease so I could be sure the rest of the humans in my city were safe from infection. To make sure Garth was safe.
 
   I pulled the vintage silver compact mirror from the pocket of my leather jacket and opened it, propping it up against a TV remote on the coffee table. Dom was there in the reflection, and I could see his lips moving, but I couldn’t hear a word he was saying. Brow furrowed, I touched the pendant hanging from the silver chain around my neck.
 
   My heart skipped a beat or three. It wasn’t there.
 
   My lips parted, and I ran through the events of the previous night. I’d removed it when I was undressing, and I’d set it somewhere . . . but where? It hadn’t exactly been my main focus at the time.
 
   I stood and headed back to the bedroom, inching the door open and poking my head through the crack to give the room a quick scan. The necklace was there on the nightstand, the pendant glinting in the dull, gray light of the overcast morning.
 
   The burst of adrenaline I’d felt during the few seconds that I feared I’d lost my necklace abated, and I could breathe a little easier. I tiptoed into the bedroom and retrieved it, then returned to the living room once more, easing the door shut behind me. Dom was already talking to me as I secured the clasp behind my neck.
 
   “Where have you been?” he demanded. “I’ve been trying to get through to you for hours. You know I don’t like it when you take the necklace off. I need to be able to speak to you whenever I—”
 
   “I was having sex.” I perched on the edge of the couch and looked at the compact, meeting Dom’s silvery stare. We had an agreement, he and I—I would only remove the pendant during amorous moments, and he would keep his incorporeal mouth shut about my perceived promiscuity. This was the first time I’d tested that agreement.
 
   Dom pressed his lips together into a thin, flat line. “I couldn’t get through to you for the entire night.”
 
   I raised a single eyebrow, smirking. “It was a lot of sex.”
 
   His expression was flat, unamused.
 
   “So what did you find out?”
 
   He blinked and, just like that, was back to business. “None of the kids Neffe and Aset took back to Bainbridge are showing signs of the illness, but apparently some of them are missing.”
 
   “Missing?”
 
   Dom nodded. “It would seem we did not rescue all of the children who were abducted. Some, like this Sammy, were taken away. They were never seen again by the children still in the holding cells. Rumors spread about the missing children being killed, or even escaping, but none knew for sure.”
 
   “How many disappeared?”
 
   “Seven,” Dom said. “Heru has people checking in with all of the hospitals in the area, but so far, there’s no sign of an outbreak cropping up anywhere but in the Tent District.”
 
   “It might be too soon for anything specific to have been noted, let alone reported. It is flu season, after all.” I chewed the inside of my cheek and nodded to myself. “Let me know if they find anything, or if they hear anything new.”
 
   Dom raised a single brow, his smirk mirroring mine from just moments ago. “So long as I can get through to you, of course.”
 
   It was my turn to level a flat look at him. “Of course.”
 
   “Neffe and Aset have requested blood samples from the victims, but they’re too busy to collect the samples themselves.”
 
   “So, what—they want me to do it?”
 
   “No,” Dom said. “Not with the warrant out for your arrest.”
 
   “So you heard about that . . .”
 
   “The whole state has by now,” Dom said dryly. “You need to stay put. Nik is going. He’s meeting with Dorman at noon.”
 
   I sat up straighter and glanced at the clock on the microwave. It was half past ten.
 
   “I know what you’re thinking,” Dom said, “and yes, little sister, it would be a very bad idea for you to go out right now, what with your image so fresh in everyone’s minds.”
 
   My finger tapped against my thigh, and I stared at the blank wall beside the TV stand. What if I didn’t have to go out? What if I could see what happened at the meeting, from here? My sheut made it so the things I drew had power, sometimes even seeming to come to life. Sometimes becoming real, if only for a moment. If I drew a likeness of Dorman’s office on the living room wall, would it just be a pretty picture, or would it become something more—a window to what was actually happening in the Tent District? It was a long shot, but I thought, just maybe, not an impossible one.
 
   “Kat . . .”
 
   “What?” I reached for the deck of tarot cards and started to shuffle. “I promise not to step a single foot through that door,” I said, nodding in the direction of the condo’s front door. If I could make my own, magical window, I wouldn’t have to.
 
   “Good.”
 
   I shuffled again. “Now hush.” Another shuffle. “I need to concentrate.”
 
   What’s in the cards for me today? I let the question roll around in my mind, let it saturate every cell in my body, let it flow from me into the cards. They wouldn’t tell me exactly what to do or what would happen, but they would give me an idea of what to expect. They’d help guide me in maybe not the right direction, but the necessary one. I honestly didn’t know how it worked, but somehow I would feel when the cards were ready. A little zing of power, of energy. When I felt that, I just knew.
 
   I set the cards down on the coffee table’s black-stained surface and cut the deck. I didn’t always cut, and almost never into three piles like so many tarot readers, but today had the potential to be a big day. An important day. I wanted to make sure I heard whatever messages the universe had for me, loud and clear. So, I cut the deck once more and let my hand hover over each pile for a few seconds, first the leftmost, then the middle one, then the one on the right. I returned to the middle pile. It hummed with an almost electric charge.
 
   “Loud and clear,” I murmured, picking up the middle pile and stacking it on top of the others. I flipped the top card and set it on the table.
 
   Justice. I wasn’t surprised to find that the major arcana card had altered itself, as my cards so often did. The Justice card currently showed Dorman, the unofficial leader of the Tent District, standing in front of a chain-link fence topped with razor wire—the perimeter surrounding his kingdom. His expression was stern, and he held a sword in his right hand—my sword, Mercy, with her silver pommel and crystalline At blade—a set of scales in the other, weighing a dripping heart against a pristine white feather. A creature with the body of a lion and the head of a crocodile lurked at the very edge of the card, the Egyptian god Ammut, waiting to eat the heart of the judged should it prove unworthy.
 
   I took it as a good sign that this card showed up first and that Dorman was the central figure. The Justice card itself represents balance, objectivity, and accountability. In general, it’s a positive card, especially since it was currently appearing in a time of relative chaos. To me, it suggested that following my current path, seeking salvation and justice for those under Dorman’s care, was the right thing—the necessary thing—to do. It meant that finding a solution to the problem Dorman had lain at my feet would ensure that universal balance, or ma’at to my people, was maintained.
 
   I slid the Justice card to the side and flipped the next card from the deck.
 
   The Hermit. Traditionally, this card represents healing, self-exploration, and a general need for self-reliance and alone time. While I thought all of that sounded kind of nice for me, I didn’t think it was talking about me—or, at least, not just me. The card depicted Nik, shirtless so his tattooed torso was displayed in all its glory. His side was to the viewer, his head bowed and his arm outstretched, like he was reaching for someone or something just out of frame. He stood on a polished floor of At, my sword held in his grasp, the tip nearly skimming the floor. The crystalline blade dripped with blood.
 
   Mercy showing up twice was far from a coincidence, and I couldn’t help but wonder if she represented something more than her pure, deadly self. I couldn’t shake the sense that she represented me.
 
   A little unnerved, I drew the next card and flipped it over.
 
   Queen of Swords. Once again, Constance Ward, the Chairman of the Board and CEO of the Ouroboros Corporation, stared out at me from her throne. The only difference from how the card had looked when I’d drawn it back in the library was that Constance now had a sword sticking out of her chest. My sword. Did it mean I would kill her after all? The thought spurred images of her children in my mind, and my chest tightened. There had to be another way.
 
   I moved my hand to the deck to draw another card, but the electric hum had faded. The magic was gone. The universe had shared all it would for now.
 
   With a sigh, I relaxed back into the couch and stared out through the nearest window at the cityscape gleaming in the light of a gloriously dreary Seattle morning. Dorman as Justice, Nik as the Hermit, Constance once again appearing as the Queen of Swords, and Mercy showing up on all three cards—what did it all mean?
 
   I started when the bedroom door opened. I’d been so caught up in thinking about the reading that I hadn’t heard Garth moving around in the bedroom.
 
   “Morning,” he said, strolling into the living room in only his underwear. He stopped beside the couch and bent down to kiss the top of my head.
 
   I reached out to snap the compact closed, but not before I caught Dom’s raised eyebrow. “Hey.” I tilted my head back, offering Garth my lips.
 
   He kissed me, gentle as ever, his fingertips caressing my neck. I felt him smile against my lips before pulling away. He headed into the kitchen and started fiddling with a coffeepot. “I’d offer to make breakfast”—he craned his neck to glance at the clock on the microwave—“or lunch, but I really have to get to the station.”
 
   “No worries,” I told him, standing and following him into the kitchen. I stopped at the island and leaned on the counter with my elbows. “I can fend for myself.”
 
   Garth laughed, low and throaty. “I have no doubt, but I’m trying to impress you.”
 
   I snorted. “Stop trying,” I said. “I’m thoroughly impressed. Honestly, I had no idea you were so . . . creative.” It was the best word I could come up with to sum up all we’d done the previous night.
 
   He glanced at me over his shoulder, eyebrows dancing.
 
   My neck and cheeks heated.
 
   “I’m going to hop in the shower while the coffee brews,” Garth said, turning and making his way back to the bedroom. “Join me if you want . . .”
 
   I grinned. Oh, I wanted.
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   Garth was out of the condo by eleven. He left me his personal cell phone, taking only his work phone with him. He also left me with a key to his place, along with the warning that I should only leave the condo if it was absolutely necessary. Like, emergency necessary.
 
   I can be rash, but I’m not stupid. I was fully aware that lying low had to be my top priority, and it was a little annoying that both Dom and Garth expressed concern over me leaving the condo. Like I just wouldn’t be able to resist frolicking out the door and gallivanting all around the city. Like my self-control was nil. But I had zero plans to gallivant. I mean, come on, I’m not even the gallivanting type.
 
   Even so, I wanted to get the inside scoop on that meeting between Nik and Dorman. The longer I pondered the three cards I’d drawn, the more I thought that maybe, just maybe, I needed to be included in the meeting in the Tent District, even if I was only there remotely. Both Nik and Dorman had been incorporated into the designs, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that their appearances were significant, like they were pointing me toward the meeting. It was more of a whisper from the universe than a scream, this time, but that didn’t make the message matter any less.
 
   As soon as Garth shut the condo’s front door, I rushed to the sectional to retrieve my backpack and unzipped the front pocket to dig out a black Sharpie, then I grabbed Dom’s compact and crossed to the kitchen island. I set him up on the corner, giving him a good view of the wall beside the TV. If I didn’t let him watch what I was attempting, he’d bug me nonstop.
 
   “What are you doing?” he asked, and I shushed him. Case in point.
 
   Barefoot and wearing only Garth’s T-shirt, I stood before the blank, white wall and uncapped the pen. I pictured the room in the back of the makeshift hospital, recalling exactly what it had looked like through that doorway with all those cots and the poor, sick kiddos. My drawings could be realistic, verging on lifelike, but I had no idea if this would work. Didn’t mean I wouldn’t try.
 
   I started by drawing a tall rectangle on the wall. That was the doorway in the hangar. I added rows of occupied cots, spending a few minutes giving each sick kid some memorable details. I closed my eyes, imagining what the scene would be like when Nik was there, collecting blood samples from the infected humans. I drew him crouching down at the second cot from the doorway in the middle row, his head bent over the kid lying there, blessedly asleep.
 
   Eyelids remaining shut, I continued to draw, my hand moving with a mind of its own, the ink directing it. The universe directing it. I gave myself over to the magic, let the universal energies flow through my sheut, saturate the rest of my body, and pour into the drawing. The marker started to hum with power, the wall giving off a sizzling electricity that made the hairs on my arms and the back of my neck stand on end. I was used to a gentle zing of power while drawing or doing a reading, but this was something else altogether. This was massive, a torrent compared to a trickle.
 
   My breaths came faster, my heart beating harder, stronger. A surge of energy passed through me, a pulse like lightning compared to the steady current I’d been channeling before.
 
   “Mon Dieu . . .” Dom’s voice was filled with awe.
 
   My eyes snapped open, and I stared at the wall—at the thing that was much more than simply a drawing of a doorway on a wall.
 
   “What—how did you do that?”
 
   “I’m not sure,” I said, eyes glued to the thing on the wall. Or, rather, in the wall. It wasn’t just a picture of the sick room at the back of the makeshift hospital; those were actual cots with actual sick kids lined up in rows. I could hear their moaning. Their sniffles and muffled cries. It worked. It really worked. Somehow, I’d created a window to another place entirely.
 
   Slack-jawed, I stared through the window. A man knelt beside the second cot in from the doorway in the center row. It was Nik, just as I’d drawn him. His head was bowed over a slumbering little girl of maybe six or seven, and he was collecting a sample of her blood in a vial at her elbow. He raised his head, focusing on something within the room, just to the side of the doorway. “Is there any way to get a sample from Sammy? Having patient zero’s blood might make all the difference.”
 
   The left half of Dorman came into view as he shifted his feet. He’d been standing beside the doorway. His arms were crossed over his chest, and he still wore that baseball cap. He shrugged. “You’re welcome to try.” He was so close, I felt as though I could reach out and touch him.
 
   Cautiously, I brought my hand up to the wall. I held my breath and pushed forward. And met no resistance. I pulled my hand back and stared at it. It had passed straight through the wall up to my wrist.
 
   This thing I’d created—it wasn’t merely a window to the Tent District. I wasn’t restricted to watching Nik and Dorman’s meeting; if I wanted to, I could go there.
 
   Nik must’ve spotted the movement, because he was suddenly staring at me.
 
   I sucked in a breath and froze.
 
   “What?” Dorman glanced over his shoulder, then returned to looking at Nik. “What is it?”
 
   “I thought I saw—” Nik shook his head, but his eyes didn’t leave the doorway. “It was nothing, I’m sure.” So it seemed that they couldn’t see me, even though I could see them. Could hear them and, if I wanted to, reach through and touch them. It didn’t seem possible.
 
   A slow grin spread across my face. “Holy fucking shitballs.” It didn’t seem possible, but it was.
 
   I spun around and ran to the closet housing the washer and dryer, yanking the doors open and pulling my clothes from the dryer. I dumped them all on the floor at my feet, picking up first a pair of underwear and pulling them on, then doing the same with some jeans. I hopped on one foot, then the other as I put on my socks, then strapped on my bra and topped it with a tank top. I shrugged into my sweatshirt, zipping it up as I hurried to the couch to grab my leather coat. I retrieved my boots from the bedroom and shoved my feet into them, doing a hasty job of tying the laces.
 
   After shutting Eva away in the bedroom, I rushed back to the doorway on the wall, snagging Dom’s compact and snapping it shut before stuffing it back into my pocket. I paused at the wall, staring at the drawing that was so much more than that—it was an actual gateway to another place—and took a deep breath. And then I lunged through the wall.
 
   Almost as soon as I crossed the impossible threshold, Nik was on his feet, a vine of At shooting out of his palm. That vine of opalescent otherworldly material wrapped around my waist, holding me back.
 
   Nik’s eyes rounded, a tentative smile touched his lips. “Kitty Kat?” A second later, he let out a bark of laughter, dissolving the vine of At and releasing me at the same time. “I knew I saw something.”
 
   I smoothed down my sweatshirt and coat, patting the pockets to make sure everything that had been in there still was. “Nice greeting,” I said, not meeting his eyes. I felt the extreme urge to not make eye contact with him, though I didn’t know why. Instead I looked at Dorman, who was staring at me, eyelids opened wide and a hand to his chest. “Sorry if I startled you,” I told him.
 
   Dorman laughed nervously. “Startled is putting it lightly . . .”
 
   I flashed him an apologetic smile.
 
   “I thought you might show up,” Nik said, winding around the cots to come to me. “Though not like that. Neat trick.” He stopped a few feet away, and I finally forced myself to look at him, a spike of some unsettling emotion making me feel uneasy. “I brought something for you, just in case.” His nostrils flared, his eyes narrowed, and a slow grin spread across his face. He schooled his features a moment later, going from wicked to innocent in a heartbeat. “You look tired.” He tilted his head to the side. “Have you been getting enough sleep?”
 
   My eyes narrowed to a glare. “Stop sniffing me, you pervert.”
 
   He smirked. “I can’t help it. You reek of one-night stand.”
 
   “It wasn’t a one-night stand,” I snapped. At least, I hoped it wasn’t.
 
   Nik’s eye twitched, but his smirk remained in place. “So Kitty Kat has a boyfriend. Isn’t that sweet.”
 
   Unease turned to slight queasiness. “Shut up.”
 
   Dorman cleared his throat, and we both looked at him. “I don’t mean to interrupt, but . . .” He swept a hand out, gesturing to the infected kids lying in the cots. “I’d prefer it if you got the samples to Bainbridge as soon as possible. There’s been a bit of a development in the disease, and I don’t think we can afford to waste time.”
 
   I took a step toward him. “What happened?”
 
   “Around midnight, Sammy entered what we’re calling the ‘final phase’ of the infection.” Dorman sighed and shook his head, worry shining in his hazel eyes. “He became violent, almost rabid, attacking any and every person he could. It was . . . shocking, to say the least.” Dorman’s shoulders slumped. “He got out and infected thirty-seven more people. I’d never have imagined that someone so small could do so much damage, but . . . at least he didn’t get beyond our fences.” Dorman sighed. “The only upside is that the disease seems to progress more slowly in adults. That buys us a little more time.”
 
   “Not much of an upside,” Nik muttered.
 
   I realized my hand was covering my mouth, and lowered it. “Where’s Sammy now?”
 
   “Dead,” Dorman said, his voice resigned. “The last person he attacked managed to break his neck. Maybe we could’ve brought him down sooner with a gun, but we’re a firearm-free zone.”
 
   The news of Sammy’s violent demise hit me like a punch to the gut. If I hadn’t wussed out at Constance’s house, I’d probably already have the cure. Now, thirty-seven more people might die—and might infect gods knew how many more people on their way out—all because I’d given in to weakness and spared Constance and her family. I gritted my teeth and pushed through the flood of failure. “Might need to change that rule,” I said.
 
   “Or at least invest in some tranq guns,” Nik added.
 
   Dorman nodded, but I thought it was mostly to himself. “A few more people have entered the final phase.” He looked at us with lost, sad eyes. “We’re using sedatives on them, but it’s taking triple the amount it should to keep them down—more, in some cases. They’re burning through our supply.”
 
   “I’ll bring what I can back from Bainbridge,” Nik said.
 
   Dorman nodded a thanks, but his stare fixed on me. “We need a cure, Kat. Have you made any progress?”
 
   “I—” I cleared my throat. “I’m working on it.”
 
   I understood now why the cards led me back here—for motivation. For resolve. I had let Garth distract me, lending a sense of blissful normalcy to a situation that was anything but normal. Dire was more like it. If this disease spread beyond the Tent District and remained unchecked, it would cause chaos and mayhem, not to mention unfathomable loads of destruction. I had the ugly suspicion that that had been the point of Sammy’s “escape” all along. The Ouroboros Corporation or the Senate or whoever was ultimately responsible was even more demented than I’d ever imagined.
 
   And if I was right, it begged the question—what happened to the other six kids the Ouroboros scientists had separated out? Had they been guinea pigs for some other twisted project? Or were there more infected kids out and about, spreading the disease with abandon?
 
   My hands balled into fists. “Are there any other new developments?”
 
   Dorman shook his head.
 
   “Alright.” I turned to the open doorway, then glanced over my shoulder. “Next time you see me, I’ll have some answers for you.” I marched through the doorway, fully expecting to find myself back in Garth’s condo.
 
   Yeah, not so much.
 
   Instead, the doorway transported me right where it was supposed to—straight into the rest of the hangar-turned-hospital. I stopped and turned around, eyebrows scrunched together.
 
   Nik watched me through the doorway, his head cocked to the side, and Dorman was craning his neck to see. Both looked as confused as I felt.
 
   “Damn it,” I grumbled, scowling. It looked like my gateways only worked one way. I hadn’t been expecting that. Now, I’d have to draw another to get back. I knew it had seemed too easy. I stomped back into the smaller sick room and huffed out a breath. “I need a wall and a marker,” I said. “Or some paint.”
 
   Dorman looked at Nik. “You can finish up here on your own?”
 
   Nik nodded.
 
   “Alright.” Dorman headed to the not-a-gateway doorway. “Come with me, Kat. You can use my office.”
 
   I glanced at Nik, meeting his eye and offering him a weak smile before following Dorman. He didn’t return it. He just stared back at me, his face blank. But his pale blue eyes . . . they were filled with something deep and dark, with something I couldn’t identify. Or something I didn’t want to identify.
 
   I turned away from him and jogged to catch up to Dorman.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   It was nearly two in the afternoon by the time I felt that surge of power bringing the second gateway to life.
 
   Dorman whistled. “That’s quite a trick.” He was behind me, leaning on his desk as he watched me work. His office was at the base of what had once been an air traffic control tower—back when there’d been way more air traffic to control.
 
   I looked at him. “You swear you’ll paint over this as soon as I’m through it?” I felt pretty sure that would destroy the gateway.
 
   He nodded, a sly, shy grin curving his lips. “Been meaning to redecorate, anyway.”
 
   I laughed under my breath.
 
   The door to his office burst open and Nik strode in, his eyes honing in on me. “Good, you’re still here.” A long, black sport bag was slung across his shoulder, probably now filled with countless vials of blood.
 
   “For about two more seconds,” I said, nodding to the active gateway to Garth’s condo on the wall adjacent to the door.
 
   Nik studied it for a moment, scanning the area through the gateway and frowning, then looked at Dorman. “Can you give us a minute?”
 
   After a nod, Dorman left the office.
 
   I raised my eyebrows and planted my hands on my hips. “What’s up?”
 
   “I have something for you,” Nik said, moving forward and placing his bag on the chairs in front of the desk. He unzipped the bag and pulled out the leather shoulder harness that was usually attached to my sword’s scabbard. Except right now there was no scabbard or sword in sight. He held the harness out to me.
 
   I took a step toward him and reached for the harness, not quite understanding. “Um . . . thanks, but—” My eyes widened when my fingers closed around more than the worn straps of leather. The scabbard—I could feel it in my hand, and from the weight of it, I knew that Mercy, my sword, was sheathed within. I shook my head. “How . . .”
 
   Nik stuffed his hands into the pockets of his jeans and hunched his shoulders, looking adorably bashful. It was all an act, of course, but it was still cute. Or as cute as Nik could ever get. “I transformed the whole thing, scabbard and all, into At, then made it invisible.”
 
   My mouth fell open. I’d known that Lex’s sheut enabled her to imbue At with various properties, like glowing or appearing invisible, but I’d had no idea that Nik could do it, too. I eyed him, wondering what other powers he’d been hiding from the rest of us.
 
   “You left your sword behind because it would draw attention.” Nik shrugged. “Now it won’t.”
 
   Eyes stinging, I found the invisible hilt with my right hand and drew the sword. Mercy’s blade slid free with a pristine ring. The entire thing, pommel to blade, was completely invisible.
 
   Nik flashed me a devilish grin. “Now the trick is re-sheathing it . . .”
 
   “This is incredible.” I stared at, well, nothing with wide eyes, absolutely awed.
 
   “Just don’t drop it.”
 
   I glanced at Nik, frowning. What if I did drop it? I’d have to grope around until I stumbled over the damn thing.
 
   “But just in case you do manage to lose it,” Nik said, seeming to read my thoughts, “I can always find it again, you know, because I can sense anything made of At.”
 
   My eyebrows rose. “Anything?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “Even my ink?” I flashed him the Eye of Horus on my palm.
 
   “When you’re close enough.” He shrugged. “It’s a pretty small amount.”
 
   “Huh.” I sheathed the invisible sword after only two tries and hugged the whole thing to my chest, feeling a little less alone. Nik had done this for me, and now it would be like I carried a little piece of him around with me, wherever I went. That mattered more to me than I was willing to admit, even just to myself.
 
   “Thank you,” I said, meeting his eyes and hoping he couldn’t see how intensely his gift was affecting me. I cleared my throat. “Really, Nik. Thank you.”
 
   The corner of his mouth twitched, and he breathed out a laugh. It was the only “You’re welcome” I would get. He pointed to the gateway with his chin. “Go on. Do your thing. I’ve got a ferry to catch.”
 
   I stared at him for a moment longer, then took a deep breath, held my head high, and turned my back to him. And stepped through the new gateway.
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   By the time I’d returned to Garth’s condo and checked his cell phone, I had a series of texts from him, each with the name and home address of one of the Ouroboros board members. He’d sent them within the past half hour, and his timing was impeccable. Any longer and I’d have made a straight shot for Constance. And despite my renewed motivation to do what had to be done, no matter the cost, I wasn’t ready to go after her. Even after the reading that morning, after her appearance on the Queen of Swords card with Mercy shoved through her chest. Even though I now held the sword that had impaled her in my hands, I wasn’t ready to go after her to get the cure.
 
