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      By the time they brought the demon sorceress to me on the fourteenth day of the sundering, the days had died and the night never ended. Manhattan was draped in darkness, and at its center, in what had once been a long-standing department store, I sat on a red throne made of glass and stone, courtesy of Seth and his sand.

      I had begun to wonder if the drone of worshippers would ever end when my High Priests dumped a seething, panting, snarling woman at the bottom of the dais.

      “We found her stirring up trouble in the snake pits, my lord,” Aika said. It didn’t surprise me that Aika had found trouble. In the two weeks since the sundering began and I revealed myself as once again awake, throngs of people had lined up to worship in my name, mostly out of fear. They all reeked of it. Aika was different. She didn’t look at me and see fear; she saw opportunity. I admired that in a mortal.

      I rose from my throne and walked to the edge of the dais. Hieroglyphs etched into the floor throbbed beneath my boots.

      “You snake-sucking worm.” Shukra tossed her head back and threw out a hand. Her special brand of diesel-tainted magic cracked outward with the speed and ferocity of a whip. I caught the invisible strike in my right hand without so much as blinking.

      Shukra did blink. Fear flashed across her face. She wore dark jeans patched with snakeskin and a jacket, equally armored with the skin of various dead creatures, including crocodile.

      The ceaseless murmuring from the countless rows of people kneeling and kissing the floor ended, allowing blessed silence to pour in.