   Sure, if push came to shove, I’d do it. But I didn’t want to, and I knew I’d regret whatever I ended up doing to her for the rest of my potentially very long life.
 
   I did a quick Internet search on Garth’s phone, running down the list of names he’d sent me. I was hoping for a sign, some tidbit of information that would point me in the right direction. Or, at least, in the least guilt-ridden direction. I was fully committed to the cause, ready and willing to use lethal force if necessary. I would find a way to stop the spread of the disease and save those unfortunate enough to already be infected. At least, those who weren’t already too far gone. It was too late for Sammy, but it wasn’t too late for the others. Not yet.
 
   I found my target as soon as I hit enter on the third name—Mitch Carmichael. The list of links included several news articles from the past year reporting allegations that Carmichael’s name had been linked to an illegal human trafficking ring, one that specialized in young women and children. It looked like his name had been cleared and the matter had been swept under the rug, as almost anything could be if enough money was thrown at it, but things like that don’t just disappear. Not now, in the age of the Internet. Nowadays, things like that live forever.
 
   However guiltless Carmichael appeared in the eyes of the law, I couldn’t ignore the reality of the situation—Ouroboros had abducted children to use as test subjects. It seemed an awful big coincidence that one of the leaders of that corporation had potential ties to another child-abducting organization. It even crossed my mind that the idea to take the street kids could’ve come from Carmichael originally. If so, I thought it would be pretty easy to get over my aversion to taking human lives. Easy as breathing. But a hell of a lot more gratifying.
 
   I tried creating a gateway to someplace closer to the downtown high-rise Carmichael called home—I even went so far as to draw a likeness of one of the cluttered basements I’d ducked out in a night or two on the wall beside the original gateway, which would’ve left me just a few blocks from Carmichael’s place—but no matter how hard I tried to focus, I couldn’t get the magic to work. I couldn’t even get a spark of the increasingly familiar current of otherworldly energy to hum through me. My magical batteries were well and truly dead, and I had no clue how long it would take them to recharge. I’d have to go the long way.
 
   It would’ve been safer to wait until dark to leave Garth’s building, but I had a narrow window of opportunity to get into Carmichael’s home while he was out—assuming he held anything close to normal work hours. He was on the Ouroboros board of directors, but unlike Constance, he didn’t hold an additional position at the corporation. So far as I could tell, he’d made his money elsewhere, or he’d fallen into it by way of inheritance, and that was how he’d ended up at the top of the corporate ladder at Ouroboros.
 
   At least it was drizzling out, and a thick layer of storm clouds darkened the sky, threatening worse. Nobody would toss me a second glance for keeping my hood up. That was almost as good as moving through the city in the dark of night.
 
   I shed my leather coat, strapped the sword harness on, buckling it across my chest, then put the jacket back on over the invisible sword. Mercy was slender enough that she didn’t cause the jacket to bulge or bunch uncomfortably, even if she did warp the line of my back a little. I dug through my backpack next, pulling out a device about the size of a deck of playing cards—a rechargeable handheld electromagnetic pulse generator strong enough to knock out all electronics within a hundred-foot radius. It was one of the few gadgets I had left over from my days as one of the Senate’s pet assassins. I’d brought it with me for my time as a rogue in case of an emergency. Well, guess what—this was a god damn emergency.
 
   Hood up, I left the condo, locking the door behind me. I used the stairs, figuring they’d be less traveled, and once I reached the bottom floor, I ducked out through a side entrance, pleased I’d been able to get out of the building without running into a single person. Not even Dom chastised me for breaking my word about leaving the condo the conventional way. It was a good start to the mission.
 
   According to the information from Garth, Carmichael lived in a multimillion-dollar loft on the twenty-second floor of a tower on First Street, downtown. He probably had an insane view of the Puget Sound. A view like that would be wasted on a scumbag like him.
 
   Sneaking up to Carmichael’s loft was easy enough. The building was part upscale hotel, part condominium, which meant it had maids and room service. I strolled into the employee area like I belonged there, nabbed a room service uniform that consisted of black trousers, a maroon chef’s coat, and a stupid little maroon hat off a rack of identical uniforms, and ducked into the employee locker room to slip everything on over my clothes. I ended up looking a little husky, but otherwise pretty nondescript.
 
   I took the service elevator up, keeping my head down to keep my face off of any security cameras, and was on the twenty-second floor in no time. I knocked on Carmichael’s door, the last at the end of a windowless hall, hoping he wasn’t home, and waited for a minute. When nobody answered, I unbuttoned my chef’s coat and reached into the pocket of my leather jacket, pressing the switch that would activate the EMP generator. I counted down in my mind.
 
   Five . . . four . . . three . . . two . . .
 
   The lights in the hallway flickered, then went out, leaving me in not complete darkness, but something that would seem so to human eyes. There was just enough light coming in through a window around the corner and sneaking out under the four other doorways along the hallway that I could see well enough. Barely.
 
   The lights and security systems would be down for a couple minutes. I had to work fast.
 
   I knelt before Carmichael’s door and pulled out the only other thing in that pocket—an invisible-ink marker, the kind that only shows up under a black light. I didn’t want to tip anyone off to the extent of the magic I could work. If I did that, I could say adios to my biggest advantage.
 
   I uncapped the marker and wrote on the door, just below the handle: UNLOCK. It was a shot in the dark. Literally. BURN had worked on the Ouroboros scientist last week, but that had also been a basic matter of heat. This was another area of physics entirely, and I had no clue if my brand of magic held any power over movement or mechanics at all, let alone whether or not I had enough juice to accomplish something as small as unlocking a door.
 
   I wrote “UNLOCK” all around the handle, over and over, and then I held my breath. “Come on,” I whispered. “Work, damn it!”
 
   I twisted the door handle. It was still locked. I wasn’t surprised; there’d been no zing of primal electricity. No hint of that energy that could only be called magic.
 
   With a faint groan, I rested my forehead against the door. I’d have to do this the old-fashioned way. Which I sucked at, because back in my Senate-condoned breaking-and-entering days, I’d always been able to rely on Mari to create a key out of anti-At.
 
   “I might need your help here, Dom,” I said as I pulled a lock-picking kit from my sweatshirt pocket. Doubling up on outerwear has its perks—extra storage being number one on the list.
 
   “You know what to do,” my big brother said. “Just remember, it’s all about feel. Locate each of the pins first, then get started.”
 
   I inserted a small, metal tension wrench into the lock on the handle, then added the lock pick and held my breath. I pushed the farthest pin up, feeling it click into place, and turned the wrench in the lock, then went to work on the next pin. I was sweating by the time I’d worked through the final three and had the thing unlocked, and I wasn’t even done. There was still the deadbolt to deal with.
 
   I rose up on my knees and fit the tools into the upper lock. I worked through the first three pins pretty quickly, but even so, the florescent lights flickered when I was on the fourth pin. I turned the lock with the tension wrench and allowed myself a deep breath. One more pin to go.
 
   I stiffened when I heard the snick of someone unlocking one of the doors farther up the hallway. “Shit!” I redoubled my efforts on the deadbolt.
 
   The lights flickered again, working up the courage to shine on. As soon as they were back online, it would be only a matter of seconds until the cameras followed.
 
   The final pin clicked into place, and I turned the wrench, exhaling in relief when the deadbolt slid free. I twisted the door handle and pushed the door open, slipping into the loft just as the door up the hallway opened. I snagged the case for my lock-picking kit, pulled my arm in through the crack, and shut the door. I sat on the ashy hardwood floor in the entryway to Carmichael’s loft, breathing hard and sweating like I’d just sprinted all the way up here using the stairs.
 
   “That was way too close,” I said to Dom.
 
   “You made it . . .”
 
   I snorted in reply. While I waited for my breathing and heartbeat to slow, I fished Garth’s phone out of my right pocket and checked the time. It was a quarter till five. I had no clue when Carmichael would be home—assuming he truly wasn’t here already. But I figured I was safe; if he’d been home, the sound of the door opening should’ve drawn him out, if my knock hadn’t. Best to make sure, though.
 
   I hoisted myself up off the ground and moved as quietly as possible into the loft. Considering my rubber soles and that I was naturally light-footed, my footsteps were almost silent despite my combat boots.
 
   The loft was very open concept, the kitchen, dining area, and living space all blending together, much like in Garth’s condo, only on a grander scale. Carmichael had at least four times as much space as Garth, and plenty of furniture and decor to fill it. How he’d managed to find so much stuff that was both modern and tacky was beyond me, but—shiny, cherry-red plastic S-shaped dining room chairs? And a refrigerator door that doubled as a chalkboard? Really?
 
   My lip curled, and I moved on to the master suite, a space that was sectioned off not by walls, but by three stairs leading up to a raised platform. I checked the master bathroom and the closet, then headed down a short hallway that led to a powder room, a guest room with another full bath, a study, and a utility room with laundry machines that looked like they’d never been used. Like, literally, they still had the stickers sealing the doors shut.
 
   Nobody was home, that much was clear, so I headed back into the main living area to prepare for Carmichael’s arrival. I lost the polyester room service garb, then took off my coat, sword harness, and sweatshirt, laying it all out on the kitchen table. I wasn’t too worried about Carmichael seeing my stuff and bolting. By the time he was in the door, it would already be too late for him. I set Garth’s phone on the table beside my jacket, then tucked the lock-picking tools back into their little case and returned it to my sweatshirt pocket.
 
   I gave the loft a slow scan and exhaled heavily. “Nothing to do now but wait,” I said, both to myself and to Dom. I was already bored. “Gah . . . this is the worst part.”
 
   “I always enjoyed the waiting,” Dom said. “It gave me a chance to collect my thoughts, to center myself. To come to peace within myself with the fact that I was about to take a life, so the guilt wouldn’t crush me once the deed was done.”
 
   Have I mentioned that Dom spent centuries as Heru’s go-to assassin? Where those darker arts were concerned, he was the best of the best. But he’d had his fill of killing long ago, and he’d given it up in exchange for assisting Heru in other ways, namely by interrogating and torturing his enemies. Dom’s well-known distaste for killing was one of the things that made him such an effective interrogator. His subjects could always be certain that death wouldn’t end the pain, not while Dom was still in the room.
 
   I was lucky enough to be one of the few he’d taken under his wing. He’d invested a shit-ton of time and energy in me, teaching me everything he knew. I wasn’t quite as good as him—or as good as he’d been when he was still technically alive—but I was close.
 
   “At least Carmichael’s got a killer view,” I said, crossing the living room between a couch that I thought might actually be made of a solid piece of wood and a zebra-striped bearskin rug. The general shape gave away the fact that it wasn’t an actual zebra. So did the bear head. “This place is practically waterfront.”
 
   I stopped at the window, appreciating a beautiful thing when I saw it. Even with the overcast sky and the shortened line of sight due to the rain, the Sound was still as stunning as ever. The loft’s view was a hell of a lot better than its interior, that was for damn sure. I stood there, admiring the Puget Sound in all of its gray, slightly gloomy glory, for what felt like eons.
 
   Until I heard the sound of a key being stuck into one of the locks I’d just picked.
 
   Snapping into action, I turned away from the window and rushed into the kitchen. The fridge was the nearest thing to the entryway, so I stood with my back to the slate door and listened as Carmichael unlocked the deadbolt. He was taking forever. Probably because he was also talking on the phone—something about a vote tomorrow. A coup, he called it.
 
   He opened the door, then shut and relocked it, and just like that, I had him trapped. The amount of time it would take him to unlock and open the door inward was about twice as long as it would take me to slam him face-first against it.
 
   I smiled to myself. I loved it when they made it so damn easy.
 
   Of course, I didn’t show myself right then and there. I didn’t slam him into the door, much as I might have enjoyed it. I couldn’t risk whoever was on the other end of the call getting suspicious, let alone Carmichael uttering a full-fledged plea for help. I’d have to threaten him into hanging up, if he didn’t do it on his own first. My sword wouldn’t work as a means to up the threat, since he couldn’t see it. Wouldn’t have mattered anyway; Mercy was still on the table, sheathed in her scabbard. My eyes landed on the knife block on the massive island opposite me. Promising, but still too far away.
 
   Luckily, it never came to threats, because Carmichael is an oblivious boob. He brushed right past me and headed into the bedroom area, all the while talking on his phone about how excited he was for the meeting in the morning and how shocked he imagined she would look—whoever she was.
 
   “Listen, Scott, I gotta go. I’ve got squash at seven, and my instructor throws a fit if I’m late.” He toed off his shiny dress shoes and loosened his tie. “Yeah. Yeah, you too, buddy. See you tomorrow.” He tossed the phone onto the bed and headed into the bathroom. The way this was playing out, I couldn’t have choreographed the whole thing better myself.
 
   I listened as he continued to undress and turned on the shower, but I waited until I heard the shower’s glass door open and shut to follow him into the bathroom. I drew Mercy as I passed the table and picked up Carmichael’s phone and pocketed it before I stepped through the doorway into the slightly steamy room. Apparently the guy liked really hot showers.
 
   I sat on the bathroom counter between the double sinks and watched him, my head tilted to the side. He had his back to me.
 
   Mitch Carmichael wasn’t an unattractive man. I’d have placed him in his early sixties, and he was in pretty good shape—must’ve been all the squash he played. His tush was only a little saggy, and I figured he must tan—or fake tan or take a slew of fancy-pants vacations to the tropics—because a white dude like him doesn’t get a tan like that during a Seattle winter without some sort of assistance. He’s got a full head of salt-and-pepper hair and probably fits into the “silver fox” category.
 
   I watched him shampoo his hair and soap up his body, but I drew the line when he planted one hand on the shower wall and started to stroke himself.
 
   I cleared my throat, loudly.
 
   Carmichael froze.
 
   “Yep,” I said, “that wasn’t in your mind.”
 
   He spun around, nearly falling on the slick tile floor. His half-flaccid penis was more impressive than I’d expected, and I raised a single brow in acknowledgment of that fact. He stood frozen in place, the hot water hitting his back and his hand cupping his man bits. “Who are you and what the fuck are you doing in here?”
 
   My eyebrows rose, and I hopped off the counter. “You don’t recognize me?” I approached the shower, stopping at the glass wall to stare at him up close and personal. “From what I understand, my picture’s all over the place right now.”
 
   Recognition dawned, and his eyes rounded. “You—you’re her—Katarina Dubois.”
 
   “Also known as . . .”
 
   He mouthed, “Ink Witch.”
 
   “Ding-ding-ding,” I sang, grinning. “I knew you’d get it eventually.” I gave him elevator eyes, the quick, disinterested version. “Why don’t you go ahead and rinse off, Mitch, and then we can get started.”
 
   His face was flushed from the heat in the shower, but even so, the color seemed to drain from his face. “Get started with what?”
 
   I blinked several times. “Why, finding the truth, of course.”
 
   “The truth about what?”
 
   “Aren’t you just the nosy Nellie.” I tapped the glass wall with the tip of my sword, watching his eyes search for the source of the noise and appreciating his confused expression when he found nothing. “Or would ‘eager beaver’ be more appropriate?”
 
   Carmichael backed away from the glass wall. “You’re insane.” He continued backing up until he hit the tile wall.
 
   “Maybe,” I said with a nod, not discouraging his conclusion one bit. It’s more fun when they think I’m unhinged. “But I’m also the one with an invisible sword, so . . . I’d do what I say, if I were you.”
 
   “I have money,” Carmichael blurted.
 
   I shrugged one shoulder. “Don’t want it.”
 
   “Cars . . . stock . . . property . . .”
 
   “I don’t want any of that,” I said, enunciating each word clearly.
 
   “Well what do you want from me, then?” Carmichael was panicking. I could see it in his wild eyes, hear it in the timbre of his voice. His entire body trembled. Fight-or-flight was kicking in, and he wanted to run. Good; survival mode was good. Right where I wanted him.
 
   I plastered on a plastic smile. “What I want, Mitch, is for you to rinse off and come out here so we can have a little chat.” I winked at him. “Don’t worry, buddy, I’ll take things slow. Who knows . . . you might even enjoy yourself.”
 
   Some people got off on the bite of pain. Hell, I wasn’t opposed to it, myself. It was entirely possible that Carmichael was one such person. It would be amusing for me, but it would be unfortunate for him. I’d have to use more extreme interrogation tactics. Pleasure from pain only stretched so far. Eventually, there was only pain.
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   As it turned out, Carmichael was not a fan of pain. He was about as far from a masochist as a person could be. I duct-taped him to one of those hideous red chairs and set him up near the windows with his back to the glorious view so the backdrop of the Seattle waterfront and the Puget Sound beyond would give me comfort and lend me strength. So it would remind me of why I was here—to protect my beloved city from people like Carmichael.
 
   I left him naked, not because I was overly fond of the sight of him, but because nudity creates insecurity. It’s one more barrier cast away, one more protective wall torn down. Being naked in front of others has the tendency to make a person feel exposed, no matter how comfortable they are in their own skin. Especially when those “others” have not-so-nice intentions. It had been Dom’s suggestion, and a damn good one at that.
 
   Carmichael cried out when I nicked his left pectoral with Mercy’s invisible tip. To be fair, I cut a smidgen deeper than I’d planned, but I was still getting used to the very strange lack of visibility of her sword blade. I knew the feel of her well, but it was becoming all too clear that my sword and I would have to become even more familiar with one another.
 
   “That was just so you’d know the blade is real,” I explained to Carmichael, standing a couple feet away from him. “Every time you lie to me, I’ll cut you again. And yes, I’ll be able to tell when you’re lying.” It was true enough; my heightened hearing allowed me to hone in on his heartbeat, and my eyesight was good enough that I could see the level of perspiration on his skin and gauge any change in his pupil size. “We’ll keep playing this game until you bleed out or I get all the information I need. Understand?”
 
   Carmichael gulped, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down.
 
   “Alright . . .” I flipped Mercy up and rested the flat of her blade against my right shoulder. “Did you know about the children your SoDo lab was abducting and experimenting on?” I watched him carefully, taking in every part of his response, verbal and otherwise.
 
   “No,” he rasped.
 
   “Lie.” I slashed a shallow nick across his cheekbone, and he yelped. I planted my hands on my hips and leaned over him. “I gave you fair warning—you lie, you get cut.” I gave him the look. “You did that to yourself. Now, did you know about the kids?”
 
   Again, Carmichael swallowed roughly, then licked his lips. “Yes, I—I knew about them.”
 
   “And did you know about all the research and experiments going on in that lab?”
 
   “Yes,” Carmichael admitted. “We all did—all of the board members.”
 
   I tutted, tapping the flat of the sword against the side of his face. He flinched at each touch of the smooth, invisible At blade. “Don’t try to deflect the blame onto them. They’re not here. You are. I’ll get to them later.” I returned the sword to my shoulder. “Tell me, Mitch, do you remember a boy named Sammy?”
 
   Carmichael’s heart rate leapt, and sweat beaded on his forehead.
 
   I crouched before him, intrigued by his severe reaction. “Answer the question.”
 
   “Yes,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. For whatever reason, Sammy meant something to Carmichael. Something big.
 
   “Do you know what was done to Sammy?”
 
   His heart rate spiked again, but it leveled out when he finally answered. “We—they infected him with a—” He shook his head, his brow furrowed. “Not a disease, but something worse.”
 
   “Worse, how?”
 
   Again, he shook his head. “I don’t know. I wasn’t involved much in that project, I swear.” Carmichael hesitated for a moment, then his heart rate elevated and he blurted, “Constance.” His heart rate remained at that higher level as he continued, “Just her. It was her idea . . . all of it.”
 
   With a sigh, I lifted Mercy from my shoulder and rested her tip against Carmichael’s ribcage, angling it so the blade pressed in between his fifth and sixth ribs, right below his nipple. Just a little more pressure and I’d break the skin. I gave it that small amount of pressure.
 
   Carmichael yelped.
 
   “Here’s the deal, Mitch. I’m going to keep pushing on Mercy here—that’s my sword’s name—until you tell me the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.” I gave it a moment for the words to sink in. “Who was involved in the project?” He didn’t answer right away, and I started to push the blade in deeper. “How long until I puncture your lung, I wonder?”
 
   “All of us,” he said. “We all knew about it. Everyone was involved to some degree, but Constance really was project lead on this.” He wasn’t lying.
 
   “How do I get the cure?” I exerted a little more pressure. “Who has it?”
 
   “I—” Carmichael shook his head vehemently. “I swear I don’t know anything about a cure.” The truth in his words turned my heart to lead.
 
   I withdrew the blade. A deal was a deal, after all. “That wasn’t so hard, was it?”
 
   “Ask him more about the children,” Dom said. “There’s something there. When you brought up Sammy—his reaction was too strong.”
 
   I frowned, tilting my head from side to side and tapping Mercy’s blade against the outside of my boot as I considered Dom’s suggestion. I wanted to get my hands on Constance and the others before anyone caught wind that I was hunting Ouroboros board members, but a few extra questions couldn’t hurt. Besides, if Dom thought this was important . . .
 
   I fixed my stare on Carmichael and stopped the rhythmic tapping. “Let’s talk more about Sammy.”
 
   Again, the bastard’s heart rate spiked. Dom was onto something.
 
   “Cute kid, though when I saw him, he was a little under the weather.” Understatement of the year. When I’d seen Sammy, the eight-year-old had been unconscious, his breathing labored and his temperature dangerously high. Now, well . . . at least he wasn’t suffering anymore. “Did you spend much time with him?” I asked.
 
   “I—” Carmichael turned his face away from me. “I only met him once.”
 
   “And when was that?”
 
   “I don’t know. Monday of last week? Tuesday, maybe? It was before they infected him.”
 
   “Why?” I narrowed my eyes. “Why is that important?”
 
   “Because I—when we . . . I didn’t want to get infected too,” Carmichael said through a moan. His shoulders were hunched, and his body shook with the force of his sobs.
 
   “When you what?” My hand shot out, and I gripped Carmichael’s throat with clawlike fingers, bringing my face centimeters from his. “What did you do to Sammy?” I recalled the headlines about the human trafficking allegations, about the women and children purportedly sold into slavery, and my grip tightened. “Tell me!”
 
   “If—if I do, you—you’ll kill me.”
 
   Oh, dear gods, no . . .
 
   I clenched my jaw, fingernails digging into his throat. I could feel the tendons and muscles in his neck tensing, the hard tube that was his windpipe straining against my hold. It would be all too easy to crush. Blood oozed from the cuts caused by my nails, and I only squeezed harder. “You deserve to die,” I said, tearing up with the force of my rage. “I wish there was a hell, so you could burn in it for the rest of eternity.” I sucked in a shaky breath. “But there’s not.”
 
   I released him and straightened, raising my boot to the seat of the chair between his thighs. I moved his flaccid penis out of the way with the toe of my boot and slammed the sword blade home.
 
   Carmichael howled in pain. He didn’t stop howling until I was finished and his family jewels lay in a bloody mess on the hardwood floor. He’d never touch another kid again.
 
   “Enjoy your hell, you ball-less sack of shit,” I said, then spat on him. I turned away and stalked into the kitchen, where I started to pace. “Dom, can you let the Bainbridge folks know to expect a prisoner? I’m going to send him to the dungeon.” It was under the massive garage in the Heru compound, a separate building from the main house where Lex, Heru, and some of the others lived, and it was about as stereotypical as a dungeon could get with all the stone and iron and generally dank atmosphere. I didn’t want to risk the possibility that this sick fucker might cross paths with Reni, Lex and Heru’s three-year-old girl. “And let them know everything we learned about him, will you? I’m sure they can get more useful info out of him.”
 
   “Of course,” Dom said. “But are certain you’ll be able to create a gateway?”
 
   I heaved a breath, then another. I could practically feel the magical energy gathering strength within my sheut. “Oh, yeah.” I shook out my hands and cracked my neck. “I got this.”
 
   “Very well. When should they expect him?”
 
   I was quiet for a moment, estimating how long it would take me to draw the dungeon. “About an hour,” I said finally. I grabbed a canister of chalk from the counter beside the fridge—seriously, who the fuck has a chalkboard for a fridge door, anyway—and stalked back into the living room area. I shoved the coffee table and ridiculous zebra-striped bearskin rug out of the way and knelt on the hardwood floor to get to work.
 
   Once I was finished drawing the dismal dungeon and felt the telltale spike of otherworldly energy, I stood and moved behind Carmichael’s chair. I raised my foot and planted my boot on the back of his chair, kicking hard and savoring his scream as he fell through the gateway. All that was left of him was a puddle of blood and his now-useless balls.
 
   I considered cleaning up the mess for all of two seconds, opting instead to use the hideous rug to smear blood onto the drawing, rendering it inert. I didn’t give two shits whether or not someone found the mess. Carmichael got what he deserved. Better than he deserved, because he was still alive.
 
   “I should’ve killed him,” I whispered. I shook my head and stared up at the exposed ceiling beams to keep myself from crying under the force of my regret. I was suddenly more disappointed in myself than I’d ever been in my entire life. It didn’t matter that Carmichael likely had a wealth of useful information about the Ouroboros Corporation’s other nefarious projects, not after what he’d done.
 
   I balled my hands into fists and squeezed my eyes shut. “I should have killed him!” It wasn’t a scream or a yell or a shout. It was a roar.
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   It was maybe six by the time I left Carmichael’s building. I didn’t even attempt to draw another gateway; creating the gateway to Bainbridge had left me completely drained. The sun had set, dusk had come and gone, and the moon was blocked by a thick layer of clouds, leaving behind a darkness better suited to the middle of the night. Which was well enough, because I looked like I’d just murdered someone. Which was extra frustrating, considering the knot in my stomach was there because I hadn’t killed Carmichael. It was there because I’d let him live.
 
   The trip back to Garth’s was a rain-soaked blur. I walked a few blocks, then hot-wired a little crotch rocket and rode the bike up slick streets to Capitol Hill. I ditched the bike in an alleyway a few blocks from Garth’s condo and skulked the rest of the way there through the puddles, sticking to the shadows between streetlights.
 
   I pulled up short when I reached the glass double doors marking the entrance to the building. “Shit,” I hissed, backstepping a few yards. I’d totally forgotten about the doorman sitting behind the little reception desk. This was the only exterior door I had a key for, and I couldn’t exactly tromp through the lobby with blood smeared all over my clothes.
 
   I couldn’t break in the same way I’d left, either—that door was exit only; no keyhole at all, so picking the lock wasn’t even an option, and Garth wouldn’t be home for another hour or two, so I couldn’t call him to come down and open that door from the inside. There was a garage underneath the building. It had a roll-down steel and glass door at street level that opened only when the condo residents came and went. I’d never been down there, but I didn’t see that I had any other choice.
 
   Hands stuffed into my pockets, hood up, and head down, I made my way around the corner to the east side of the block and ducked into the deepest shadows near the garage door. And waited . . .
 
   The waiting was awkward, because it was still early enough that the street was busy, even if it was dark out, and because the rain was falling steady as ever. I felt like a creeper. Probably because I looked like a creeper, no matter how nonchalant and unobtrusive I tried to be. But at least I wasn’t alone. There was a genuine homeless dude chilling in a trash bag poncho on the ground beyond the far side of the garage door. We were like a match set, he and I.
 
   After a good long while, there was a beeping sound from within the garage, a mechanism clicked over, and the door slowly lifted. A dark sedan slowed on the road and waited for the door to open all the way. It wasn’t ideal—I’d have preferred someone leaving rather than someone coming home—but at least this got me in through the gate and off the street.
 
   I waited until the car had pulled through all the way, gave the driver a few seconds to get deeper into the garage, then slunk in and crouched down between the nearest two cars. I waited there, hidden and silent, until I heard the car door, followed by the beep of a car alarm and the footsteps of the new arrival leaving their car. I waited a little longer, listening to the sound of a key fitting into a lock and the gentle whoosh of a door opening on well-oiled hinges. And then I waited a little longer, giving whoever it was some time to move on. Patience is a virtue, after all, even if it’s not usually one of mine.
 
   After a ten count, I stood and walked along behind the bumpers of parked cars, not too slow and not too fast, like I owned the place. Like I belonged. I doubted any cameras could pick up on the bloodstains, and I didn’t want to draw attention to myself by sneaking around and looking generally sketchy.
 
   As I neared the door into the building, I pulled my lock-picking kit out of my pocket and readied the two little tools I would need. I had the door unlocked in less than thirty seconds and slipped into the building. I tossed a glance over my shoulder when the garage door triggered again and picked up the pace, heading for the metal door to the stairwell.
 
   The second I shut the door to Garth’s unit, I was already toeing off my boots, even as I locked the deadbolt. I shrugged out of my leather coat and hung it on the back of a barstool, then unbuckled my sword harness and slung it over the coat. I unzipped my sweatshirt and pulled off my tank top, dropping both straight into the trash can beside the fridge, followed by my jeans, socks, underwear, and bra. I could never wear them again; they would always remind me of that sick fuck Carmichael, of my failure to end his pathetic existence. Even if I managed to get the clothes clean, the memory would remain a dark stain. Besides, the last thing I wanted was to leave traces of that bastard’s DNA in Garth’s washer. Someday soon, someone would get into Carmichael’s loft, and they’d find the bloody scene I’d left there. I wouldn’t risk implicating Garth in any of this.
 
   Barefoot and naked, I hurried through the bedroom and into the bathroom to turn on the shower. While I waited for the water to heat up, I looked at my reflection in the mirror. My straight, dark hair hung around my face and past my shoulders in strings wet with a combination of blood and rain. Be warned that when cutting an asshole’s balls off, the blood can and will get everywhere.
 
   The bathroom was steamy and the mirror started to fog over before I shook out of my daze and realized the shower had been running for plenty long enough to warm up. I opened the glass door, and only when the hot water hit my skin did I notice how chilled I was. That I was shivering.
 
   “Little sister—”
 
   “Not now, Dom,” I snapped.
 
   I gritted my teeth to fend off the sudden swell of frustrated, disgusted tears and snatched the bar of soap off the little built-in recess in the shower’s slate-tiled wall. I lathered it between my hands, then started scrubbing my body. I scrubbed and lathered, lathered and scrubbed. I attacked my hair with a vengeance. I washed myself until my skin felt raw and stung when the water touched it. Until the soap was little more than a sliver. Only then did I set what was left of the bar down. Only then did I feel even remotely clean.
 
   I placed my hand on the wall beside the recess and bowed my head, letting my hair act as a dark curtain shielding me from the world. Letting the water cascade all around me.
 
   I should’ve killed him. The thought buzzed around in my skull like a drunken bee. “Damn it!” I yelled, slapping my hand against the wall hard enough that it made my palm throb. I may have broken something. I didn’t care. I should’ve killed him.
 
   My shoulders shook, and my whole being caved in from the soul out. Horrors danced through my mind, taunting me. I couldn’t help but imagine whatever ghastly, perverted things Carmichael had done to poor little Sammy. The possibilities haunted me. Nauseated me. It didn’t matter that he could still be useful, that he still had information we could use, even if none of it had anything to do with the disease.
 
   I should’ve killed him.
 
   I leaned in, resting my forehead against the shower wall, then turned, wedging my shoulder in the corner. I slid down along the wall until I was sitting on the floor, one knee pulled up to my chest, the other leg outstretched. Forgotten. I leaned the side of my head against the wall and stared at the glass door, watching the rivulets of water stream down in stops and starts.
 
   I should’ve killed him.
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   “Kat?” It was Garth, calling out for me from the other room.
 
   I was shivering again. I was still on the tile floor and the showerhead still rained down on me, though the water was no longer even remotely warm. I could hear Garth’s footsteps drawing nearer. He was in the bedroom now. He was almost to the bathroom.
 
   “Should I join you in th—” He stopped in the doorway, his arm partially outstretched to pet the cat perched on the counter, his words halting right along with the rest of him. The shirt of his uniform was unbuttoned and hanging open, displaying the bulletproof vest he always wore underneath it. He stood there, frozen by shock for barely a second.
 
   “Jesus, Kat.” He lunged into the bathroom and yanked the shower door open, reaching in to turn off the water. He stepped into the shower, shoes and all, and crouched down before me. “What happened?” His hands hovered around me, like he was afraid I was physically injured. Like it would matter if I was. “What’s wrong? Are you hurt?”
 
   I watched him, took in his concern and confusion, wrapped them around me like the fact that he gave a shit about me might soothe the invisible wound caused by my razor-sharp shame. “No—” The word was barely a whisper, and I cleared my throat. “I’m fine. I—” I squeezed my eyelids shut, but it only made Carmichael’s face clearer in my mind’s eye. It only sharpened the sting of regret.
 
   Garth’s fingertips touched my cheek, a gentle caress following the contours of my cheekbone and jaw. “Kat . . .” He was quiet for a moment. “What can I do to help you?”
 
   Much as I wished there were magic words he could utter, some secret touch that could cure what ailed me, I knew better. There was nothing he could do but let me wallow until the mood passed. I opened my mouth, intending to tell him as much, but the words caught in my throat. I sat up ramrod straight and snapped my head to the left to stare at the slate-tiled wall like I could see through it to the kitchen and the front door.
 
   People. I could hear them, out in the hallway. They were moving slowly, quietly, but I could still make out the sounds of them arranging themselves around the door to Garth’s condo. There were only two reasons for a group of people to arrange themselves around a door like that—either they were setting up to sing Christmas carols, or they were planning to bust the door down. I narrowed my eyes. There had to be at least eight of them fanning out in the hallway, maybe more.
 
   “Wha—” Garth started, but I slapped my hand over his mouth.
 
   “Someone’s here,” I hissed. I heard the sound of clicking metal. A terrible, ill-boding sound. An unmistakable sound. Guns. Automatic. Big.
 
   The door crashed open, and I had Garth’s gun drawn before he even had a chance to reach for it. “Get down,” I mouthed, anticipating impending gunfire.
 
   Eva jumped off the counter and low-crawled deeper into the bathroom to hide behind the toilet.
 
   Garth caught my wrist as I squeezed past him through the open shower door. “You can’t go out there!” he whispered, his words no less vehement for their quietness.
 
   “I have to.” Whoever just broke in—whether they were sent by the Senate or Initiative Industries, the Ouroboros Corporation’s parent conglomerate—they weren’t going to let us just hide out back here, and they certainly weren’t going to let us slip away. They would find us, and they would kill us.
 
   I’d known it was a bad idea to stay with Garth. I’d known I would be endangering him, and I’d done it anyway. It was my fault that they were here, whoever they were. This was on me, one hundred percent. I owed it to him to make it right.
 
   One of the intruders entered the bedroom, an armed mercenary—human—from the looks of him. I could see his reflection in the mirror. He was armed to the teeth and dressed in all black, from his flak jacket down to his cargo pants and combat boots. I swept the gun around and aimed, threatening to put a bullet in his head before he could train his gun on me. It probably helped that I was naked. That might be what allowed me to get the jump on him.
 
   The merc froze, a quick blink his only movement.
 
   “Why are you here?” I asked, feeling like a moron for wanting to give him the benefit of the doubt. If his orders weren’t to kill me, I’d let him live. I wanted to leave him alive—he was only human, after all, and this life was it for him and his mortal soul—but not at the expense of my life, let alone Garth’s. He was human, too, and one that I cared about. If humans were going to be dying in this condo today, he wouldn’t be one of them. Not on my watch.
 
   The merc didn’t answer. He just stood there, staring at me.
 
   Not a moment later, one of his buddies tossed a small metal can into the room. It started spewing a foggy gas.
 
   I reacted without thinking. I shifted my aim lower and pulled the trigger, shooting the guy I had in my sights in the thigh, then swinging around to get his buddy in the shoulder. I backstepped and slammed the bathroom door shut. “I think it’s tear gas,” I told Garth, crouching off to the side in case the other mercs got gun happy. I grabbed a bath towel off the towel rack and stuffed it into the crack under the door. “There’s eight, maybe ten mercs out there.” They wouldn’t have long after that gunshot. Someone would call the cops, which meant the intruders would get desperate, quick. Not great for us.
 
   Garth nodded, impressing me with his sharp focus. He wasn’t dazed in the slightest, and the glint in his eyes told me he wouldn’t go down without a fight.
 
   “Here,” I said, reaching into the shower and handing him back his gun. As I turned away from him, I slammed the side of my fist down on the iron-esque pole of the now-empty towel rack, knocking it free. Thankfully, Garth had splurged for high-end fixtures; the thing didn’t just look like iron, it was iron.
 
   Now that we were both armed, Garth with his sidearm and me with a two-foot, hollow iron pole, we we’d at least be able to put up a fight. Of course, we’d be sitting ducks stuck in here, little more than target practice for the mercs outside.
 
   “Look up, little sister,” Dom said. “People rarely expect an attack from above.”
 
   I glanced up at the ceiling. This was a top-floor unit; there should be just enough room for me to crawl around up there. I climbed up onto the vanity counter and shoved the iron pole through the drywall ceiling. “Thanks, Dom,” I said under my breath.
 
   Garth ducked, his hands going over his head. “What are you doing?”
 
   “Keep them distracted, OK?” The corner of my mouth lifted, and I quirked my head to the side. “And try not to get shot. I’m going out a different way . . .”
 
   I stared up at the ragged opening overhead. It was just under two feet wide; plenty of room for me to fit through. I reached up, balancing the iron bar across the two-by-fours framing the ceiling, then grasped the supports. I glanced down at Garth. “Give me a boost?”
 
   Dubious, Garth crawled out of the shower and stood, crouching. He kept shooting furtive glances at the door. Not surprising, because I could hear the mercenaries gathering in the bedroom. We had a handful of seconds before that door came down, and unless I managed to get up into the ceiling and surprise them from above and behind, we’d both be dead in not much longer. I just needed Garth to hold them off for a fraction of a second, and holding them off might include taking fire. It was risky, but we didn’t really have any other choice.
 
   Garth wrapped a hand around either of my ankles and lifted. “Be careful,” he said, his voice polished gravel.
 
   I renewed my grip on the two-by-fours, flexed my arms, and pulled myself up into a maze of ducts, wiring, and insulation. I sort of bear-crawled in the general direction of the bedroom. With any luck, the mercs wouldn’t have a chance to do anything to Garth until it was too late and I was already on them. With any luck . . .
 
   I’d just reached the ceiling vent in the bedroom when there was a crash, and the first crack of gunfire exploded below me. Heart pounding, I held my breath and smashed through the drywall ceiling, dropping almost directly on top of one of the intruders. The gas burned my eyes, but so long as I continued to hold my breath, my lungs were safe. It was a short “so long as . . .”
 
   I yanked off the merc’s gas mask as we both crumpled to the floor. Tears streamed down my cheeks, and my eyelids slammed shut reflexively. I forced them open, squinting around me, but the thick yellowish-white gas was almost impossible to see through in the evening darkness.
 
   The guy I’d landed on was gasping and sputtering. He’d hardly been prepared to fend off an attack from above. Taking advantage of his momentary confusion, I captured his neck between my thighs, and as I waited for him to pass out, kicking and clawing at my legs, I secured his gas mask over my face.
 
   The one good thing about the sickly opaque gas was that it rendered my opponents just as blind as it did me. They couldn’t see, but they also couldn’t hear nearly as well as I could. Advantage: me.
 
   As I sucked in a much-needed clean breath of air, I heard competing rat-tat-tats of automatic gunfire and hoped it meant Garth had managed to snag one of their bigger guns.
 
   Even as I was waiting for my first victim to lose consciousness, another of the mercs coalesced out of the poisonous fog, automatic rifle searching for a target. I swung the iron pole like a baseball bat. His knee snapped, and his leg collapsed. I elbowed him in the side of the head almost as soon as he was on the floor, and he went limp immediately. I smacked him one more time, for good measure. The guy I held in a choke hold between my legs followed his buddy into unconsciousness a moment later. I relaxed my legs and kicked him away.
 
   Crawling closer to the guy with the screwed-up leg, I yanked off his gas mask and tossed it in the general direction of the bathroom, then stood, iron rod in hand. Silently, I moved around the room, taking out mercenaries before they even realized I was on them. Like taking candy from a baby. It was almost too easy. The hard part was dispatching them without actually killing them. I had no idea who these guys were or why they were here, but I doubted it was anything more complicated than simply following orders. A simple exchange of money.
 
   I found the final intruder grappling with Garth on the bathroom floor. Neither had gas masks on, and both men’s eyes were swollen shut. Even as they fought each other, they struggled to breathe. Exhausted, a little beat up, and eyeballs and skin raw from exposure to the gas, I whacked the mercenary on the back of the head with my trusty iron pole. He went limp instantly.
 
   Garth lay there beneath the merc for a second, coughing and choking, then rolled to the side, depositing the guy on the floor beside him.
 
   Half blindly, I searched the floor and countertop for the gas mask I’d tossed in there just moments earlier. I found it in the sink and handed it to Garth. The gas didn’t seem to be lethal, just really damn painful, so I figured I’d been right about my tear gas assessment and that he would survive. Not that that meant he had to keep wallowing in the toxic stuff.
 
   “Thanks,” Garth rasped before he secured the mask over his face. He looked like hell, all swollen and oozy. I probably didn’t look much better, if the way I felt was any indication. He practiced breathing, slowly pulling in more and more air until he could take long, full, deep breaths. “What now?” he asked, bleary-eyed and weary.
 
   I grabbed his hand and pulled him out of the bathroom. “Now, we get the hell out of here.”
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   The tear gas was quite a bit thinner in the living room, and it cleared out pretty quickly once we shut the bedroom door, opened up the windows, and turned on the kitchen vent. The door to the hallway was open, but there were no gawkers. Any initial snoopers probably ran as soon as they caught sight of the armed mercenaries, and any other potential lookie-loos certainly fled at the sound of gunfire.
 
   “We need to rinse you off,” Garth said, gripping my arm and pulling me toward the kitchen. We’d both discarded our masks as soon as we were out of the bedroom. “You’re covered in chemical burns.”
 
   “I’ll heal,” I said, twisting my arm so it slipped free. Considering the singed state of my skin, a few layers might have slipped free as well. But, damn it, it was my turn to grip his arm and drag him somewhere. “What we need to do is get the hell out of here. There’s bound to be more of them.” Plus, the mercs that had only been knocked unconscious wouldn’t stay that way forever. I pulled him to the wall, where my drawing of the kids’ sick room in the Tent District was still intact, if not exactly as I’d left it.
 
   There appeared to be some sort of an evacuation going on, with pairs of people carrying kids out of the room on their cots. I gripped my throat and muttered, “Oh, shit,” under my breath. The tear gas must’ve passed through the gateway. Those poor kids . . .
 
   Garth stared at the living drawing on his wall, his eyes saucers and his expression rapt. “What is this?”
 
   I figured it was best to work with a minimalistic approach, explanation-wise. “Think of it like a doorway,” I said, right before I pushed him through the wall. He stumbled onto the other side, then turned around and marched right back toward me. And then he disappeared.
 
   I smirked, though my heart wasn’t in it. One-way gateways, and all that . . .
 
   “Find Dorman,” I called through the gateway, hoping he could hear me. “I’ll join you soon.” A moment later, I retrieved the can of touch-up paint from the shelf above the washer and drier in the laundry closet and splashed the entire can on the wall above the ink-drawn gateway. The moment the off-white paint dripped across the drawing, the whole thing crackled like a live wire touching water, and in a blink, it reverted to being just a picture. Just lines drawn in black permanent ink. Nothing more.
 
   I rushed back to the couch and opened up my backpack, pulling out a wad of freshly washed clothing. I dressed as quickly as possible, ignoring the singed state of my skin, shoved my feet into my boots without bothering to tie the laces, strapped on the sword harness without buckling it, then grabbed my backpack and leather jacket and the bag filled with my soiled clothes from the Carmichael incident. Hands full, I ran to the broken-in door.
 
   “Garth has a personal vehicle, does he not?” Dom said. That Dom, always the voice of sound thinking and clear reason.
 
   I paused, then backpedaled to grab the set of car keys sitting in a carved wooden bowl on the kitchen island. Driving out of here would be a whole lot less conspicuous than leaving by foot.
 
   A muffled feline yowl brought me up short just as I was passing through the doorway. Eva. I’d forgotten about her in all the chaos. From the sound of her desperate cry, she was somewhere back in the bedroom.
 
   I hesitated. I could just go. I should go. Eva would probably be fine, and I sure as hell didn’t have time to wrangle a terrified cat. But even as I took a step into the hallway, I thought of Garth and how devastated he would be if I let something happen to her.
 
   “Oh, come on,” I grumbled, dropping my burdens and rushing back into the condo. I grabbed the cat carrier from the laundry closet and ran into the bedroom. The gas was still pretty thick in there, and my eyes stung anew. “Eva?” I called out, coughing as I scanned the ripped-up, body-strewn space. “Here, kitty kitty . . .”
 
   Another yowl. I was pretty sure it came from the cabinets under the bathroom counter.
 
   I dashed into the bathroom and crouched down, opening one of the cabinet doors. Sure enough, there was the little calico cat, huddled in the back corner, relatively unharmed. Thank the gods . . .
 
   I didn’t have time for caution. If she bit me, so be it. I would heal. I reached into the cabinet and yanked her out by the scruff. Thankfully, Eva was little more than a tense, trembling dead weight. I shoved her into the carrier and tucked the whole thing under my arm like an oversized football, then fled from the condo, snagging my leather coat, sword, and the trash bag on my way out.
 
   I took the stairwell down to the basement and was already clicking the disarm button on the car alarm’s key fob before I’d even opened the door to the underground garage. I didn’t know what Garth drove when off duty, but not knowing didn’t make me miss a beat. I pressed the button over and over as I jogged farther into the garage, following the beep-beep beep-beep.
 
   “Hot damn,” I said with a breathy laugh when I finally honed in on his car.
 
   I’m not sure what I was expecting—maybe an SUV or a truck. Not the case. Garth owned a classic beauty, a black and chrome Mustang. The muscle car had clearly been restored and retrofitted with modern amenities like an alarm, because it couldn’t have been a day older than 1967.
 
   Pushing stringy, tangled wet hair out of my face, I unlocked the driver’s side door and flung my bag, jacket, and the condemning trash across the center console to the passenger seat. I strapped in Eva’s carrier in the backseat before sliding into the car myself. After I stuck the key into the ignition, I shot a quick glance around, then twisted my wrist. The engine roared to life in the cavernous space.
 
   After a second or two, the Mustang settled on a low, thrumming rumble . . . until I put her into gear and maneuvered her out of her parking spot. I was surrounded by thunder and vibrating power, which only increased as I pulled out of the garage and onto the street. When I shifted into second and pressed on the gas pedal once more, a thrill rushed through me. The old girl had kick, and I kind of loved her.
 
   I was tempted to really let her open up on the freeway, but it was too risky. I needed to fly under the radar, and getting pulled over was pretty much the opposite of that. My face was all over the news, after all. There was no doubt that any traffic cop would recognize me, and then I’d have to fight my way out of yet another sticky situation, and I really didn’t want to beat up anyone else for just doing their job. Everybody needs money, after all. It’s the world we live in.
 
   Traffic was shitty pretty much everywhere, not that it was really any surprise—weekdays from two thirty to seven in the evening are pretty much the worst times to drive in Seattle. Aside from the mornings. And any time there was an accident. Or just someone getting pulled over for speeding. 
 
   Most times are the worst times for driving in Seattle, and this time was no different.
 
   I lasted on the freeway for a single stretch between exits before getting off and navigating my way through the maze of stoplights and one-way streets downtown. It took a ridiculous amount of time for me to make it a few miles, but finally I was parking the Mustang in an abandoned gravel lot beside the freeway, maybe a quarter mile southeast of the Tent District’s eastern gate. I was so close to meeting back up with Garth. So close to sending him away, for good.
 
   I must’ve been sleepwalking the past twelve hours. It was the only explanation for why I’d let anything happen between us. For why I’d thought any kind of an anything between us was a possibility. He was good and pure, and his life had been free and easy before I’d come along. His life had been safe. I was toxic to him, as bad as the tear gas, and the longer he hung around me, the more likely it was that he’d get dead. I’d let my heart take over, and that had been a mistake. It was time to start thinking with my brain . . . and only with my brain.
 
   I buckled my sword harness, shrugged into my leather coat, still splattered with sticky blood, zipped it almost up to my neck, and settled my backpack on my shoulders. Hands in my pockets and head down, I hurried toward the Tent District’s eastern gate.
 
   “Would you mind unzipping a bit so I can see where we’re going?” I sucked in a breath, startled by Dom’s voice. He’d returned to the Bainbridge mirror for the drive to get Lex and the others up to speed and to get an update on Carmichael, and I always felt antsier when he wasn’t the voice of reason in my head.
 
   “Please tell me keeping that sick fuck alive was worth it,” I said as I unzipped my coat a good six inches.
 
   “Neffe did a rough patch job on his”—Dom cleared his throat—“wound. She loaded him with morphine, and he’s been very chatty ever since. He might not have been directly involved with the infection, but his dirty little fingers were dipped into enough other projects to make him a wealth of information, not only on what Ouroboros is up to, but Initiative Industries as well.”
 
   I pressed my lips into a thin, grim smile. “That’s something, at least.” The reality that Carmichael might be able to do more good alive than dead—for now—eased some of the regret and disgust knotted up in my belly. Some, but nowhere near all of it. I still wanted him to suffer, and a morphine-induced haze was a far cry from that.
 
   “You must be more cautious, little sister,” Dom said. “It would seem the board of directors took your threat more seriously than we’d expected. They must have extra eyes on the board members.” It was his argument for how the mercenaries had found me in the first place—they’d seen me leaving Mitch Carmichael’s building.
 
   I stopped across the street from the eastern opening in the razor wire–topped chain-link fence surrounding the Tent District and placed my hands on my hips, shaking my head. “But then wouldn’t they have stopped me when I was actually working on Carmichael?” I started pacing, a dozen steps down the sidewalk, then a dozen back up. “Maybe it was an anonymous tip? Someone easily could’ve spotted me leaving his place. I looked like hell . . .”
 
   “Perhaps,” Dom said. “But that would suggest that the Senate and/or Ouroboros or Initiative Industries have people inside the police force, which is just as disturbing.”
 
   I paused, considering his words, then continued pacing. “We have to assume they do. Which means Garth can’t go back to work. They know he’s involved now.” I wasn’t sure if “they” was the Senate, the pharmaceutical giant, Ouroboros, or its conglomerate parent company, Initiative Industries. I’d pissed off all three with my revenge stunt a week ago—totally worth it—so it could be any of them. Or all of them. Regardless, Garth now had a big fat target on his back, too, thanks to me. “They’ll kill him,” I told Dom.
 
   “I’m in agreement. This just goes to show how recognizable you are now.” He was quiet for a moment. “Perhaps it is time to move out of the Seattle area. There are many other neutral Nejerets to visit outside of Seattle. You know Heru will provide any resources you might require.”
 
   But I was shaking my head before he’d even finished what he was saying. Not that he could see me. “I can’t go anywhere until we stop this disease. Otherwise, all of Dorman’s people are as good as out. We have to show them that Heru’s side is the right side . . . that human lives mean something to us.”
 
   Dom was quiet for a long moment.
 
   I picked up the mirrored pendant and held it away from my chest so I could see his face. “You know I’m right. I can’t stop until the board tells me what I need to know. Dorman may have the infection contained for now, but who’s to say that’ll last? And if it gets out . . .”
 
   “Perhaps you are right,” Dom acceded, his shadowed, silvery stare hard. “But taking on the Ouroboros board on your own is suicide. They’ll be watching for you now. They’ll be waiting.”
 
   I smirked. “Who said anything about taking them on alone?”
 
   “I don’t count.”
 
   I sent him an air kiss. “Come on, Dom, you’re worth a thousand allies.” I shrugged one shoulder. “But I wasn’t talking about you.”
 
   Dom shook his head slowly. “Then to whom, may I ask, were you referring?”
 
   I blinked my lashes several times, eyes opened wide with mock innocence. “Why, the most powerful Nejeret on earth, of course.”
 
   “You can’t trust Nik,” Dom said, voice flat and cold. “He’s unstable. His mind snapped when he fought with Re.”
 
   “Pffft,” I said, waving a hand dismissively. “‘Unstable’ is my middle name.”
 
   “I’m serious, Kat.”
 
   I stared at him for a moment, considering his warning. He only used my name when shit was about to get real. Or had already gotten real. Or was in the middle of the whole “real” situation. Regardless, his use of my name was really fucking notable. Plus, he kind of had a point about Nik and the whole “instability” thing.
 
   Nik had shared his body with the old god Re for thousands of years. Their coexistence had been peaceful, collaborative, even, until two decades ago, when the two beings had their first—and last—disagreement. Over whether I should die. Re snapped—like, literally lost his marbles and went full-on psycho—and Nik entered into some sort of an internal battle with him, leaving their souls deadlocked and his physical body comatose. When the new gods finally pulled Re’s soul from Nik’s body a few years back, Nik regained consciousness . . . and promptly vanished. He’d been in the wind ever since. Until two weeks ago, when he showed up in my shop with news of Dom’s disappearance. Part of me was still holding my breath, waiting for him to disappear once more.
 
   Nik might be the most powerful living being on earth, but it was entirely possible that Dom was right and that his mind was broken. Which would also make him the most dangerous being on earth.
 
   “I need him,” I told Dom. “There’s no one else.”
 
   “There’s you,” he said. “In this case, going it alone might be the better option.”
 
   I shook my head slowly, sadly. “Not this time.” My partnership with Mari had soured near the end, leaving a bad taste in my mouth. I preferred to work alone. Thrived on it. But this time, I knew I wouldn’t be enough, and my days of suicide missions were over. I gave a shit about what happened to me.
 
   I was ready for a partner. I was ready for Nik.
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   I didn’t bother with zipping up my coat to hide Dom this time. I wanted him with me, ears and eyes; I needed every weapon I had for what was to come. The board of directors would give me the cure, end of discussion. I was done pussyfooting around.
 
   Decision about working with Nik made—assuming he’d agree to it—I marched across the street and through the eastern gate into the Tent District, making a beeline for the former air control tower, where I hoped to find Dorman and Garth.
 
   They were in Dorman’s office, just the two of them, as I’d hoped. They stood side by side with identical stances—feet shoulder-width apart and arms crossed over their chests, Garth nearly a foot taller than the compact Nejeret. Their backs were to me as they stared at the wall, or rather, at the gateway I’d drawn on the wall earlier that day. The one that was still active, giving a clear-as-day window into Garth’s condo.
 
   I paused in the doorway, hand on the doorknob and eyes narrowed at Dorman’s back. “Funny . . . I could’ve sworn I told you to destroy that thing.”
 
   Dorman turned his head enough that he could just see me out of the corner of his eye. Garth, on the other hand, spun around, hands extended, and stared at me for a few seconds. His eyes were rounded, his lips parted. As soon as the momentary shock wore off, he rushed me. He wrapped his arms around me and lifted me off the ground, burying his face in my hair, his nose firmly lodged in the crook of my neck. I could feel his breaths, quick and hot against my shoulder.
 
   His reaction took me by surprise, and for a moment, I was a stunned rag doll, arms and legs dangling. I knew he cared, but this was some serious giving-a-shit. Way more than I’d been prepared for. It only took a moment for my heart to warm, the sheer, overwhelming mass of his concern for me thawing my stupor and seeping into my soul. I wrapped my arms around his broad torso and squeezed my eyes shut, fighting the sudden sting of welling tears caused by the avalanche of emotions.
 
   Garth was gripping my jacket so hard that his knuckles were digging into my back. It was far from comfortable, but I hardly minded. “Don’t ever do that to me again,” he said, his gravelly voice hoarse. After several more heartbeats, he set my feet back on the floor.
 
   I glanced up at him, meeting his rich brown eyes for only a moment. His skin was red and irritated from the tear gas, worse than it had been before, and the whites of his eyes were bloodshot. I wouldn’t apologize for shoving him through the gateway to safety and leaving myself at risk. It had been my choice, and I would make the same one again, a million times over.
 
   As I stared at the scuffed floor, I felt the corner of my mouth lift. I finally understood my mom’s decision all those years ago. For the first time ever, I could relate to her sacrifice. Garth’s life mattered to me, just as much as my own. Maybe more.
 
   The realization was shocking, and I raised my eyes to meet his once more. What was happening to me? What were these thoughts I was having? These things I was feeling? I searched his eyes, looking for some explanation. All I found was a troubling sense of contentment, of hope and joy and peace. And it gave rise to a fear that threatened to consume me completely.
 
   I couldn’t fall in love with a human. It was the ultimate form of self-destruction for a Nejeret. It was setting myself up for guaranteed, unavoidable failure. For heartbreak. For soul-destroying devastation.
 
   And yet there didn’t seem to be any way to stop it. I was a train, hurtling toward a half-completed trellis, and I had no brakes.
 
   Garth licked his lips. “Kat, I—”
 
   It’s just the adrenaline from the fight, I told myself. Stressful situations cause heightened emotions. That’s all. I lowered my gaze and cleared my throat. “I borrowed your car,” I said, interrupting him and redirecting us away from any impromptu declarations. Not ready, not now . . . not ever. “And your cat’s in there,” I added. The corner of my mouth lifted once more, and I glanced up at him through my lashes. “Gotta say, sweet ride, copper.”
 
   Garth’s eyes widened, whatever he’d been about to say catching in his throat, and the faintest smile touched his lips. “Dorman told me you took Eva with you. Thank you, Kat, really.” He shook his head ever so slowly. “So what do you think of Lola?”
 
   My eyebrows rose. “Lola? You named your car Lola?”
 
   He shrugged.
 
   I met his shrug with a single raised shoulder. “She’s alright,” I said, mock nonchalance thick in my voice.
 
   Dorman coughed purposefully and took a step toward us. “So . . .” He gestured to the one-way gateway. “This is a clusterfuck.”
 
   I glanced at him, then shifted my focus beyond him to the gateway and the scene taking place in Garth’s condo. Cops and paramedics swarmed the place, wheeling a couple of the injured mercenaries out on stretchers and escorting a few more out in cuffs. A few more would follow in body bags, once the scene was processed. The scene that was Garth’s condo. His home.
 
   “I’m so sorry,” I told Garth, watching him out of the corner of my eye.
 
   He turned his attention from me to the gateway, blowing out a breath. “I knew there’d be risks when I offered to help you.” His words were exactly the right thing to settle my guilt and doubt, but his tone was tight, and his expression was weary. I didn’t think he’d fully processed the implications of all that had happened.
 
   “You can’t go back there, Garth,” I said, needing him to grasp the severity of the situation. Of his situation, courtesy of me and my drama. “You can’t go home, and you can’t go to the station.” I turned to face him, reaching for his hand. His darker skin was raw and red, where the pale skin on the back of my hand was already mostly healed. His fate was now tied to mine, and his life was so much more fragile. “You have to disappear until I get this all sorted out.”
 
   His thick fingers slipped between mine. “I can help you.” His offer was sweet, but there was a wild look in his eyes. It was starting to sink in, and he was grasping for something to hold onto while the rest of his world fell apart.
 
   I flashed him a weak smile and shook my head. He’d taken an oath the day he earned his badge—serve and protect. Helping me from this point on would mean breaking that oath in every way possible. “You should go to Bainbridge. You’ll be safe with Heru and Lex.”
 
   Garth stepped in front of me, blocking my view of the gateway. “I want to help you.”
 
   I looked past him, meeting Dorman’s curious stare. For some reason, what happened between Garth and me next mattered to him. My choice mattered to him. Would I use Garth, or would I protect him? Maybe it would show Dorman what kind of a person I really was. Maybe it would be the thing that determined where his allegiance truly lay, regardless of what happened with the cure.
 
   I held Dorman’s stare for a moment longer, decision made. I wouldn’t use Garth; I would keep him safe. Always. Even if it meant hurting him another way.
 
   I looked at Garth, my stare unflinching. “You can’t help me. You’ll only get in my way.”
 
   His expression hardened, and he pressed his full lips together.
 
   “I’ll draw a gateway to Bainbridge,” I said, voice flat.
 
   Garth shook his head. “I’ll drive. There’s something I have to do along the way, anyway.”
 
   “But you will go there, right?”
 
   He nodded once.
 
   I clenched my jaw. “Fine.”
 
   “Fine,” he said.
 
   “Alright, so . . .” Dorman forced out a rough, nervous laugh. “Now that that’s decided . . .”
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   I walked Garth the quarter mile to his car, as much to make sure he got there safely as to show him where I’d parked it. It was half past eight, and the street running alongside I-5 was quiet. And Garth was quiet. And I was quiet. We were just a couple bundles of quiet, the two of us, surrounded by more, tense quiet.
 
   “Listen, Garth,” I started as we jaywalked across the empty street. “I know you’re capable of—”
 
   “I get it, Kat.” Garth looked up the street, away from me, then glanced my way. “I mean, look at you—you were covered in burns from the gas, head to toe, and now you’re good as new, while I . . .” He trailed off, clearing his throat with a cough. Tear gas is a real bitch on the ol’ esophagus and lungs. “I can’t even begin to understand what it must be like to be one of you . . . to heal the way you do . . . to know you’ll live for centuries while the rest of the world, well . . .” He laughed bitterly, gravel on concrete. “I’m like glass compared to your steel. You’re worried about me. I’m flattered, actually.”
 
   I eyed him as we walked and he talked, hands in my pockets, tongue tangled in knots.
 
   He didn’t say anything those final few steps to the car, but when we reached it, he took hold of my upper arms and backed me against the driver’s side. “I might be fragile compared to you, and I might come with a definite expiration date,” he said, leaning into me, our bodies touching from knees to chest. “But I’m not weak, Kat, and I’m not backing down from whatever this is that’s developing between us.”
 
   I raised my chin, my eyes locked with his. “Which would be what, exactly?”
 
   His dimples appeared as he smiled, just a little. “I don’t know yet, but I sure as hell plan to find out.” He angled his head downward and leaned in, claiming my lips for a few blissful seconds.
 
   I probably shouldn’t have let him kiss me, considering that, unlike Garth, I had no intention of indulging in our reckless relationship any further. I could already feel my heart hardening, closing him out. Which is maybe why I savored that last kiss so much.
 
   Palm to his sternum, I pushed him back a few inches and slipped out from between him and his car. I dug his phone out of my coat pocket and handed it to him. “Use the West Seattle Ferry Terminal,” I said, licking my lips. I could still taste him there, vanilla and coffee. I started across the street. “My people will be expecting you, so if you don’t show up at their gates on Bainbridge in a couple hours, I’ll come after you myself.”
 
   “Promises, promises . . .”
 
   I glanced at him over my shoulder. Didn’t say anything. Just looked at him.
 
   Garth nodded, and a second later, he opened the car door and slid into the driver’s seat. The engine rumbled to life before I’d reached the sidewalk, and I felt a little of the tension tightening my shoulders ease as he roared away. He was out of this, for now.
 
   I rubbed my hands together and broke into a jog. It was time for the real work to begin.
 
   “Do you have a plan yet?” Dom asked me as I neared the eastern gate.
 
   “Parts of one,” I told him, slowing to a walk. “And yes, it still involves Nik.”
 
   I passed through the gate, the hairs on the back of my neck standing on end. Planting my hands on my hips, I stopped and looked around. The first hundred feet or so within the eastern gate was a smaller version of the northern gate’s bazar, only focused solely on ready-to-eat food. It had been bustling with people when Garth and I were on our way out, barely ten minutes ago. Now it was all but abandoned. “Where is everyone?”
 
   “Was Dorman planning any kind of an assembly or a gathering?”
 
   I shook my head. “Don’t know,” I said as I targeted the nearest person, an elderly Chinese guy manning a fried noodle bar. He was one of the few people still hanging around. “Hey,” I said to him as I approached. “Where’d everyone go?” I pointed to the rest of the thoroughfare with my chin.
 
   The man squinted, deepening the creases fanning out in the skin around his eyes. “There was shouting in the square,” he said, and I assumed he was referring to the central portion of the Tent District, where Dorman’s office and the hospital were. “Very loud shouting and other sounds, and everyone ran to it.” Noodle Guy was quiet for a moment, then nodded to himself. “But they will come back. Everyone has to eat.”
 
   I was already running toward the square by the time he finished talking. The crowd was on its way back, hushed murmurs exchanged between people clinging together at the elbows or comforting each other with arms around shoulders and waists. Red-rimmed eyes and the pale skin of shock marked most of them.
 
   “I have a very bad feeling about this,” Dom said.
 
   “Gee,” I muttered, “you think?” The closer I drew to the square, the thicker the milling and meandering crowd became, and with me moving against the tide, I had to do my fair share of shoving and offer up a string of excuse-mes and move-its just to make headway.
 
   There were too many people to see what was going on in the square, and I wasn’t tall enough to see over them, so I did what any logical person would do—I climbed one of the old, rusted shipping containers someone was using as a house. They stacked them up here in threes and fours and fives, the Tent District’s version of apartments. Once I could see over the crowd, it was easy enough to find the eye of the storm.
 
   Maybe forty feet from the entrance to the hospital-hangar, Dorman knelt on the ground, a small, frail body cradled on his lap and a solid ten feet between him and the crowd encircling him. His head was bowed over the child, his ever-present baseball cap removed. Even from so far away, I could see the blood spattering his clothing and tell that his shoulders were shaking.
 
   There were other people on the ground near him, some moving, some not. There was so much blood sprayed around on the people and asphalt within that open space that it looked like someone had poured out buckets full of dark red paint.
 
   “What the hell happened?” I said, more talking to myself than to Dom.
 
   He answered anyway. “It must’ve been one of the kids. If another child entered the final phase of the disease and turned rabid unexpectedly . . .”
 
   Slowly, I shook my head. “But they’re sedated. How could any of their bodies override the drugs?”
 
   “I shall confer with Neffe. I’ll return shortly.”
 
   I nodded and jumped down from the side of the shipping container. My hands smelled like rust and iron and paint, and I wrinkled my nose even as I returned to shoving my way through the crowd. I needed to get to Dorman to find out exactly what happened. If the sedative wasn’t enough, we’d have to come up with another plan. There were dozens of kids on the verge of entering the final phase, even more adults not long after that. If just one small child could do this much damage—infect who knew how many more people—what would happen if two went wild simultaneously? Or more?
 
   It took me maybe five minutes to fight my way through the crowd, and I stepped on more than a few toes in the process. The Nejerets at least knew to get out of my way, and the humans proved themselves quick learners. By the time I reached the clearing, Dorman was on his feet, the child limp on the ground at his toes. The little boy’s eyes were open. Glazed over. Unseeing.
 
   I swallowed roughly as I stepped into the clearing. “What the hell happened?”
 
   Dorman turned to me, the color drained from his face and his lips parted. He had a dazed look in his eyes that spoke undoubtedly of shock. “I didn’t have a choice.” He was looking at me, but it was clear that he wasn’t seeing me. “Jonny—he was out of control. He attacked every person who came near him . . . anyone he could get his hands on. It took everyone to catch him. I—I—I had to—to—”
 
   “Hey,” I said, approaching Dorman with my hands upraised, palms out, like I was dealing with a wounded animal. With an unpredictable creature. “Hey there, Dorman, you’re alright. It’s all going to be alright.” I placed a hand on his shoulder and leaned in closer, weaving my head slowly this way and that until I managed to catch his faraway gaze.
 
   His eyes focused, and he shook his head. “I killed him.”
 
   I nodded, squeezing his shoulder through his raincoat. “I know. You did what had to be done.” I shot a quick glance around at all of the terrified and worried faces.
 
   Those closest to the clearing were Nejerets, immune to the infection. They’d linked arms, forming a living barrier. From the looks of it, all of the people within the circle were human and had blood on them—Jonny’s blood or their own, I wasn’t sure. But I suspected they were being held here by force. By that living barrier. Because they were believed to be infected now, too.
 
   “Let’s take care of the living,” I told Dorman. “We can deal with the dead later.”
 
   It took a few seconds, but Dorman finally blinked, then nodded. He’d just opened his mouth to address his people when someone screamed. It sounded like it came from the hospital.
 
   Both of our heads snapped toward the sound, and a second later, I lunged into a dead sprint. If another of the sick kids entered the rabid stage and somehow broke free of the sedative’s hold while literally every able-bodied person was out in the square, then there’d be nobody in the hospital to protect those who were too sick or injured to protect themselves. It would be a bloodbath. A full-on massacre.
 
   The ring of Nejerets parted as I hurtled toward them, as did the first few people standing behind them, but once I was well into the throng, I had to resort to less civil methods for ensuring my forward momentum continued. “Move!” I shouted, elbowing a man in the chest. I stiff-armed the woman behind him in the shoulder, and the people beyond them started to get the point. Pretty soon, the masses parted like I was Moses.
 
   Another scream, pained this time. Bloodcurdling.
 
   I leaned forward and ran like hell. Once I was through the hospital’s doors, I didn’t have to go much further. The sight that greeted me was so startling, so wrong, that I stopped dead in my tracks and stared for a fraction of a second. Long enough for my jaw to drop. For my stomach to turn.
 
   A little girl, maybe six or seven, straddled the patient in the cot in the middle row, three beds in. It was a teenage boy with a cast on his right leg. A cast that seemed to have made it impossible for him to escape from the wraithlike child tearing into his neck and chest with her bloodstained fingernails. She was making an unearthly noise, a snarl mixed with a whine and a growl that no human vocal chords should ever have been capable of producing. A few patients huddled in the corners, and those who were more mobile stumbled toward the exit, panic blazing in their eyes. Several littered the floor and beds around the little girl’s current victim, spattered and smeared with blood. Apparently they’d tried to help. They’d failed.
 
   I heard footsteps pounding the pavement behind me, knocking me out of my momentary horrified stupor. I leapt over the first cot, then hurtled the next, body slamming into the little girl. She flew back several feet, landing askew on the next cot over. Luckily, it was empty. The one beyond it, not so much, and that patient, though untouched by the rabid child, didn’t look like she’d be up and moving on her own any time soon. It was too late for the boy, he was bleeding out as I stood there, but if I could stop the little girl from hurting anyone else—from infecting anyone else, as sure of a death as tearing out their throats with those clawlike fingers—it wouldn’t be a complete fail in my book.
 
   The girl scrabbled around until she was crouched on the cot on feet and hands. Blood was smeared all over her nightgown and clumped in her dirty blonde hair. Her eyes were so bloodshot it looked as though all the blood vessels in her eyeballs had burst. Maybe they had. I didn’t know the nitty-gritty of the disease’s symptoms.
 
   The girl pulled back her lips, revealing a mishmash of adult and kid teeth, along with a couple gaps where her baby teeth were missing. She made that sound again, that bone-chilling, whiny snarl.
 
   A shiver crawled up my spine.
 
   And then she lunged at me.
 
   I was so shocked by how quickly she could move that my deflection of her attack was slower than it should’ve been. But she was a sick little girl and she couldn’t possibly be this strong and how could I bring myself to hurt—
 
   Her jagged fingernails caught on my cheek, gouging the side of my face in stops and starts. She grabbed a chunk of my hair in her impossibly strong grip and yanked my head to the side, exposing my neck. For the kill.
 
   Even a Nejeret will die from a ripped-out throat. And there was no way I was about to let some kid kill me.
 
   I wedged my boot between us, pressing the sole into her belly, and rolled onto my back at the same time as I kicked out. She might’ve had the adrenaline-fueled strength of a pro boxer, but she was still as light as a young child, and I launched her far. All forty-five pounds of her flew even farther than I’d intended, and her frail body slammed against the corrugated metal wall. The boom of her impact echoed throughout the room, a gong of pain and death.
 
   She sat limp for a moment, but impossibly, she lifted her head and managed to gather her feet under herself. She was preparing to spring at me again.
 
   “Stay down,” I said through gritted teeth as I stalked toward her, hoping some part of her brain was still lucid. “Please, just stay down.”
 
   She placed her hands in front of her on the floor and leaned forward.
 
   “Damn it,” I howled, reaching over my shoulder to draw my sword. It was easy enough to stop her once Mercy had joined the fight. As the At blade slid through her little body, it was one of the few times Mercy proved the rightness of her name. The girl had already been at death’s door. She been fated to die the second she contracted that fucking disease. At least, now, her suffering was at an end.
 
   The footsteps behind me stopped, and I pulled Mercy’s blade free as I turned my head to glance over my shoulder. “The sedative isn’t working,” I said to Dorman. “When they get close to the final phase, end it.”
 
   He nodded, his throat working but no sound coming out.
 
   I wiped my sword’s blade on my jeans until the At was invisible once more, then stood and re-sheathed it. I stared down at the little girl lying on the floor. Somehow her face was absent of bloodstains, though the rest of her seemed bathed in the stuff. She almost looked like she was asleep.
 
   “What was her name?” I asked softly.
 
   “Ab—” Dorman cleared his throat. “Abigail. Her name was Abigail.”
 
   “Any family?”
 
   “A mother, but she’s sick, too.”
 
   I raised my eyes to the ceiling so high above and blinked several times, then took a deep breath. “That’s a blessing, then.”
 
   “Yes,” Dorman said. “It is.”
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   Before I left the Tent District, seven kids had to be euthanized. Neffe sent word to me through Dom about her theory that the spike of epinephrine that floods the infected person’s system as they enter the final, rabid stage of the disease must be so intense that, in some cases, it’s able to override any sedatives. She said that increasing the already tripled dosage further might help keep them down—might—but such a high dosage was also just as likely to kill them.
 
   Apparently she and Aset and a team of other brilliant, scientifically minded Nejerets had been tirelessly working in their lab on Bainbridge since they first received the blood samples from Nik. They had some idea of how the disease worked—some sort of an attack on both the body and the soul—but not enough to slow it down, let alone stop it. It was unlike anything they’d ever seen, and considering they had millennia of experience in the field, that fact scared the shit out of me.
 
   Dom had known Neffe for centuries, and he’d worked closely with her for almost as long. He knew how to read her, and according to him, she wasn’t just flummoxed by this disease; she was afraid. Such a thing almost never happened, and that scared the shit out of me even more.
 
   It also motivated the shit out of me. I still had Abigail’s blood all over me. Four raw, pink lines still streaked down the side of my face from where she’d gouged me with her fingernails. I was just lucky she’d missed my eye; an injury there would’ve taken a full regeneration cycle or two to heal, and I was already functioning on fumes. Thanks to the chemical burns I’d healed from earlier today, whenever the time came that I could afford to crash, I would crash hard. No doubt about it.
 
   Ten kids had died from the disease so far, but they’d managed to take another dozen or so people to the grave with them and infect over a hundred more during the final throes of the disease. A disease that Ouroboros had manufactured. That the Senate and Initiative Industries had to have known about.
 
   It didn’t slip past me that the rabid stage had probably been a purposeful construct of the infection. That they wanted the victims to lash out during their final few hours. And the only reason I could come up with for why anyone would include such programming in such an infectious, apparently incurable disease was for one single reason: to increase the infection rate. They wanted to spread this thing to as many people as possible.
 
   I would find a way to stop it. To stop Ouroboros. I would find a fucking way, damn it.
 
   “You’re certain of this?” Dom asked for the umpteenth time. “You trust him?”
 
   I rolled my eyes, knowing full well he couldn’t see it. “It’s happening, Dom. I’m going to work with Nik, and it’s going to be awesome. So please just accept it.” I was in Dorman’s office, finishing up the final few details on a drawing of my bedroom, getting the wrinkles in the bunched-up comforter just right and adding a pile of clothes in the corner. A pile I hadn’t left there, but that showed up in the drawing anyway. Were the clothes Nik’s? Had he moved from the couch to my bedroom in my absence? My eyes narrowed, even as I added shadows to the discarded clothing. I was creating the gateway on the wall beside the still-active one to Garth’s condo, though this one was taking much longer, considering the lower hum of otherworldly energy flowing through my sheut. I was running on fumes in more ways than one.
 
   I was adding texture to a wadded-up pair of jeans when, unexpectedly, I felt a surge of power rush through me, entering me from some other plane, passing through my sheut, and flowing into the drawing. The imagery crackled, electrified by the energy, then flooded with color. With immaculate detail. The drawing became real. It became a gateway.
 
   I recapped the Sharpie and stuffed it into my back pocket with several others, all in various states of running out of ink. I was finding that sometimes the partially dried-out markers were the best for shading and texture. I should know, I’d been drawing on walls with them a lot lately.
 
   I yanked open the door to Dorman’s office and poked my head out. The space beyond had been converted into a reception and waiting area, with the half-dozen rooms scattered around the perimeter functioning as offices for Dorman and the other Tent District “officials.” The district was a big place, housing thousands of people, however unconventionally, and this repurposed air control tower operated as the central nervous system. And, so far as I could tell, it operated pretty damn well.
 
   “Hey, Caleb,” I said, calling out the reception guy’s name.
 
   A baby-faced young man sitting at a desk just a few yards from the door to Dorman’s office spun his chair around to look at me, eyebrows raised. He was human, for now, but his dad was Nejeret and his mother was a known Nejeret carrier. His older sister had already manifested Nejeret traits, and only time would tell whether the same would happen for Caleb.
 
   “Let your boss know I’m leaving, will you?” As an afterthought, I added, “And don’t let anyone but him come in here, alright?” I was worried about others finding the pair of gateways.
 
   Caleb nodded twice.
 
   “Awesome. Thanks.” I pulled the door shut once more, then grabbed my things. Less than a minute later, I was passing through the gateway to my apartment.
 
   I entered my bedroom as though I was walking through the doorway, except a quick glance over my shoulder showed me that the door was still closed. When I left the bedroom, I was relieved to find that the blinds were all drawn and that the apartment was dark, only the glow from streetlights, storefronts, and cars passing by on Broadway leaking into the apartment in strips of light.
 
   Washing up was a main priority, but I didn’t want to strip off my clothes and hop into the shower until Nik knew I was here. The thought of him finding me in there, well . . . that wasn’t an option. So, I decided to settle in at the kitchen table with a bottle of bourbon and my trusty deck of tarot cards. Luckily, there was a full bottle of Widow Jane—ten-year—in the cupboard. I didn’t even bother pouring the booze into a glass; I just drank it straight out of the bottle.
 
   I started shuffling the deck, but I made it through only two rounds before the cards slipped free from my hands, spraying across the edge of the table. I’d washed my hands back in the Tent District, but blood still smudged the backs of my hands in a few places, and I couldn’t take my eyes off the faint stains for long enough to focus on what my fingers were supposed to be doing with the cards.
 
   Hands shaking, I scooted the chair backward with the screech of wood on wood and stood, rushing to the kitchen sink. I must’ve scrubbed my hands in nearly scalding water for minutes, because my skin was raw and stung with minor burns by the time I finally turned the faucet off.
 
   I gripped the edge of the counter and bowed my head over the sink. I’d tied my hair back with a rubber band back in the Tent District, when we’d been taking care of the rest of the critical cases. I’d been so busy helping Dorman then, so focused on creating the gateway that would bring me here, that my mind had been occupied.
 
   It wasn’t anymore. I was just standing there, waiting. And thinking. And remembering.
 
   She’d been so light. Just a wisp of a girl. And her perfect little pixie face had gone from vicious to peaceful in the blink of an eye. In the time it took her to breathe her last breath. For her heart to give up wrapped around Mercy’s blade. For a flash of lucidity to appear in her blue eyes just before the light faded completely. I’d done that. I’d snuffed out that light.
 
   But so had Ouroboros . . .
 
   The thought was logical, and I knew it made sense, but it didn’t stop the shaking. It didn’t stop my stomach muscles from convulsing or the bourbon from rising up my throat and splattering into the sink. It didn’t stop me from melting to the floor, a puddle of misery.
 
   “Little sister—”
 
   I gripped the mirror pendant and yanked, hard. The chain snapped, and I threw it. Somewhere. Away. I wasn’t in the mood to be comforted. I deserved the pain.
 
   On unsteady hands and knees, I crawled back to the table and reached up to grab the bottle of bourbon. I curled up against the end of the cabinets with that bottle and waited for Nik to come home.
 
   I waited. And thought. And remembered.
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   The bourbon was gone by the time I heard a key turning in one of the locks on the apartment door. The bottle now lay on its side a few feet from me; I’d knocked it over with my boot, and it had rolled until it hit the table leg. My head lolled to the side when the door opened, and I watched Nik enter the apartment.
 
   He shut the door, twisted the locks, and froze with his hand still on the bottom deadbolt. Likely because he picked up on my heartbeat or the lazy whoosh of air in and out of my lungs. Or maybe it was the scent of bourbon and blood that tipped him off. Regardless, his eyes locked with mine, black pools of darkness in the dim apartment.
 
   “You shouldn’t be h—” His words cut off when he flipped on the light switch beside the door, and he froze once more. His pupils constricted at the influx of light, revealing his hauntingly pale blue irises. “Shit, Kat. Are you alright?”
 
   I rolled my head to the side, turning my face away from him, and stared at the lone tarot card that had fallen from the table. Death. The image on the card came in and out of focus, Abigail riding on a pale horse, face gaunt and eyes the sightless color of moonstones. On the card, I knelt before her in supplication, or possibly begging for forgiveness. She stared down at me, holding her horse’s reins in one hand, a banner displaying that damn tail-eating snake in the other.
 
   Traditionally, the Death card represents endings, but also the transformation and change that comes after an ending. When one door closes, blah blah blah. I had no doubt that it was significant that of all seventy-eight cards in the deck, this was the one that fell off the table. It was significant. It mattered. Only my alcohol-sodden brain couldn’t figure out why. All I could do was look at Abigail’s face. See the accusation in her stare. Hate myself.
 
   Nik’s footsteps were quiet as he crossed the living room. I heard him toss his leather coat onto the table when he reached it. He didn’t seem to spot the bottle until he was almost on top of me. He stopped, standing over me, and nudged the empty bottle with his toe. “How long have you been here?”
 
   I tried to lift my head from the side of the cupboard, but my neck didn’t seem capable of supporting it, so I let it bang back against the hollow wood. “Hour . . . dunno . . .” The words were slurred, my vision skittish. Even with my body’s ability to process alcohol quicker than a human ever could, I’d consumed a dangerous amount. A full bottle of liquor in that short amount of time might just be enough to kill me. “Wanted to forget,” I mumbled.
 
   Nik inhaled and exhaled heavily, then crouched down beside me. He had a hand-shaped bruise on his neck and scratches that looked like they’d come from fingernails on his forearm. “Alright, Kitty Kat . . .” His arms slipped under my knees and around my back. “Let’s get you cleaned up.” He lifted me like I weighed nothing—like I was as light as Abigail had been—and carried me into the bathroom, where he set me down in the bathtub.
 
   Time skipped around in stops and starts. Getting black-out drunk will do that.
 
   One minute, I was fully clothed; the next, I was naked from the waist up, and my jeans were covered in soured bourbon. My body’s natural defense against poison had kicked in.
 
   Another skip forward, and I was naked, warm water spraying down on me. From outside the tub, Nik was holding me up in a sitting position, his hand jammed into my mouth, his fingers making me gag.
 
   Another skip, and I was lying on my side in the tub, my abdominal muscles aching and my throat burning. The water raining down from the showerhead was cool, and I was shivering.
 
   One more skip forward, and I came to curled up on my side on the couch, covered by a faded fleece blanket matted from being washed so many times. My pulse jackhammered inside my skull, and my whole body ached.
 
   A glass of water appeared in front of my face.
 
   I licked my lips, insanely thirsty. “Thanks,” I whispered, accepting the glass as I gingerly pushed myself up onto my elbows.
 
   Nik helped me sit up the rest of the way with a hand on my upper arm.
 
   The blanket slipped down, and I realized I was wearing an old, ratty T-shirt, one of the few I’d left behind when I’d temporarily relocated back to my room in the house on Bainbridge. A quick glance under the blanket revealed plain black underwear, nothing else.
 
   “All you have here are jeans,” Nik offered up in explanation. He was standing a few feet away. He’d changed into a pair of black sweats and a gray T-shirt, and his feet were bare.
 
   I lifted the glass of water to my lips and tilted it back, shrugging as I chugged. My sluggish mind caught up a moment later, and flickers from the past hour or two flashed through my mind. Nik had dressed me. He’d had to dress me because he’d stripped off my bloodstained clothes. And he’d cleaned me up in the bathtub. And helped me purge the rest of the bourbon. Team vomiting—we could start a whole new Olympic sport.
 
   I choked on the water. The blood drained from my face, leaving my cheeks icy.
 
   “Shit . . . are you going to throw up again?”
 
   I shook my head, mortified by the memories. Without looking at him, I downed the rest of the water and handed the glass back to him. “Can I have another?” I asked, my voice raspy.
 
   As I watched him walk away, my nose picked up on the scent of toasting bread. And was that eggs?
 
   “There’s milk and OJ, too,” Nik said from the kitchen. “And there’s coffee, but I still have to brew it.”
 
   Now that he’d brought up the possibility of drinking something other than water, I was dying for a Cherry Coke. But after what I’d just put my stomach through, I thought it best to give it a break from the usual crap I forced into it for a little while longer. “Milk, please.” A moment later, I added, “And maybe coffee in a bit?”
 
   “Sure.” Nik came back into the living room and handed me a glass of milk, then returned to the kitchen. “Hungry?”
 
   I nodded and pulled my legs up onto the couch, tucking my icy feet into the crooks of my knees as I gulped down half the glass of milk. I’d never really been a fan of drinking the stuff straight up, but it sounded good. Refreshing. Tasted it, too.
 
   “Nik,” I said softly, resting the half-empty glass on my knee. “I—”
 
   He was standing at the stove, just out of view, but poked his head around the wall to look at me. His hair was askew, the longer strands swept mostly to one side, and his stare was open and intent.
 
   “It was a little girl.” I stared at the glass of milk but watched Nik out of the corner of my eye. “Couldn’t have been more than seven years old.”
 
   Nik didn’t say anything for a moment, just watched me right back. “One of the kids infected by the Ouroboros disease?” He reached out to do something on the stove, then came around the corner and into the living room. He sat on the coffee table in front of me, his legs splayed wide and his elbows on his knees. I could feel his eyes on me, I but still couldn’t bring myself to look at him. To see him. I wasn’t used to him being so attentive or serious. I didn’t really know how to interact with this Nik.
 
   I nodded. “The girl—she entered the final phase right after another kid.” My face felt numb, my voice devoid of emotion or intonation. “The sedatives don’t always work.” I swallowed. “Nobody was ready when she went rabid, and I was the first to get to her.” I blinked slowly, seeing not the glass of milk in my hands but the hospital in the Tent District. The chaos and fear. The little girl tearing into that poor teenager’s body.
 
   “She’d already killed a couple people,” I continued, “and she wasn’t showing any signs of weakening yet. I—” Another blink, and I cleared my throat. “I stopped her.” Finally, I met Nik’s eyes. “I killed her.”
 
   Nik didn’t reach out to touch me or offer up any comforting platitudes. He simply stared at me for long seconds, his breathing even, his heartbeat steady. I could feel my own slowing to match his, pulled in by the steady rhythm, like he was the moon to my ocean, regulating the tide of emotions within me. “Do you know her name?” he finally asked.
 
   Again, I nodded. “Abigail.”
 
   His answering nod was slow, thoughtful. He shifted his hands to his knees and pushed himself up. “Hang on,” he said, already walking to the apartment door. “I’ll be back in a second.”
 
   After he shut the door, out of the corner of my eye I noticed something shiny on the coffee table, about a foot from where he’d been sitting. It was the little mirror pendant that afforded Dom’s soul a window out to the physical realm. The broken chain was gone, and a thin black leather cord had taken its place. I wasn’t quite ready to face Dom after my meltdown, but it was a comfort to know he was nearby.
 
   Nik returned a couple minutes later with a tattoo machine in one hand and a small bottle of At ink in the other. “Ready to add her name to the list?” he said, sitting on the couch beside me. He wrapped his fingers around my wrist and pulled my left arm out so it lay across his lap, then ran the tips of his fingers over the list of forty names. Of the dead. My dead.
 
   I shivered at the gentle touch.
 
   Nik’s gaze flicked up to meet mine, a faint glimmer of that familiar, snarky spark shimmering in those pale blue depths. It was the first I’d seen of it since waking. “Any others I should know about?” He shrugged one shoulder. “You’re so efficient, I just figured you were bound to have racked up a few more names by now.”
 
   The ghost of a laugh shook my chest. I thought of the mercenaries who’d invaded Garth’s apartment—some of them hadn’t survived—but finding out their names would require a fair bit of detective work on my part. And even then, it would be impossible to say which had been killed by my hand and which by Garth’s. And then I thought of Mitch Carmichael and wished, yet again, that I’d killed him. But I hadn’t.
 
   Eyes locked with Nik’s, I shook my head. A second later, my stomach grumbled. Nik snorted, and I smiled sheepishly.
 
   He gave me back my arm and stood, heading for the kitchen. “Food, first, then ink.”
 
   I glanced down at my arm. I could still feel his fingertips gliding over my At tattoo, like his touch was seared into my skin. It was as though the At ink was having some sort of a reaction to him, its creator.
 
   “Here you go,” Nik said, dragging my gaze up from my arm.
 
   “How—” I shook my head, staring up at him. Numbly, I accepted the plate and set it on my lap.
 
   Nik returned to the kitchen.
 
   “You know how you said you can sense the At ink?” Briefly, I thought back to that morning on the roof of the Columbia Center, to the way his attention had been drawn to the freshly inked piece on my arm even though it was covered by the leather sleeve of my coat. “I think, maybe, it can sense you, too.”
 
   Nik came back with a plate of his own and sat a couple feet from me on the couch. “What do you mean?” he asked, shoveling a forkful of scrambled eggs into his mouth.
 
   “I—” I laughed under my breath, then looked at my plate. It was filled with scrambled eggs, buttered toast, and sausage links. I couldn’t remember the last time so much real food had been cooked on that stove. “I’m not sure,” I told him, picking up a triangle of toast. “I’ll let you know when I’ve figured it out.”
 
   “You do that, Kitty Kat.” Nik speared a sausage link with his fork, then winked at me. “You do that.”
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   “So why’d you come here, really, Kitty Kat, because I know it wasn’t for this.” The tattoo machine hummed in Nik’s hand, the needle scratching incessantly into my skin, depositing opalescent At ink and permanently marking me with Abigail’s name. My arm was stretched across Nik’s lap again, and I was resting my head on the back of the couch.
 
   I sighed, heavily, and closed my eyes. There wasn’t much to stare at on the ceiling anyway. “I need your help.”
 
   “With what?” Nik asked, not missing a beat with the ink job.
 
   I opened my eyes and turned my head so I could see his face. Or, at least, part of his face. With the way he was leaned over my arm, I could see maybe a third of his perfect, masculine features. It didn’t matter what angle I viewed him from, his beauty was unreal regardless. Not that I would ever tell him that.
 
   Nik lifted the needle from my arm and looked at me sidelong. “Next time, warn me before you move. This shit’s permanent.”
 
   My pulse jumped, and I glanced down at my arm, worried I’d made him screw up.
 
   “I was kidding,” he said, nudging my shoulder with his. “It’s At, Kitty Kat; it does whatever I tell it to do. If I mess up my lines, I can fix it.” He laughed under his breath. “I’m done, anyway.”
 
   I could see that, considering I was still looking at my arm.
 
   “You didn’t answer my question,” he reminded me.
 
   I raised my gaze to meet his, licked my lips, and inhaled deeply. “I, uh . . .” I looked away, focusing instead on the opposite wall. Nik’s pale stare was too keen, too knowing. “Earlier today—”
 
   “Yesterday,” Nik corrected. “It’s already tomorrow.”
 
   I raised my eyebrows. “What time?”
 
   “Four in the morning. You went through a single regeneration cycle, but I think you’ll need one more.”
 
   I nodded absently. It made sense, considering the state I’d put myself in, not to mention everything I’d put my body through today. Or yesterday. I hadn’t intended to lose so much time—or any time. But it wasn’t like I’d have been able to execute my plan at midnight, anyway. Oh, no; this plan required regular business hours, very specific ones. This plan allowed time for one more regeneration cycle, thankfully. Nik was right: my body needed it.
 
   “Yesterday,” I said, “I had a little chat with one of the board members at his flat—Mitch Carmichael. It didn’t matter how persuasive I was; he didn’t have the information I needed to stop this disease.” I glanced at Nik—his attention was rapt, all on me—then returned to staring at the blank wall. “When I was done with good ol’ Mitch, I sent him to Bainbridge.” Disgust was thick in my voice. “I figured they could get other useful information out of him, even if he’d proved useless with this.”
 
   “You don’t sound too happy about that,” Nik commented.
 
   My lip curled. “The things he did . . .” I shook my head, heartbeat picking up. “I wanted to kill him so badly.” My eyes burned with unshed tears. Poor Sammy. “I wanted his soul to die.” I looked at Nik, defiant. He tended to frown on me killing humans. So did I, but that wasn’t the point. “It’s what he deserved, but . . .” My shoulders slumped.
 
   “No doubt he deserved it,” Nik said quietly. Seconds passed, me attempting to regain my simmering composure and Nik studying every inch of my face, watching me struggle with my frustration and anger. “But it wasn’t weakness—not killing him.”
 
   I snorted derisively and crossed my arms over my chest, redirecting my stare back to the wall.
 
   Apparently Nik was over my avoidance strategies, because he gripped my chin and turned my face back toward him, forcing me to look at him. To face him. “You exercised restraint. Even when faced with what was clearly a lot of rage.” The faintest smile touched his lips. “I’m a little impressed, actually. It’s not your usual style.”
 
   I tried to yank my jaw free, but he tightened his grip. I clenched my teeth together so hard that they creaked.
 
   “Besides,” Nik said, “you can always finish the job later.”
 
   I stared off to the side. Only if I survived the coming day, and that was questionable, especially if Nik wasn’t down to help me. “Nik, I—”
 
   Pierced eyebrow quirking upward, he released my jaw.
 
   I took a deep breath, then dove in. “I’m going after the rest of the board. Today. According to Carmichael, there’s a board meeting scheduled for this afternoon. They’re going to be voting to un-chair Constance Ward—she’s the chairman of the board—so they’ll at least need a quorum, but from the way Carmichael was talking, the other twelve board members will all be there. It’s the best chance we’ll have of getting the information we need to stop this thing.”
 
   “We,” Nik said. An observation, not a question.
 
   I shifted on the couch, pulling up my left knee and turning to face him. “Getting into the boardroom will be the hardest part, but once we’re inside, you can seal us in with the board—and everyone else out.” I leaned in a few inches, eyes searching his. “Once we get what we need from them, I can create a gateway to the Tent District or Bainbridge or wherever we need to be. But if you’re not with me . . .” I’d have to rely on door locks. I’d only have seconds to get the information. And I’d probably die in the attempt.
 
   “Why?” Nik’s voice was flat, his stare distant. “Why do you care so much?”
 
   “If I can get the cure to Dorman, he and his people will support Heru,” I explained. “He’s already agreed to—”
 
   “Bullshit.”
 
   For several seconds, I sat there with my mouth half open. Brow furrowed, I brought my lips together.
 
   Nik fixed his intense, pale stare on me. “This isn’t about Heru’s revolution. It’s more than that to you. What is it, Kitty Kat? Why does finding a way to stop this disease matter to you so much? It doesn’t affect our people.” He laughed under his breath, humorless and bitter. “In fact, if it really does come down to a war between humans and Nejerets, a pandemic wiping out most of the mortals would go a long way toward evening out the playing field. This disease could wipe out millions—billions—if it gets beyond the Tent District. The infection rate is already exponential, and it’s only been contained because people so rarely come and go from that place.” He inhaled and exhaled, his eyes searching mine. “So drop the holier-than-thou, I’m-doing-this-for-the-good-of-our-people act and tell me the real reason you want to stop this thing, because the good of our people would mean letting it run its course.”
 
   My chest heaved with each successive breath, and my nostrils flared. The words coming out of his mouth were so unexpected I could barely understand them, let alone believe them.
 
   “Why?” Nik asked once more. Demanded.
 
   “Because it’s not their fault,” I snapped, standing. I stalked across the room, not caring in the least that I was wearing only a T-shirt and underwear. “Because they’re not our enemies, no matter what the Senate or Ouroboros or Initiative Industries want us to think.” I spun around when I reached the front door and headed back toward the kitchen. Pacing always helped me think, helped the words flow, and I was ready to unleash on Nik. “Because innocent people shouldn’t have to pay for a war they know nothing about. That’s the real bullshit, Nik, and I’m not about to walk away from these people just because they’re a different species. Just because walking away would be easier. They deserve better than that. I don’t run when things get hard.” I glared at him. “I’m not a coward.”
 
   A slow, wolfish grin spread across his face. “But I am?”
 
   I glanced at him, but kept on pacing. “I never said that.”
 
   “Not in so many words.” He stood and rounded the coffee table, coming to stand directly in my path.
 
   I tried to turn away from him, but he took hold of my arm, and I knew better than to test my strength against his. He would win that battle, every time. I settled on a question instead. “Why did you leave?”
 
   Nik was quiet for so long I doubted he would answer. But finally, he did. “I needed some time. It was too quiet in my head after Re was gone. I didn’t know how to be just me.” He was talking about the time he disappeared a little over three years ago, after waking up from a decades-long coma and finding his body housing one soul instead of two. But that wasn’t the time I was talking about.
 
   I jutted my jaw forward to keep my chin and lips from trembling. “Not then,” I said, my voice hushed. “Before, when I—when we . . .” I cleared my throat. I was referring to the one and only time we kissed, two decades ago, just downstairs. It was back when the shop had sold magic and mysticism rather than ink and fortunes. The kiss had been both wondrous and disastrous. It had been the beginning of the end.
 
   Again, Nik let that long silence settle over us. “Re and I had an agreement,” he finally said, speaking of the other, godly being who’d shared his body for millennia. “One of many. Where certain things were concerned, my body was mine alone. He agreed to forgo pleasures of the flesh, so long as I only pursued them when he was dormant.”
 
   My gaze wandered up to Nik’s face.
 
   A bitter smile twisted his lips. “Over the centuries, Re became more and more resistant to voluntarily going dormant.” Nik’s grin grew sly. “But I’d learned early on that he detested physical pain, so if I found myself, well, wanting, all I had to do was drive him away with pain, first.”
 
   I thought back to the flashes of memory I had from earlier, when he’d first arrived. He’d been covered in scrapes and bruises. And then I recalled all of those mornings so many years ago, when we’d been working together to track down the rogue Nejerets responsible for my mother’s murder—Nik had suffered from minor injuries more mornings than not. Was this, right here, the explanation for why?
 
   “I fell into a pattern,” Nik explained. “For millennia, I only ever touched a woman after I’d run Re off with enough pain to keep him dormant for hours. I never touched anyone in any non-platonic way while he was conscious.” Nik tilted his head to the side, his pale blue eyes locked with mine. “Until you.” He released my arm, but I didn’t move away. “It was too much for Re.” Another gentle, bitter laugh. “Maybe too much for me, too.”
 
   I faced him fully, ever so slowly shaking my head. “Why?” I searched his eyes for answers I doubted he would give me. “Why me, Nik? Why then?”
 
   It was his turn to look away. “I’ll do it—this thing with the Ouroboros board. I’ll help you, if you still want me to.”
 
   I blinked, opened my mouth, blinked again, and just stared at him. Disappointment warred with exhilaration within me. His non-answer spoke volumes; I just didn’t know what it was saying. But his offer to help me with my current mission chased the disappointment away, and a grin overtook my face before I could even consider stopping it. “Really? You mean it? Even if it’s not what’s best for our people?”
 
   He shot me a sly glance. “Humans, Nejerets . . . we all share the same ancestors.” It was true; thousands and thousands of years ago, Nuin, the first human Re possessed, had been born to two fully human parents. He’d started our species the moment he reproduced, but we all truly originated in the same place. Without humans, we wouldn’t ever have existed at all.
 
   “Well, alright,” I said, still grinning.
 
   “Besides,” Nik added, his tone light, “we’ve got to make sure your boyfriend’s safe.”
 
   My smile soured. “Garth’s not my boyfriend.”
 
   “Oh yeah?” Nik moved around me to pick up our plates from the coffee table. “Have you told him that?”
 
   I frowned, then stuck out my tongue at Nik.
 
   He laughed.
 
   Feeling lighter, I waited until he disappeared around the wall dividing the living room and the kitchen, then made my way to the coffee table and picked up the mirror pendant. “Dom?” I said, holding it against my palm so I’d be able to hear his response. “Are you around?” I couldn’t see him, but it didn’t mean he wasn’t nearby.
 
   His sharp-featured face appeared not a second later. “Little sister . . . you are well?”
 
   I had no doubt that he’d overheard much of what transpired with me over the past few hours. It had probably been driving him crazy, knowing I was entering a tailspin and not being able to do anything about it. “I’m fine. Now,” I added. “But I had a lot of help.”
 
   “I know. And I’m grateful to Nik.” He paused for a moment. “Perhaps I have been too critical of him.”
 
   “Oh,” I said with a laugh. “I never thought I’d hear you say that.”
 
   Nik poked his head out of the kitchen, but as soon as he saw me talking to my palm, he retreated again.
 
   Dom fell back into silence, and I studied his somber features. It was clear that something was bothering him, even in his miniature state. “What is it, Dom?”
 
   He sighed, heavily, something he still seemed to be an expert at despite having no physical lungs or breath or mouth to actually sigh with. “It’s Garth,” he said. “He never made it to Bainbridge.”
 
   My heart became so heavy that I had no choice but to stumble the few steps to the couch. “Nik,” I said hollowly, “I need to borrow your phone.”
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   “You were worried about me,” Garth said, sounding pleased.
 
   I scowled. Worried? That was putting it lightly. My whole damn body was shaking. I thought he’d been abducted, or that he’d been offed on the ferry and dumped into the Sound. “You should be with Lex on Bainbridge right now,” I said, fingers gripping Nik’s phone so hard that it creaked in my grasp, “so fuck you very much, Garth.”
 
   He chuckled, covering the laugh with a lame cough. “You’re adorable.”
 
   I growled into the phone, the fingers of my left hand gripping the edge of the couch cushion. “I’ll show you adorable.”
 
   “You guys are so cute,” Nik said as he meandered out of the kitchen, his tone sickly sweet. He headed for the bathroom in the hallway, smirking the whole way.
 
   I flipped him the bird as he passed the couch. “If you’re not at the Heru compound,” I said to Garth, “then where the hell are you?”
 
   He was quiet for a second. “Home,” he finally said, voice hesitant. “It’s just a quick hop from my people’s place to yours.” He took a deep breath. “Kat, I had to stop here first. I wanted to drop Eva off at my folks’ house and, well . . . my family deserves to know what’s going on.”
 
   I scoffed, eyes bugging out. “You told them?”
 
   “Are you kidding me? Of course I did,” was Garth’s response.
 
   I was speechless for about a heartbeat. “Garth!”
 
   “They already know about your kind,” he said. “We’ve been guarding knowledge of you for generations. It was my duty to fill them in on what’s been going on. They’re already in this, whether you like it or not, and they deserve the chance to prepare for whatever’s going to happen next.”
 
   My chest rose and fell as my breaths came too quickly, and I shook my head, unable to believe his audacity. “How many people did you tell?” I asked, forcing my jaw to unclench. I narrowed my eyes. “Who did you tell?”
 
   “Oh no you don’t,” Garth said. “You won’t get those details until you come up here to meet them.”
 
   My mouth was suddenly cotton, my throat a desert. Meet Garth’s family? I licked my lips, searching for the words. Wading through the emotions. “Yeah, well, that might be a while,” I said, figuring now wasn’t the time to tell him meeting the parents wasn’t written in our stars. The we weren’t written in any stars. I couldn’t afford to fall in love with a mortal right now. Maybe ever. “There’s some stuff I have to do here to fix this mess,” I told him, avoiding the subject.
 
   Nik emerged from the bathroom and stood on the other side of the end table, arms crossed over his chest. He stared down at me. Judged me, no doubt.
 
   “Stuff,” Garth said. “Like what?”
 
   I rolled my eyes, shooing Nik back into the kitchen with a wave of my hand. Not like him being in there would mean he couldn’t hear both sides of my convo with Garth—Nejeret hearing and whatnot—but at least his absence would give me the illusion of privacy.
 
   “I don’t know,” I said to Garth, stalling. I couldn’t tell him everything I was intending to do. I was starting to think it would be best to tell him nothing at all. “I’ve got a plan,” I amended. “It could help the infected, but it’s risky.”
 
   “How risky?”
 
   I held my breath, then blew it out. “It doesn’t matter, so long as I get the cure. That’s the most important thing in the world right now, even you have to admit that. I mean, you were at the Tent District—you saw what’s going on. Hell, Garth, you might even have been exposed.” A seed of dread lodged in my throat. I hadn’t thought twice before sending Garth through that gateway to Dorman at the Tent District, but what if that had been a mistake? Considering how rampant the disease was running there now, him being infected was far from an impossibility. I cleared my throat, ignoring the lump forming there. “What if you contracted it and now you’re passing it on to your family?” I said, voice raising in pitch.
 
   “Come on, Kat. I would never do that to—”
 
   “Then get your ass to Bainbridge and tell them you need to be tested.”
 
   Garth was quiet for a moment. “I was planning to head there tomorrow.”
 
   “Go today, Garth. Go now,” I said. “Please.” I held my breath.
 
   “Yeah, alright.”
 
   “You promise?”
 
   “Yeah, I promise.”
 
   I exhaled, relieved.
 
   “So long as you promise to be careful doing whatever it is that you’re planning to do.”
 
   Careful. I stared up at the ceiling, battling frustration. I was rarely careful; recklessness was sort of a hallmark of mine. Part of my style. And it wasn’t like I couldn’t lie to him, but I was surprised to discover that I didn’t want to lie to him. Damn it. “Yeah, sure,” I said.
 
   “Say it, Kat. Promise me.”
 
   I rolled my eyes again. What can I say? I’m still technically a teenager, and rolling my eyes is second nature to me. It’s like breathing. “I promise to be careful,” I said, drawing out the word ‘promise’ in annoyance.
 
   “Glad to hear it,” Garth said with a dry laugh. “Alright, I should go. My family’s going to be disappointed, but . . .” He sighed. “I made this girl a promise . . .”
 
   Eye roll number three. In the kitchen, I could hear Nik choking on a laugh. I’d forgotten he was in there. Flustered, I quickly ended the call, stood, and marched into the kitchen, where Nik was in the process of washing the dishes. “You’re such an ass-turd,” I said, then chucked the phone at him.
 
   He caught it with wet, soapy hands, easy peasy, his expression all concealed amusement. “As opposed to all those other kinds of turds?”
 
   “Har har.” I leaned my hip against the counter, crossing my arms over my chest and tossing out eye roll number four. Apparently I was going for a record.
 
   “You should get some rest.” Nik tucked a plate into a free slot in the dishwasher. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d even had enough dirty dishes to warrant using the dishwasher. “Take the bedroom. I’ll grab some shut-eye out here.”
 
   I raised my eyebrows. “Did you really just offer me my bed?” Shaking my head, I pushed off the counter and headed for the bathroom to brush my teeth before crashing. “Barely here a week, and you’re already acting like you own the place . . .”
 
   He laughed quietly as I walked away, and the sound was unexpectedly reassuring. Having him at my side meant the world to me. It meant that maybe, just maybe, my plan would work. I couldn’t help but smile. Just a little.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Almost done,” I mumbled around the cap to my second-most-faded black Sharpie. Chewing on the plastic helped me focus, allowing me to think less and let the electric hum the universe was channeling through me take over. My knees ached from kneeling on hardwood for so long, but I pushed through the pain.
 
   I was almost done with the gateway, just in the process of shading the glare on the polished composite floor in the lobby of the offices on the sixtieth floor of the Columbia Center, the Ouroboros Corporation’s Seattle base of operations. The lobby was the closest place to the boardroom that I’d ever been, and I’d never tried to create a gateway to somewhere entirely new to me. I wasn’t sure the magic would work if I didn’t already have some frame of reference. And now certainly wasn’t the time to test the extent of my gateway-creating power.
 
   “That was fast,” Nik said from the kitchen. He was fixing grilled cheese and tomato soup for our pre-ambush lunch. “Just under forty minutes,” he added, sounding impressed.
 
   The corner of my mouth lifted in the tiniest of smiles. I squashed my peacocking pride and refocused on the drawing on the hallway wall. In less than a minute, that extra-powerful zing of otherworldly energy pulsed through me, and the drawing bled to life. Janelle, the icy receptionist I’d grappled wills with last week, sat behind the long, curved reception desk, fingers clacking away on a computer keyboard as she spoke into her headset. Something about making sure everything was in place for the meeting. Apparently there would be bagels and fruit. Oh . . . and donuts!
 
   I sat back on my heels, admiring my work. It was so tempting to go through the gateway now, but doing so would defeat the purpose. We wanted—needed—all of the board members to be in the boardroom when we crashed the party. It was the only way to ensure all the required knowledge would be at our fingertips. Waiting would be a bitch, but at least there’d be crispy grilled cheese to help pass the time.
 
   Which, as it turned out, was fantastic. Who knew Nik could cook? I suppose it shouldn’t have shocked me, what with the thousands and thousands of years under his belt, but still, I was impressed. Perfectly melted sharp cheddar on toasted bread that was equal parts crispy and buttery dipped into creamy tomato soup that I was fairly certain was homemade forced me to redefine my personal idea of heaven. I happily stuffed my face and wasn’t the least bit ashamed when I licked the last bit of buttery goodness off my fingertips.
 
   “Guess you liked it,” Nik commented.
 
   I froze, the tip of my thumb in my mouth, and met his eyes across the small kitchen table. Remembering where I was and who I was with, I opted to finish cleaning my hands using the paper napkin in my lap. “It was alright,” I said with a halfhearted shrug.
 
   Nik snorted softly, then glanced into the kitchen. “Five till one,” he said, his eyes on the stove clock. “Let’s get suited up. We can take care of the dishes later.”
 
   My heart rate was already picking up, and I could feel my chest rising and falling with more enthusiasm than usual. It was game time. I nodded, scooting back my chair and standing. “Would you mind doing me a favor?” I said to Nik as I reached for the leather sword harness hanging from the back of the chair adjacent to mine.
 
   “Depends on the favor.”
 
   I paused, leveling a flat stare his way. So far, I’d never asked a single thing of him that he’d refused, never asked him to cross a line he wasn’t willing to cross, and I couldn’t help but wonder where, exactly, his line might be.
 
   “Can you make Mercy visible again?” I asked, holding the invisible At sword out to him. “I figure she might instill a little more fear if her potential victims can actually see her.”
 
   A slow, wicked grin spread across Nik’s face. “I have to say, Kitty Kat—I like the way you think.”
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   Nik and I stood side by side in the hallway, staring into the active gateway to the Ouroboros lobby. The board meeting was scheduled to begin at one, ten minutes ago.
 
   “They should all be in there by now,” I said, my elbow brushing Nik’s as I glanced at the watch on my left wrist. Nik had lent it to me so I’d stop asking him to check his phone for the time. The only other clock in the apartment was on the stove, and what can I say—I’m lazy.
 
   “Yep.” Nik’s arms were crossed over his chest, and he was wearing that long, black leather jacket that I remembered so well from the ill-fated weeks we spent hunting rogue Nejerets together—or attempting to hunt them—a couple decades ago. He was completely unarmed, mostly because with magic like his, he was the weapon.
 
   Like him, I wore a black leather coat, but unlike him, I was armed with more than just my wits and the innate magic afforded me by my sheut. Mercy was strapped to my back, returned to her full, visible glory. Needle daggers were tucked into the sheaths sewn into the interior of my sleeves, the corded leather bracelet on my left wrist doubled as a garrote, and a two-inch push knife was hidden in my belt buckle. I also had two not-so-hidden combat knives on the outsides of my ankles in boot sheaths and a fragile-looking At vial holding a couple tablespoons of infected blood hanging from a chain around my neck—our secret weapon—and my left coat pocket was stuffed full of black Sharpies, our backup exit strategy. Nik carried plan A, rolled up and stuffed into his back pocket.
 
   I glanced at Nik sidelong. His dark brown hair was slicked back, the sides freshly buzzed, and his pale stare was locked on the gateway, cold and focused.
 
   “We’ve only got one shot at this,” I told him.
 
   “Yep,” he said, not looking at me. He was in the zone.
 
   I rolled my head from one shoulder to the other, cracking my neck and psyching myself up. My whole body vibrated under the force of the adrenaline coursing through my veins. We could do this. I cracked my knuckles. We could do this.
 
   Licking my lips, I watched Janelle stand and walk to the edge of the curved reception desk to chat with a young businessman. From the looks of their body language, a whole lot of flirting was going on. For the moment, the two appeared to be the only people in the lobby. Janelle was distracted, some distance between her and the insta-security button. We wouldn’t get a better chance than this.
 
   “On the count of three,” I said.
 
   In my peripheral vision, I saw Nik nod.
 
   “One . . . two . . .” We exchanged a glance. “Three.”
 
   Nik and I stepped through the gateway. Janelle and her amorous colleague didn’t notice us until we were practically on top of them. We had them both tied up and gagged with At restraints and stowed under the reception desk—out of sight and mind—in less than thirty seconds.
 
   “This way,” Nik said, jogging toward the hallway shooting off from the right side of the lobby. We’d studied the building plans that morning, before I’d started drawing the gateway, and we had a pretty good idea of the layout of the entire floor. Our diligence paid off; we rushed past several offices and were closing in on the nearest of the two doors to the boardroom before any of the occupants of the offices could even get their doors open.
 
   “Hey!” someone yelled behind us. “You can’t go in there!”
 
   But their warning was too late. My hand was already on the door handle. Plus, it wasn’t like one little human could do anything to stop us.
 
   I shoved the door open and stepped into the boardroom, basking in the outraged gasps, shocked expressions, and half-standing poses of the twelve people seated around the long, mahogany table. A thirteenth person, a youthful businessman, sat in the far corner of the room, a tablet on his lap, his fingers frozen over the attached keyboard. Bad luck, him being here. He picked a terrible day to play note-taker to this group of corporate slimeballs. I almost felt bad for the guy. Except for the part where he chose to work here.
 
   Nik followed me in, and I heard him shut and lock the door.
 
   “This is a closed meeting,” a woman said from the head of the table. I recognized her immediately—Constance Ward, CEO and Chairman of the Board. The ends of her blonde bob brushed the shoulders of her cream silk blouse as she pushed back her chair and stood. Her stare was hard, her expression stony. Apparently corporate Constance was nothing like the warm, caring mother I’d peeped on a couple days ago. “You need to leave.”
 
   I took one more step into the room and pushed out my bottom lip. “But I heard there’d be donuts.” Out of the corner of my eye, I watched the spread of solidified At coat the walls, ceiling, and floor of the boardroom, looking so much like a rapidly spreading sheet of ice. In a few more seconds, it would coat the floor-to-ceiling windows on the far side of the room, blocking out the insanely gorgeous view, and we’d all be effectively sealed in.
 
   Constance’s eyes strayed from me as the imprisoning shell of At caught her attention. “You’re Nejeret,” she said, her head moving as she watched the progression of the otherworldly material. Her gaze returned to me. “I know you.” A hint of fear gleamed in her eyes. “You’re her—the Ink Witch.”
 
   “Gold star for you, Connie.” I flashed her a cheeky grin. “Cute kids, by the way,” I added with a wink.
 
   Her eyes rounded, and she blanched. Ever so slowly, she sank back down into her seat, her hand migrating up to her chest. She opened her mouth, then licked her lips. “You—how—” She swallowed roughly, her eyes tearing up. “Please . . . don’t hurt them.”
 
   I honestly hadn’t intended it as a threat. In a twilight zone kind of way, I sort of respected Constance, and I actually felt a little remorse for making her think I intended her family any harm. I mean, come on—I protect kids, I don’t kill them. My gut twisted as Abigail’s ghostly visage floated through my mind. Usually.
 
   “We’re sealed in,” Nik said from behind me.
 
   I took a deep breath. It was showtime. “Everyone sit down,” I said, reaching over my shoulder and drawing my sword. Mercy’s blade came free with a melodic ring.
 
   The few board members who’d risen from their seats when we barged in eased back down. Their movements were painfully slow, like they feared drawing my attention their way would put a target on their backs. Too late.
 
   I did a pointless but fancy-looking spin-twist with my sword, then flipped it up and rested the flat of the blade against my shoulder. Best if these corporate asshats realized Mercy wasn’t just for show, but that I knew how to use her; it might make the proceedings move a little faster.
 
   “Raise your hand if you remember a little boy named Sammy,” I said.
 
   Nik rounded the head of the table to take up a position on the other side, leaning back against the At-coated windows, his hands in the pockets of his long leather coat. He was the only person who moved in the long seconds that followed my request.
 
   After scanning the owlish faces surrounding the long table, I exhaled heavily, exasperated already. I whipped Mercy’s blade out, slapping it on the table’s surface. Every single human jumped in their seats.
 
   “Who remembers Sammy?” I started to move around the table, dragging the tip of my sword as I went.
 
   The razor-sharp At blade glided up the sleeve of a board member—a balding older fellow I recognized as one Gregory Spelt, Vice Chair of the Board. The blade traveled across the shoulders of his suit jacket, then crossed to the shoulders of the woman sitting beside him. Melinda Jones flinched when the blade first landed on her bony frame, then tensed up like she was being electrocuted.
 
   I continued on like that, eyeing those across the table from me, not letting them look away. “You know,” I said, “the cute little homeless boy you guys yanked off the street? The one you infected with an engineered disease?”
 
   I paused, putting the slightest pressure on the sword as it inched down a male board member’s arm. Mercy’s blade cut through the fabric of his sleeve. I couldn’t remember this guy’s name, but I was fascinated by the beads of sweat forming on his forehead and temples. I leaned in, focusing on his quaking eyelashes. “You know,” I said, voice hushed, “the boy you let good ol’ Mitch have some quality alone time with before you released him. The one you hoped would infect as many people as possible.”
 
   My current friend yelped, and the coppery scent of blood reached my nostrils.
 
   I straightened and glanced down at his arm, where a dark spot of blood blossomed on his sleeve. “Whoopsie,” I said, tone flat. “My bad.” I winked at the guy before raising Mercy and once again resting her blade on my shoulder. “Guess I got a little too eager.”
 
   “You’re insane,” a guy said from Constance’s end of the table. He was the youngest looking of the board members, and I pulled the name Scott Easton from memory.
 
   I also pulled a needle dagger from my sleeve with my free hand and flung it his way. It struck him in the forehead, sticking in his skull and reverberating with a dull thwang. He shouted out in pain, then brought his shaking hands up to his forehead. I’d used just enough force to get the knife to stick in the bone, but not enough to actually pierce his skull and enter his brain.
 
   “I’m not insane,” I said, stalking around the table. I yanked the dagger free from Scott’s dense head, wiped the tip on his shoulder to clean off the blood, and shoved it back into its sheath up my sleeve. “I’m mad. There’s a difference.”
 
   “I—” Constance cleared her throat. “I remember him—the boy, Sammy, I mean.”
 
   I took a step back from the table, eyeing her. For some reason, I’d hoped she’d been in the dark about the finer details of this particular project.
 
   She licked her lips. “I don’t know how he got out, and I swear I didn’t know about Mitch, but . . .” Her body was trembling, but her voice was steady. Ballsy chick. “I can only imagine.”
 
   “It was her idea,” someone said from the other side of the table. It was bony Melinda Jones. “We never wanted any of this. We called for a vote to un-chair her today . . . because she’s gone too far.” Melinda’s eyes burned with a feverish intensity, and her breathing picked up as she went on. “She’s led this board astray. The things we’ve approved because of her . . .” Melinda shook her head. “We’re going to set that all to rights today.” Her chest heaved with each successive breath.
 
   I stared at her, sword on my shoulder and expression bored. As I blinked, I let a grateful smile light up my face. “Finally, someone’s talking. Thank you, Melinda, truly,” I said, nodding in gratitude.
 
   Her shoulders relaxed a bit.
 
   I sheathed Mercy and started around the table, heading her way.
 
   The tension returned.
 
   “You’re going to make this so much easier,” I said, running my fingertips over the knot of the leather bracelet on my left wrist as I drew near to her. Melinda started to spin her chair around so she was facing me, but I tugged on the slipknot holding the bracelet on my wrist. A fraction of a second later, the leather cord was wrapped around Melinda’s neck, cutting into her throat.
 
   Gasps filled the room, and people leaned back in their chairs. Some even brought their hands up to their own necks. And what do you know, not a single person stood or lunged at me to help poor Melinda. They just watched, horrified, as I began to strangle the life out of her.
 
   “This is what happens when you lie to me. Honesty is the best policy, after all,” I said, ignoring the bite of Melinda’s nails as they gouged deep trails across my forearms and the backs of my hands. I looked at Constance, then scanned the others’ faces even as I kept the garrote tight around Melinda’s neck. “I already know you were all involved to some extent. I need to know who oversaw that project. Who’s responsible for the disease?”
 
   “Scott,” Constance said, pointing to the young man sitting two chairs down from her. “And Gregory.” She glanced at the man sitting to her left, then looked off to the side, deflating. “And me.”
 
   Disappointment flooded me. I let up on the pressure of the cord around Melinda’s neck, taking a step back from the table as I rewrapped the garrote around my wrist. Melinda collapsed forward on the table, a sobbing, gasping mess.
 
   “Let the others go,” Constance said. “It’s me you want.” Damn, but just when I was ready to write her off as a genuinely bad egg, she had to go and do something noble. She was making this really hard on my conscience.
 
   My eyes met Nik’s, and when he nodded, the corner of my mouth lifted. “Sure,” I said, looking back to Constance. “We’ll let them go.” I made my way around the table as I secured the slipknot on my bracelet, holding out my hand when I neared Nik. He reached into his jacket and pulled out the rolled-up sheet that had been tucked into his back pocket. “Thanks,” I said when he handed it to me.
 
   I shook the doorway-sized fragment of gray bedsheet open, pleased to see that the gateway I’d created back in the apartment was still active. I hadn’t been certain it would survive a trip through another gateway, but it had. Good to know.
 
   Under the tense, watchful stares of the terrified board members, I grabbed a stapler off a side table and used it on the wall to hang the sheet. The scene on the other side of the gateway was gray and dismal, as any good dungeon should be. I couldn’t see any of the Bainbridge Nejerets at the moment, but I knew Heru was there in that dank underground space, waiting with a handful of others for the arrival of his newest guests.
 
   Once the gateway was up and running, I tucked my chin to my chest and whispered, “Alright, Dom, let Lex know they’re on their way—ten to start with, but three more should be following soon.”
 
   “Very well,” Dom said. “I shall return shortly.”
 
   I turned around, facing the rapt room. “As your oh-so-courageous leader requested, I’m letting the rest of you go.”
 
   I looked at Melinda. Her neck was red, raw, and oozing blood where the leather cord had bit into her skin, and she sat a little slumped in her chair, bloodshot eyes puffy and cheeks tear-streaked. I thought it was best to start with her. She already knew, firsthand, the consequences of pissing me off; I doubted she’d risk it again, even if the task I gave her seemed utterly impossible . . . like walking through a bedsheet hanging on a wall.
 
   “On your feet,” I said, drawing Mercy and pointing the blade at the traumatized woman. “You’re first.”
 
   Melinda stood, movements wooden, and looked at me without really seeming to see me.
 
   “Walk,” I said, flicking the tip of the At blade at the gateway.
 
   She moved like she was sleepwalking, only pausing when she was a few inches from the sheet. I gave her back a firm smack with the flat of my sword, and she stumbled forward through the gateway. And once again, Melinda was the cause of the gasps filling the room. Lucky girl.
 
   “On your feet,” I said, pointing Mercy at the man with the bleeding arm. “You’re next.”
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   “Well, well, well . . .” I rubbed my hands together, eyeing Constance, Scott, and Gregory, who were all huddled at the far end of the table. The last of the nonessential board members had just passed through the gateway to Heru’s dungeon, and I was now free to focus all of my attention exactly where it was needed—on the three little piggies, making all that mischief under their roof. “I wonder which one of you has the straw house,” I pondered aloud.
 
   They exchanged wary glances.
 
   I fingered the vial of infected blood hanging around my neck as I wandered back to their side of the boardroom. All three tensed up visibly as I neared them. Ever so slowly, I made my way behind their chairs, watching them watch me out of the corners of their eyes. Letting the tension build. Letting the fear take over.
 
   “Which of you will give in first?” I asked. “Who will collapse under the slightest pressure?”
 
   I stopped behind Gregory’s chair and settled my hands on his shoulders. The top of his balding head was shiny, like he’d plucked any final straggling hairs. I could almost see my reflection in his bald spot, and I thought he might even oil that oh-so-shiny skin. His shoulders bunched up when I gave them a squeeze, and he held his breath when I leaned in, resting my chin on his right shoulder.
 
   “Which of you has the most to lose?” I asked, looking across the table at baby-faced Scott. I blinked and shifted my attention to Constance. “Or the most to leave behind?”
 
   The color drained from her tastefully made-up face.
 
   I grinned, slow and sly. I didn’t have to actually kill her, but threatening to do it—to leave her precious children motherless—would be enough to loosen the tongue of any mother who gave two shits about her kids. And from what I’d seen of Constance, she gave way more shits than that.
 
   “Did you and your kiddos enjoy the movie the other night?” I asked her, straightening and cocking my head to the side. “That’s a pretty fancy-schmancy home theater you’ve got there.”
 
   I hadn’t thought it possible, but she blanched even further. After a rough swallow, she licked her lips, her focus darting around the room from me to Nik to the sealed-off windows behind him and the two impassable doors in the opposite wall.
 
   “No way out, Constance,” I said, tapping my fingernail against the At vial—clink clink clink. I glanced at the gateway. “At least, not to anywhere that’s even remotely as pleasant as here.”
 
   “W—what do you want?” she asked, tears spilling over the brim of her eyelids.
 
   “The cure.”
 
   Her eyes locked on me, her pupils so dilated by fear that the black drowned out the natural gray-blue of her irises. She shook her head slowly, her eyes rounding. A thin sheen of sweat coated her pale skin, giving her a sickly, pearlescent glow. “I—I can’t—”
 
   I stopped tapping the At vial. “Can’t? Or won’t?”
 
   “I can’t!” she said, voice shrill and eyes wild. “I wish I could, I swear, but—”
 
   I kicked Gregory’s chair, and he rolled a couple yards down the table, making room for me to squeeze in beside Constance. I placed my hands on the polished tabletop and leaned in toward her. “But what?” I asked, voice hushed. A few strands of her blonde hair swayed in the wake of my words.
 
   Again, she licked her lips. “The—there is no cure.”
 
   My nostrils flared, and I searched her eyes, her face, looking for the telltale signs that she was lying.
 
   “Honestly, I wish—”
 
   “Shut up!” I shrieked, straightening and settling in to pace alongside the table. Either Constance was a damn good liar, or she was telling the truth. I had to believe the former; the possibility that there was no cure was too horrifying to accept. I might actually have to kill someone to get the truth. A human—either Scott or Gregory. Maybe then dearest Constance, here, would take this seriously.
 
   “Little sister—”
 
   “Not now, Dom,” I snapped. For fuck’s sake, couldn’t he see that I was in the middle of something? It was a terrible time for a chat.
 
   “It’s Garth,” he said, ignoring my dismissal.
 
   “What?” I paused, placing my hands on my hips. “He totally disregarded what I said about getting to the compound, didn’t he?”
 
   “No, little sister. He arrived a couple hours ago.”
 
   “Then what is it?” I asked, staring hard at Scott, who was watching me like I had a stick of live dynamite stuck up my ass.
 
   “Neffe just got the results from his blood test,” Dom said. “It came back positive, little sister. He’s infected.”
 
   My heart stumbled a few beats, and my grip on Mercy’s hilt faltered. The sword slipped out of my hand, landing on the hardwood floor with a sharp clatter.
 
   Nik took a step away from the sealed-off windows. “What is it? What happened?” He was suddenly in front of me, only I couldn’t remember watching him close the distance between us. He gripped my upper arms. Squeezed, hard. “Kat! What’s going on?”
 
   I shook him off, reaching up to twist open the vial of infected blood even as I stepped over Mercy and marched back across the room to where Constance still sat. I drew the needle dagger from my left sleeve once more and dipped the point into the vial.
 
   “Kat, wait!” But Nik reached me too late.
 
   I scratched the dagger across Constance’s smooth cheek in one sharp motion. She flinched back, her hand flying up to cover the shallow wound. Shallow, but deep enough. Garth was sick; now she was, too.
 
   “That was infected blood, bitch,” I hissed, leaning in until I was so far into her personal bubble I was practically giving her a lap dance. “Tell me the cure, or I’ll leave you in here until this fucking disease kills you, too.” I leaned in further, my nose less than an inch from hers. “Or maybe I’ll wait until you’re nearing the end, you know, the part when you lose your shit and attack everyone around you?” I laughed bitterly. “Maybe I’ll wait until you’re rabid, and then I’ll send you home. How long do you think it’ll take the kids to realize you aren’t their mommy anymore—for them to see you as the monster you really are? For them to run from you?” I narrowed my eyes, studying her expression, soaking in her fear. “Too long, I bet.”
 
   Constance’s eyelashes fluttered, and tears streaked down her pasty cheeks. “Please . . . no . . .”
 
   “Tell me the cure,” I yelled.
 
   “There isn’t one,” she yelled right back. “Please, kill me. You have to kill me. I—I can’t go home like this. I can’t spread this to my babies.”
 
   I backed up, leaning against the edge of the table and staring at her, utterly dumbfounded.
 
   “Kill me.” She pushed her chair back and dropped to her knees before me. Her fingers gripped my legs, her manicured nails turning her fingers into talons. “Please, kill me,” she begged. “Please. There’s no cure. I swear there’s no cure. Just kill me.”
 
   My heart went cold. Because I believed her.
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   Garth is sick . . .
 
   I stared down at Constance, kneeling on the floor at my feet. Clinging to my legs. Begging me to kill her. She was sick, too. She was infected, and there was no cure.
 
   Garth is going to die . . .
 
   All the moisture that should’ve been in my mouth was gone, leaving it a desert. I gripped the edge of the polished boardroom table behind me, my palms slick with sweat.
 
   This is my fault . . .
 
   I should’ve known better than to send Garth to the one place infested with this manufactured disease. I should’ve known better than to crawl into his bed. I should’ve known better than to fall for a fucking mortal. I had known better. I’d known better, and I’d done it anyway. But I’d thought I would have a little more time with him, that he would have a little more time before his mortal body wasted away and his soul faded into oblivion.
 
   My eyes burned with the need to cry, but I blinked the tears away. I didn’t deserve the relief of tears. Garth would’ve had more time if I hadn’t invaded his life. From now on, I would only get involved with Nejerets. I was off humans, for good.
 
   If only Garth was a Nejeret . . .
 
   I blinked again, straightening from my slouched position, my eyes searching the blank wall just a couple yards away as an idea formed. An impossible idea. What if we’d been looking at this whole situation all wrong? What if it wasn’t the disease we needed to cure? What if it was mortality? What if it was humanity?
 
   Slowly, my focus shifted to Nik, standing off to the right near the wall. “Mari,” I said, recalling what she’d told us about her work with Ouroboros that stormy day on the roof, just a few floors above where we stood now. “We need to find Mari.”
 
   She’d wanted Nik to work with her because his sheut power would enable her to transfer slivers of a Nejeret ba into a human being and graft it to their mortal soul. She’d claimed that, if the procedure was done properly, it would transform a human into a Nejeret.
 
   I shoved Constance to the side, ignoring her cry of surprise, and took a step toward Nik. “Don’t you see? There’s no cure. This game—we can’t win it. It’s rigged against us. But if we change the rules . . .”
 
   Nik stared at me for several, pounding heartbeats. I could see his mind working, could tell he was right there with me. “You want to turn the infected into Nejerets,” he said, his stare intense, his pale blue eyes burning with an unearthly fire. He shook his head ever so slowly. “Kitty Kat . . . Mari’s theory was just that—a theory. She never had success with the process.”
 
   I took another step his way. “Because she didn’t have you, Nik. Remember? She said storing the ba sliver in anti-At poisoned it. But if you do the transfer . . .”
 
   Nik crossed his arms. “That’s assuming we can even find her.”
 
   It was a far from easy task; we both knew it. Over the past week, I’d been asking every Nejeret I crossed paths with if they’d been in contact with Mari or her mother, Mei, but none had seen or heard from either of them since Mari rescued her mom from the Ouroboros lab and the two went into hiding. Even Heru, whose sheut gave him the power to teleport to any place on earth by simply thinking of someplace, something, or someone, had failed to locate the pair. I wondered if it had anything to do with the fact that Mei could do the exact same thing, only better.
 
   I took one final step toward Nik and reached out, gripping his forearms. The leather of his coat sleeves was smooth and warm to the touch. “We have to try,” I said, pleading with my eyes. “It’s Garth.” My chin trembled, and my throat threatened to close up. “Dom just told me—he’s sick.”
 
   Nik clenched his jaw, his eyes locked with mine, and time seemed to slow. To stretch.
 
   He blinked, breaking the spell, and his focus slipped past me, his gaze growing distant. It was a look I recognized from the days when he’d shared his body with the god, Re, from the times when he would withdraw from the outside world to look within, to converse with one of the creators of this universe. Except that god was gone, now. Dom had warned me that Nik was broken inside, and I couldn’t help but wonder if I was seeing evidence of that truth right now.
 
   A chill crept up my spine, and dread pooled in my belly. “Nik,” I said, squeezing his arms through the leather. “Please. Help me, please.” I gave him a shake. “Nik . . . I need you.”
 
   His gaze refocused, slowly, and it was almost like my words had jumpstarted his mind.
 
   “Help me find—”
 
   “I know where she is,” Constance whispered.
 
   My eyelids opened wide, and both Nik and I turned to stare down at her.
 
   Constance knelt with her head drooped, her blonde bob hanging in disarray around her face. Her shoulders rose and fell with each halting breath. “I’ve been in contact with her,” she said, voice hoarse. “She’s here, in the city . . . underground.”
 
   I looked from Constance to Nik and back, seeing the shock and uncertainty I felt mirrored on his face. I narrowed my eyes. “Why are you telling us this?”
 
   “The disease was never supposed to get out,” Constance said, raising her head to peer up at us. A hint of defiance shone in her eyes. “It was created as collateral. When Initiative Industries first brokered the negotiations between Ouroboros and your Senate, your people would only agree to support our longevity research with funding and”—she glanced away, clearing her throat—“resources if we helped them develop the disease.” By resources, I had no doubt that she meant living test subjects. People, human and Nejeret alike. “It was their way of ensuring we didn’t go back on our word and tell the whole world about them.” She looked at me. “About you.”
 
   I scoffed. “What does this have to do with Mari?”
 
   “She and I oversaw the development of the project, but Scott and Gregory handled the day-to-day while Mari and I worked on something that wasn’t strictly on the books.”
 
   “The ba transfer,” I guessed.
 
   She nodded. “The technology to remove a Nejeret’s ba already existed—all we had to do was figure out a way to transport fragments of ba into a human subject. Mari theorized that even the smallest, microscopic amount would spark the transformation . . .” Constance shook her head. “But every single time we tried the procedure, the second the balance between human soul and Nejeret ba shifted in favor of the immortal side, the anti-At we’d used to transport the ba fragment would eat away at the newly forming ba like acid through flesh, and the subject would die.”
 
   Constance looked at Nik. “You’re the one she told me about, aren’t you—the one who can make the transfer work?” There was a flicker of hope in her eyes, even after everything.
 
   Nik didn’t respond, didn’t even nod. Instead, he looked at me. “Even with Mari’s help, there’s no guarantee that this’ll work. It’s still just theoretical. And assuming the procedure is successful, there’s no way of knowing how much of Garth will be left once his soul is transformed by the ba. He might not even be Garth anymore.”
 
   “But it’s all we’ve got. Even if there’s only a one percent chance that this’ll work, the odds are still better than if we let the disease run its course,” I said, sounding a little lost, even to myself. I was grasping, and I didn’t care. “He’ll die, Nik. We have to try.” Gods, I sounded like a broken record.
 
   It took Nik a long time to answer, but finally, he nodded.
 
   I exhaled heavily, relieved to still have him not just on my side, but at my side. I looked at Constance. “You know exactly where Mari is? You can take us to her?”
 
   With a hand on the corner of the table, Constance climbed up onto shaky legs. “Yes. Yes, I can, but . . .” She licked her lips, wringing her hands. “I want something in return.”
 
   I felt the corner of my mouth twitch, and a quick glance at Nik showed the hint of a smirk curving his lips, as well. “What do you want?” I asked her.
 
   She looked from me to Nik and back. “Use me as a guinea pig. If the procedure doesn’t work, I’ll die, but if it does work . . .”
 
   “You’ll live,” I said with a rough laugh. “And a hell of a lot longer than you would’ve otherwise.”
 
   “I don’t care about that,” she said, and to my amazement, she meant it. “If it works, you have to promise to use the procedure on my son. It’s the only way he’ll ever have a chance at a normal life.”
 
   I stared at her, weighing her request. Was it possible that everything she’d done had been for her kid? I would never say I approved of her methods, but I couldn’t deny that she was a solid mother. Maybe a little extreme with the whole putting the well-being of her kids first—ahead of the whole damn world—but she wasn’t all bad.
 
   Finally, I shook my head, a wry smile twisting my lips. “Why the hell not,” I said, offering Constance my hand. Besides, I needed her just as much as she needed me. Some of the best partnerships started that way.
 
   Constance shook my hand, and the agreement was made. “Thank you,” she said softly.
 
   I pulled my hand back and turned to the two men huddling at the other side of the room, as far away from us as possible. “Don’t think I’ve forgotten about you, boys.” I dipped the tip of the needle dagger in the vial of infected blood to re-coat it and stalked their way. “So . . . you two were in charge of the day-to-day operations on this project. Isn’t that just fascinating?”
 
   They exchanged a look. It reeked of piss on this side of the room, and it only took a glance down at Scott’s trousers to see why.
 
   “I wonder who might’ve let Sammy out?” I stopped a few feet from them and waggled the tainted dagger in front of their noses. “Who wanted the disease to get out—to spread?”
 
   They recoiled.
 
   I crouched down, elbows on my knees. “First person to spill the beans doesn’t get infected . . .”
 
   “It was me,” Scott blurted. “I did it.”
 
   I blinked, taken aback by the quick response. I hadn’t expected it to be so easy to get a confession. I also hadn’t expected that confession to be a lie. “Now why would you ever lie about a thing like that?”
 
   Gregory sighed, and the older man’s entire demeanor changed. Not just his demeanor, his whole damn appearance. He stood, his head filling out with thick, dark brown hair and his face shedding several dozen years even as his shoulders broadened and he gained a few inches. The muddy brown of his irises gave way to an ethereal bronze that shimmered with an alien light and swirled with a whole galaxy’s worth of stars.
 
   “Because I compelled him to,” he said.
 
   “Holy shit,” I breathed, standing and stumbling back a few steps. Gregory—or whoever the hell he was—wasn’t human. And he wasn’t even Nejeret; no Nejeret had eyes like that. The man standing before me was a fully-fledged Netjer, an actual, full-powered god, like the two who were currently still on sabbatical from our universe.
 
   Vines of At shot past me as Nik reacted, but those indestructible ropes evaporated into a rainbow mist before they even came close to touching the Netjer.
 
   I took another step backward, eyes wide and mouth hanging open. My heart hammered in my chest as I struggled, fruitlessly, to come up with a plan. But a Netjer is basically all-powerful. There was nothing I could do to this guy that he couldn’t fend off, let alone throw back at me tenfold. There was no way for me to beat him and a gazillion ways for me to die trying.
 
   I took one more step backward and ran into Nik’s warm, solid body. The sudden contact made nearly jump out of my skin.
 
   “Just me,” Nik said, his voice barely more than a whisper. He rested his hands on my shoulders, and I took comfort from his touch. Drew strength from it. Maybe I couldn’t beat this guy in a fight, but I sure as hell wasn’t about to run away with my tail tucked between my legs.
 
   I straightened my spine and locked stares with the unwelcome Netjer. He wasn’t from our universe; there were only four Netjers native to this place—the original creators of this universe, Re and Apep, and the new gods, my niece and nephew, Susie and Syris—and this Netjer was most certainly none of them. He didn’t belong here.
 
   “Who are you?” I asked, voice hard and surprisingly steady. Go me.
 
   The Netjer clasped his hands behind his back. “A visitor.”
 
   “Well, you’re not welcome here,” I snapped. “Go—”
 
   Nik gave my shoulders a squeeze, and I shut my mouth, however reluctantly. “Why are you here?” he asked, sounding a whole lot more in control than I had.
 
   “I’ve heard much about you, Nekure,” the Netjer said, using Nik’s true, ancient name. “Re speaks of you often.”
 
   I felt Nik stiffen behind me.
 
   “What do you want?” I asked.
 
   The Netjer leveled a cold stare my way, and his scrutiny paralyzed my lungs. “It would be impossible for your mind to understand my desires while in your current form.”
 
   “Why are you here?” Nik asked, repeating his earlier question.
 
   The Netjer’s stare shifted to Nik, and only then could I suck in a lungful of breath. “To observe,” he said and turned away to stroll toward the sealed-off wall of windows. “To learn.” He glanced at us over his shoulder. “To decide,” he said a second before he evaporated into a glowing, writhing mass and floated through the wall of windows.
 
   “Wait!” I shouted after him.
 
   But he—it—was already gone.
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   “To decide,” Lex said, her brow scrunched as she studied my face. “That’s what he said—to observe, to learn, and to decide?”
 
   We were sitting at the table tucked away in the breakfast nook, surrounded by windows giving us a view of the storm pouring rain outside and bending the trees this way and that. The manicured gardens behind the house were already covered in a bevy of pine branches and bunches of leaves, and the angry clouds in the sky only seemed to be darkening.
 
   “No and,” I said, “but yeah, those were his words.” I took a gulp of my Cherry Coke. Their house had one of those fancy pop machines that could make essentially any flavor of carbonated beverage. It was pretty awesome, and the sugar and caffeine were doing wonders to fend off the shock of the Netjer run-in. “What the hell—” I glanced at Reni, sitting in the high chair beside Lex at the table, snacking on string cheese. Her onyx ringlets appeared almost blue in the stormy afternoon light. “Sorry. I meant, what the heck is a fu—freaking Netjer doing here? Did Susie or Syris mention anything about a visitor?”
 
   Lex shook her head, her fingers automatically going to the At falcon pendant hanging on a silver chain around her neck. It had been a gift from her godly children given to her just a few minutes before they left for the Netjer home universe three years ago, and it’s the sole link between this universe and wherever they are, at least so far as us lowly Nejerets are concerned. I crossed my arms over my chest and sniffed. Apparently some Netjers could come and go as they pleased.
 
   “He had coppery eyes,” Nik told Lex, “if that helps the twins identify who he is. I think that part of his physical appearance was genuine, at least, though I don’t know about anything else.”
 
   “He dissolved into one of those shining light blobs like the twins did,” I added, though I doubted that helped at all. I lifted my glass to take another sugary sip.
 
   “I’ll talk to the twins,” Lex said. “See what they know.”
 
   I bit my lip. “I don’t suppose there’s any way that they can come back here and, oh, say, deal with this whole mess, can they?”
 
   Sighing, Lex shook her head. “I wish . . .” She picked a stray chunk of string cheese off her shoulder, seemed to think about what to do with it, then handed it back to her daughter, who grinned and popped it into her mouth. I wondered if Lex been considering eating it herself. “They’re stuck where they are until the other Netjers decide they’re capable of tending to this universe.” Her shoulders bunched up. “All I keep thinking is that maybe the other Netjers sent this guy here to watch over things in the twins’ absence, but . . .” Her shoulders dropped. “I don’t know.”
 
   I snorted a bitter laugh. “Well, if that’s the deal, he sure is doing a bang-up job.” Shaking my head, I tapped Nik’s arm with the back of my hand and said, “We should go.” We’d spent too much time discussing the “visitor” already, and Garth’s life was sand in an hourglass.
 
   “Oooooh . . .” Reni pointed in Nik’s and my general direction. “Pretty colors!” She clapped her hands together, causing a few cheese bits to go flying.
 
   I exchanged a quick, confused glance with Nik, then looked at Lex, eyebrows drawn together.
 
   Lex raised one hand and shook her head. “I have no idea. She’s been seeing things that are invisible to the rest of us lately—must be her sheut maturing.”
 
   Like Nik, Reni was one of the few Nejerets to have been born of two Nejeret parents, thanks to a little loophole in that whole Nejeret reproductive snag. Lex and Heru were what Nejerets called a “bonded pair,” a rare set of true soul mates, their bas resonating perfectly with one another. As a result, they were one of the few Nejeret couples able to reproduce together. They were also addicted to each other—physically—and would die if separated for two long. A tough bargain, but one they seemed content with. And unlike Lex, Heru, Aset, and me, who’d all gained sheuts later in life by Susie and Syris, Reni had been born with hers, courtesy of her unique parentage. She was growing up with a sheut, giving her access to unknown powers at a very early age. She fit into the small fraction of the Nejeret population born with sheuts—Nik, Mei, and Mari, among them—and it would be a while before the full extent of Reni’s innate powers was clear.
 
   I exchanged another look with Nik, frowning this time. What did Reni see when she looked at me? Or at us? “Right, well . . .” I pushed my chair back and stood, and Nik did the same. Lex followed a moment later. “We’re taking Constance with us, but we promise to bring her back.”
 
   “Fair enough,” Lex said. She followed us to the front door, standing in the opening as we made our way down the porch stairs. “You don’t want to see Garth before you go?”
 
   The muscles in my shoulders bunched up. The thought of facing him without having a way to save him made my stomach turn. Guilt. Dread. Flat-out fear. I was sick with all of it. But not as sick as Garth would be soon, especially if this didn’t work.
 
   I shook my head, unable to turn around to look my sister in the eye.
 
   Lex sighed. “Alright, well, will you tell Heru to come join me when he’s finished?” He was in the dungeon, where Nik and I were headed to pick up Constance, the third member of our impromptu ambush-Mari team. He’d been leading the charge on interrogating the board members ever since we started sending them through the bedsheet gateway, and I had no doubt he was extracting some pretty juicy information.
 
   I nodded, turning partially to wave at her. “And you’ll have Dom pass on whatever you learn from the twins, yeah?”
 
   “Of course,” Lex said with a nod. At the sound of a high-pitched shriek from within the house—either a laugh or a cry, I couldn’t tell—she cringed, then shut the door. I loved Reni, but man, the kid was just so very toddler.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I passed through the gateway I’d drawn on the wall of the garage, right on top of Heru’s dungeon, and stepped into a crowded pub. Constance followed me, Nik right behind her. I’d been nervous about creating the gateway to the Pike Brewing Company, an always-bustling brewery and eatery located in the warren beneath Pike Place Market—I wasn’t eager about exposing so many people to the now-infectious Constance, but so long as she kept her hands and her fluids to herself, all of the innocent humans would be safe.
 
   I’d have chosen a less-crowded destination, but this was the place in the market I knew best—and hence could draw best—and the gateway had been a breeze to create. My only other option was the oh-so-famous fish market upstairs, and that was way too exposed for an out-of-thin-air appearance. At least down here there were doorways to pretend to pass through, not to mention alcohol to dull any onlookers’ senses.
 
   “Lead the way,” I told Constance, holding my arm out for her to pass me by. I figured I didn’t have to worry about her bolting—helping us was her only chance at surviving the disease. The only way she’d ever get to see her kids again. The only way her son would get better.
 
   Pike Place Market is a multistoried maze, with ramps and hallways and in-between floors aplenty, and our route through the tangle was far from a straight shot. We headed up to the main outdoor level, passing by the famed fish market, narrowly dodging the huge Coho salmon being lobbed around to entertain the tourists, and wound through the throng to an offshooting stairway that led to the lower floors—or, at least, to parts of the lower floors. We passed by a free-trade jewelry and trinkets shop, a seller of miniature cars, animals, and pretty much everything else, and a kitschy magic shop on our way to a locked door marked “Restricted” tucked between the odorific men’s restroom and a used bookstore.
 
   When we reached the door, Constance produced an inky black key made of anti-At, and Nik and I both recoiled instinctively, however minutely. Touching the stuff wouldn’t hurt Constance, since she didn’t have an eternal ba—yet—but it would unmake any Nejeret from the soul out. Except for me, thanks to the protective Eye of Horus symbol tattooed into my palm. The At-inked symbol had already saved my life and my ba from the effects of anti-At, and it had the obsidian striations marbling through the opalescent ink to prove it.
 
   Constance unlocked the door, and the three of us entered a narrow, steep stairwell lit only by a few ancient-looking bulbs in caged light fixtures high up on the walls.
 
   “Cozy,” I commented, eyeing the flickering lights. About one in three bulbs actually worked.
 
   “This leads to an old utilities room,” Constance explained without looking back. She was concentrating on the slightly uneven stairs. “The market made some updates a few years ago, and this area’s not in use anymore.”
 
   “That explains the excellent upkeep,” I said, glancing back at Nik.
 
   He breathed a laugh, but no hint of a smile touched his lips. He had his game face on. Not surprising—Mari wasn’t his favorite person, and she was one of the few people whose sheut power was a match for his. She was one of the few people who could pose an actual threat to him.
 
   Constance led us deeper into the market’s underbelly, and we entered a defunct boiler room with a hodgepodge of breaker boxes lining the brick walls to what appeared to be a bricked-over doorway. At least, until Constance wound her way through the ancient machinery filling the room and depressed a single brick to the right of the old doorway, then pushed on the area of newer bricks. It gave in with the grind of stone on stone until there was an opening plenty wide enough for a person to fit through. The space beyond was pitch-black, even to my sensitive eyes.
 
   Nik whistled, and I grinned. Who doesn’t love a secret passageway?
 
   Constance reached through the opening, fumbling blindly for something. “There’s a lantern here, somewhere . . .”
 
   “Here,” Nik said, holding up his hand, palm up. A writhing, glowing mass of living At flared to life, looking so much like some alien form of fire. It cast the area around us in an eerie incandescent light, making the world appear almost silver.
 
   Constance’s eyes widened, and she licked her lips. “Thanks,” she said, eyeing the otherworldly mass for a moment before turning away from us.
 
   We followed her through the opening to what appeared to be an old sidewalk—there was even an antique lamppost a few yards up the passageway and an arched opening for a window, though the view through the cracked glass only showed a mass of dirt, rocks, and rubble. The air down here smelled musty and earthy, sort of like a cave, but not quite. I’d been in spaces like this under the city before, areas leftover from the citywide regrade after the devastating fire of 1889. The old Seattleites had decided building a new city on top of the old one would be more practical and efficient than rebuilding the old. And lucky us, that meant that much of the original city remained . . . one only need know where to look.
 
   “You won’t find this on the underground tour,” I said, voice hushed, as Constance led us further into the remnants of a Seattle long forgotten.
 
   “I remember this place,” Nik said, his voice barely a whisper. He walked ahead of me now, sharing his light with Constance as much as possible. I watched his profile as he slowed and looked around, nostalgia transforming his features. He reached his free hand out, brushing the half-burned wood frame of another window opening. “This was a hotel—the Occidental. Mother and I stayed here once.” A wistful smile touched his lips. “This was the first place I ever had my photograph taken.” He laughed under his breath. “Re disapproved, but Mother was so eager . . .”
 
   I smiled to myself, enjoying this rare glimpse into Nik’s past.
 
   “Just a little farther,” Constance said, pausing and tossing a glance back at us. Only then did I realize how far behind we’d fallen.
 
   Five minutes later, we reached an old armored door, the kind used on a bank vault a century or two back. PUGET SOUND NATIONAL BANK was engraved in the metal near the center of the door. Constance made quick work of the heavy-duty built-in lock, spun the wheel, then turned a handle, and the door slowly swung outward on surprisingly well-oiled hinges. “Stay here, out of sight,” she whispered, then passed through the vault doorway and headed for a second door just a few yards in from the first. It was smaller and rusted, with a several-inch square hatch at face height for a peekaboo window.
 
   Nik nodded, and the two of us backed up a few steps, retreating into the passageway. I inhaled deeply, then held my breath.
 
   Constance’s knock was gentle, but she didn’t need more than that to alert Mari’s Nejeret ears of her presence. “It’s me,” she called quietly. “I have news.”
 
   There was a rusty creak, followed by, “What happened at the meeting?”
 
   Adrenaline flooded my bloodstream at the sound of Mari’s voice, and my whole body hummed with anticipation. She was really here. We’d found her. I might just be able to save Garth.
 
   “You look like hell,” Mari told Constance. “Did the board vote you out?”
 
   “Not exactly,” Constance said. “Let me in, and I’ll explain.”
 
   Nik and I stared at each other as we waited for the sound of a door opening. It seemed to take forever. There was clang after clang as Mari dealt with the door’s locks, and I was starting to get a little lightheaded from holding my breath for so long. But I could hardly let it out now, in a massive exhale. Mari would hear that, for sure.
 
   Finally, the door opened with the faintest of creeks. We waited a few more seconds for Constance to actually get in the doorway, where she could bar the way so Mari wouldn’t be able slam the door as soon as she spotted us, and then I stepped into view.
 
   “Hey, Mars,” I said, raising a hand to wave.
 
   Her familiar, almond-shaped eyes rounded in surprise.
 
   “Been looking for you . . .”
 
   In an explosion of rainbow mist, statuesque Mei appeared behind her adopted daughter and placed her hand on Mari’s shoulder, preparing to teleport them both away to safety.
 
   “Wait,” Nik said as he, too, stepped into view. “Daughter, please, hear us out.”
 
   I blinked, eyeing him for a few seconds before his words finally made sense. It always took me a moment to reconcile the fact that Nik has a daughter—Mei. He’s just so unfatherly in pretty much every way possible. Not that that changed the fact that he had fathered Mei millennia ago. She’d inherited her fair share of the stunning beauty that was so pervasive in her father’s bloodline, though her ancient human mother’s genes had lent her a far more Middle Eastern look. She’d also inherited her sheut from Nik, though her powers were quite different from his.
 
   “We need your help,” Nik said, extending his hand, almost like he was pleading with her. Maybe he was.
 
   For uncounted seconds, the five of us stood there, an ice sculpture of tensions and uncertainty.
 
   Until, finally, Mei nodded. “Very well, Father.” She looked at me, bowed her head in greeting, and murmured, “Katarina.” Then she straightened. “Both of you, please, come in.”
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   “So,” I said, “will you do it?” I was sitting across from Mari at a farm-style dining table in their surprisingly well-stocked underground kitchen. It turned out that their hideout really was an old bank vault, and that some guy named Billy had set it up as a fallout shelter in the forties, only to leave it abandoned some years later when he died in a car accident. We knew about Billy and how he’d died because he’d been a friend of Mei’s back in the day. It was how she and Mari had known the bunker was down here in the first place.
 
   Mari inhaled deeply, then looked at her mother, who was sitting to her left. I’d filled them in, telling them as quickly as possible about everything that had happened over the past couple days, save for our encounter with the mysterious Netjer. And my whatever-it-was with Garth. TMI is very much a real thing.
 
   I glanced at Nik, sitting on my left, but his eyes were locked on Mei, too. Probably because she was staring at him just as hard. I didn’t know much about Nik’s relationship with his daughter, but based on appearances, it was a tense one.
 
   Seeing that she wouldn’t get any help from her mom, Mari returned her attention to me. She blew out a breath and threw her hands up in the air. “Oh, why not.” She pointed a finger at me. “On one condition.” She redirected her pointer finger to Nik. “You agree to help me, even after we save Kat’s boyfriend.”
 
   “He’s not my boyfriend,” I said reflexively, and Mari snorted. I looked at Nik, begging him with my eyes to agree to her condition. It was hard to do when he hadn’t even glanced my way. Losing patience, I reached out and touched the back of his wrist with my fingertips.
 
   Finally, he looked at me, his expression hard.
 
   “Please,” I whispered. “Nik . . . please.”
 
   His features softened, and he closed his eyes and bowed his head in assent.
 
   A sly grin spread across Mari’s face. She slapped her hands together, then rubbed them back and forth vigorously. “Looks like you’re not dying today, Connie,” she said to Constance, who was lying down on the mid-century couch in the “living room.” She was running a fever already, and she’d practically collapsed on the couch as soon as Mari suggested she get some rest.
 
   Constance held up a hand, giving us a thumbs-up over the back of the couch.
 
   “Gather whatever you need. We’ve got to get back to Bainbridge right away,” I told Mari, then looked at Mei. “Can you teleport us there?”
 
   “You three, no problem,” she said, then looked at the couch. “But I can’t teleport her. She’s human—the trip would tear her apart.”
 
   I sighed, then scooted my chair away from the table. “Alright, well, a gateway it is, then.” I stood, hoping I had it in me to make one more today. “Which wall do you care about the least?”
 
   Mari and Mei exchanged a confused look.
 
   “Her power’s evolving,” Nik explained. Oh, right, because I hadn’t included that part in my flash update, either. “She can draw a sort of doorway from one place to the next.”
 
   Both Mari and Mei looked at me, eyes opened wide and lips parted. Boy, I sure do love surprising people. Maybe it’s why I always try to make sure their expectations are extra low. Because I totally do that on purpose. Really.
 
   “Wall preference?” I asked, nudging them out of their shocked states.
 
   “Oh,” Mari said. “Um . . .” Brow furrowed, she looked at her mom, who shrugged.
 
   “Artist’s choice,” I said, nodding slowly as I scanned the space. I was already digging the bundle of Sharpies out of my coat pocket. “Suh-weet.”
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   “Alright,” Neffe said, exchanging a look and a nod with Aset, “we’re ready.” The two petite Nejerets stood on either side of something that looked an awful lot like a dentist’s chair—only the kind a demented, evil dentist would use, what with all the strappy restraints holding down the brilliant duo’s first subject.
 
   Mitch Carmichael was being used as the inaugural lab rat for the ba-grafting procedure. Even though Constance had volunteered, Heru thought she held too much value to be used so negligently. She was willing to work with us—to share everything she knew about the inner workings of the Ouroboros Corporation and Initiative Industries, not to mention the negotiations and deals made with the Senate—and that made her an invaluable asset, especially compared to rancid Mitch Carmichael.
 
   If the procedure was a success, Mari promised to infect Carmichael with anti-At as soon as the positive outcome became clear, and his short-lived, partially formed ba would be erased from existence once and for all. No gentle eternity for this pathetic excuse for a human being. That was just fine with me.
 
   Standing at the foot of the chair, Nik held a marble-sized orb of At, a minuscule sliver of Heru’s ba writhing within its temporary prison. It was one of nearly a dozen such marbles filling a metal lockbox on the counter behind me. Heru was the oldest Nejeret on site, and though Mari hadn’t been able to explain why, she believed his age would make his ba the best candidate for a successful soul-grafting.
 
   The ba extraction itself had only taken a few minutes, though it had taken Mari more than twenty-four hours of constant work to get the extraction apparatus—a modified MRI machine—up and running. With Nik’s help, Mari was able to harvest a baseball-sized chunk of Heru’s ba, which she claimed should be all she’d ever need, since the fragment would ceaselessly replenish itself within its At prison, just as Heru’s ba would regrow until it was fully repaired within his physical body. Probably a good thing, because I doubted Lex would ever let her husband go through a ba extraction again. It had been excruciating even to watch.
 
   Mari stood beside me, arms crossed over her chest and expression rapt. Lex stood on my other side, and Dom, watching from the pendant hanging around my neck, was the only other soul present. Heru was two floors above us in his and Lex’s bedroom, recovering under the attentive “care” of his toddler, and it had been Mari’s suggestion to clear the basement laboratory of everyone else to ensure that word of this potentially world-changing procedure didn’t get out. Nobody had argued.
 
   Nik glanced over his shoulder to look at Mari. “You’re sure this’ll take?” He frowned. “I don’t need to do anything more invasive?”
 
   Mari nodded. “A human’s soul is contained within every single cell of their physical body. The moment that ba fragment touches his skin, it’ll recognize a potential host. It wants to be whole, and merging with a human soul is the path of least resistance. Go on . . .” She gestured to Carmichael with her chin. “See for yourself.”
 
   We wouldn’t know if it was truly successful for a few hours, or so Mari claimed. That was how long it would take for the newly forming ba to make noticeable changes to Carmichael’s human physiology.
 
   Nik placed the At marble on Carmichael’s shin, balancing it there with a single fingertip. A moment later, the opalescent At dissolved into a shimmering mist. I caught only a glimpse of that silvery filament of ba before it seeped into Carmichael’s skin and vanished completely.
 
   Mari blew out a breath and brushed a sleek strand of black hair from her forehead. “Well, I suppose we should all get comfortable. This is going to take a while.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Three hours, seventeen minutes, and forty-two seconds later, Mari destroyed Carmichael’s brand-spanking-new ba. I heralded Carmichael’s writhing passage into oblivion with a one-finger salute. It was a glorious moment.
 
   “We’ll do Constance next,” Mari said as she turned her back to Carmichael’s writhing form, “then your boyfriend, Kat.”
 
   I rolled my eyes, ignoring Nik’s snicker. He’d swapped places with Mari and now stood on my left. I lost patience after a few seconds and elbowed him in the side none too gently.
 
   “We’ll prep Constance,” Aset said, and she and Neffe headed to the quarantined half of the lab. The temporary plastic walls had been erected to keep the disease as contained as possible, and the area within functioned as a makeshift hospital for the few infected people in the compound, Garth included.
 
   I watched them go, my heart yearning to follow. I still hadn’t visited Garth. I didn’t know how to talk to him without telling him there was maybe a chance that he would not only survive the incurable disease but also become a Nejeret. That he’d live forever. I couldn’t not tell him that chance existed, but I hadn’t been willing to get his hopes up. I’d needed to know for sure. And now I did.
 
   “Go,” Lex said, nudging me with her shoulder. “He’s been asking for you nonstop.” She offered me a gentle smile. “Give the poor guy the good news.”
 
   I searched her kind, carmine eyes, looking for some reason not to go. I was afraid to face him. But I needed to, so I pushed off the counter and marched after Neffe and Aset. The two were already beyond the plastic walls.
 
   I could hear Lex and Nik whispering, but I hummed tunelessly to drown out whatever they were saying. Force of habit. Some things are better not overheard.
 
   Mari laughed, and I slowed, glancing over my shoulder to see her sidling up to Nik. “Better get used to it, buddy.” She linked arms with him, and I felt the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. I had to force myself to keep going. “Besides, you’ve got a new partner now, and I’m half as crazy and twice as fun.”
 
   Ugh. I threw up a little in my mouth.
 
   Nik looked my way, and when his eyes met mine, when I saw the sad smile curving his lips, my heart seized up. He nodded infinitesimally, and I had the oddest impression that he was saying goodbye.
 
   Shaken, I faced forward and continued onward, heading into the decontamination space everyone had to pass through on their way in and out of the quarantine zone. A quick spray of some high-intensity disinfectant cascaded over me in a fine mist, and I continued through the next plastic flap.
 
   Garth was sitting at a folding card table alone, his back to me, a half-played game of solitaire laid out before him. Neffe, Aset, and Constance were in the far corner of the room. Aset seemed to be explaining to Constance what sorts of changes to expect after the procedure.
 
   I took a deep breath, then plastered a smile on my face and headed for Garth. “Hey, stranger.”
 
   He spun in his seat, looking too big for the folding chair, his fingers gripping the chair back. The second his rich brown eyes locked with mine, my heart warmed and my smile softened, becoming genuine. He looked exhausted; his skin was too pale, emphasizing the dark circles under his eyes, but he still filled the space around himself with a sense of calmness. Of peace.
 
   “So, I’ve got good news, and I’ve got bad news,” I told him as I drew nearer.
 
   His eyebrows rose. “What’s the good news?”
 
   “This disease isn’t going to kill you.”
 
   He started to stand, but I stopped him with a hand on his shoulder. “You found a cure?” he asked.
 
   I shrugged one shoulder, pulling out the chair adjacent to his and turning it around to sit on it backwards, cool-kid style. “Something like that,” I said, resting my forearms on the back of the chair.
 
   He frowned. “And the bad news?”
 
   I smirked, tilting my head to the side. “You’re going to have to put up with my ass forever.”
 
   “I don’t—” His brow furrowed, and he shook his head. And then his eyes widened. “My forever, or yours?”
 
   I grinned. “Mine.”
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   Sitting on a piece of driftwood, I stared out at the endless gray mass of salt water. Wind made the surface of the Puget Sound choppy, a clutter of white peaks forming only to fade away under the rolling swells seconds later. Dark clouds coated the sky from horizon to horizon, but the rain was the barest of drizzles. It looked more like five o’clock than one, but a glance at my borrowed watch assured me it was still barely after noon.
 
   Off to the left, across the choppy Agate Passage, I could just make out the shoreline of Port Madison through the mist. Garth’s family was there, waiting for word of his condition. His ancestors had been living on that reservation for generations, safeguarding the secret of my people’s existence. Now Garth—one of them—was also one of us. I just didn’t know how much the Nejeret he would become over the coming days would resemble the human he’d been. How much would that tiny sliver of Heru’s ba change him—not just what he is, but who he is? There was no way to know until he woke, and Mari wasn’t even sure how long it would be until that happened.
 
   Garth and Constance had been out cold for over two days now, locked in a state of regenerative sleep as their bodies transformed to accommodate their new, immortal souls. I’d remained at Garth’s bedside for the first nine hours, and the inaction—the waiting—had nearly driven me mad. Patience isn’t my strong suit, and stillness is like torture to me.
 
   “The news is reporting cases of the disease in hospitals in Portland, San Francisco, Los Angeles, Albuquerque, Salt Lake City, and Vancouver now,” Dom said, breaking through my meditative fog.
 
   I exhaled heavily, shoulders slumping. “Guess closing the state borders didn’t work.”
 
   Washington had been under quarantine since the previous evening, once it became obvious that the people flooding hospitals in the greater Seattle and Tacoma areas complaining of a severe flu were actually the first wave of a new, frightening epidemic. The Cascade Virus—CV, for short, a strange viral pathogen that was seemingly nonresponsive to any kind of treatment—was all anyone could talk about on the news these days. I’d stopped watching TV or listening to the radio that morning, sick of hearing about the search for a cure. I already knew they’d never find one.
 
   “Maybe they can stop it before it spreads across the country,” I said, resting my chin on my hand. Not sure who “they” were in my mind, but surely there was someone—some humanitarian group or special government organization—who could handle this. Someone who could succeed where we’d failed.
 
   “Perhaps,” Dom said, but he didn’t sound convinced.
 
   “If it gets any worse, this could be bad, Dom—like, extinction-level bad.”
 
   “After everything we’ve learned from the members of the board, I believe that is precisely the point of all this.” Heru had learned from Scott, the youngest member of the Ouroboros board, that the Senate paid him half a billion dollars and promised him immortality if he arranged for the release of ten infected humans and planted them in major cities across the country. He’d only made it to seven by the time we shut down his base of operations, the lab in SoDo.
 
   I shook my head, feeling defeated. “I just don’t get it. Why would the Senate do this? How could they? It’s just so . . . so wrong.” What good was Heru’s war now when all he was fighting for was a crumbling world?
 
   “I wish I had an answer for you, little sister.”
 
   “I don’t,” I said. “That would mean your mind is just as twisted as theirs are.” I inhaled deeply, then sighed. “The number of people who are going to die . . .” Even thinking about it twisted my stomach into knots. “I wish there was something I could do. Anything.” I’d never felt more useless in my life.
 
   “There is something you can do,” Nik said from some ways behind me.
 
   I straightened and twisted around on the driftwood, spotting him at the mouth of the trail leading to the beach through the woods. “Shouldn’t you be with Mari right now?” The two had been working together so closely for the past couple of days that I’d barely seen him, even though we’d both been in and out of the basement laboratory the whole time.
 
   Nik strolled the rest of the way to my driftwood bench and sat beside me. “I’m right where I should be.”
 
   My cheeks warmed, and I hated my stupid heart for the little flutter it gave. I averted my gaze, staring down at the tiny rocks near my boots rather than risking meeting Nik’s pale eyes.
 
   “The way I see it, we’ve got two options.”
 
   “Oh?” I thumbed the cuff of my leather sleeve.
 
   “Either we let all the humans die, and that’s it,” he said. “Game over.”
 
   I raised my eyes to meet his. “Or?”
 
   Nik leaned in, like he was making sure he had my attention. It was pointless; he always had my attention. “Or,” he said, “we save as many of them as we possibly can before it’s too late.”
 
   “By turning them into Nejerets before the Cascade Virus kills them, you mean.” Which also meant “we” didn’t include me. I slouched, just a little, my gaze wandering back down to the rocky beach. “You and Mari, team awesome, saviors of humanity.” I gave an unenthusiastic fist pump. “Go you.”
 
   Nik guffawed. “Not exactly, Kitty Kat.” He bumped my shoulder with his. “I was thinking of you and me, actually. Figured, with your gateways and my control over At, nothing’s stopping us from taking this show on the road.” He pulled something out of the pocket of his jeans. When he uncurled his fingers, one of the At marbles containing a sliver of Heru’s ba rested on his hand. “We’ve already got an endless supply of ba, and if we went from hospital to hospital, we could make a serious dent in the spread of CV.”
 
   Eyes wide, I looked at him. “But—but what about Mari? You made a deal.” That deal was the only reason Garth was going to live. “You agreed to help her in her research.” I shook my head. “She can’t actually do anything without you there to complete the transfer.”
 
   “Lex can do it,” Nik said, shocking the hell out of me.
 
   I felt my eyes bug out. “She can? Since when?”
 
   “You’re not the only one who’s sheut is evolving and growing stronger.”
 
   I stared at him for a few more seconds, mouth hanging open. “So she can control At like you now?”
 
   Nik nodded lazily. “Says she’s been working on it for a while. Her abilities are pretty limited at this point, but she’s good enough to meet Mari’s needs.” He shrugged. “I think she’s looking forward to it, actually. It’ll give her something worthwhile to do . . . you know, a way to contribute to the cause even though the war keeps her stuck behind the walls here.”
 
   I couldn’t stop staring at Nik. As he spoke, it took all of my willpower not to jump up and do a spaztastic happy dance. I pressed my palms together and sandwiched my hands between my thighs. “So you’re serious,” I said, half-asking. “You really want to do this—save the world and all that?”
 
   Nik chuckled. “Maybe not the whole world.” He leaned in a few inches. “Maybe we can just start with the humans in Seattle and go from there.”
 
   “Deal,” I said, grinning as I offered him my fist. “So when do we start?” I was so tired of doing nothing that I was ready to start yesterday.
 
   He smirked and curled his fingers back around the At marble, raising his fist to bump knuckles. “How about now?”
 
    
 
    
 
   The end
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Thanks for reading! You’ve reached the end of Outcast (Kat Dubois Chronicles, #2). Kat’s story continues in Underground (Kat Dubois Chronicles, #3), out in February 2017. Kat also plays a big part in the Echo Trilogy, a completed series that’s available now! Read an excerpt from the first book, Echo in Time (Echo Trilogy, #1).
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EXCERPT FROM…
 
    
 
   ECHO IN TIME
 
   Echo Trilogy, book one
 
    
 
   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.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   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.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
 
    
 
   Lindsey Fairleigh lives her life with one foot in a book--as long as that book transports her to a magical world or bends the rules of science. Her novels, from post-apocalyptic to time travel and historical fantasy, always offer up a hearty dose of unreality, along with plenty of adventure and romance. When she's not working on her next novel, Lindsey spends her time walking around the foothills surrounding her home, planning her future farm, and trying out new recipes in the kitchen. She lives in the Pacific Northwest with her two furry feline writing assistants, Eva and Leo. www.lindseyfairleigh.com
 
    
 
  
  
 cover1.jpeg





images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg





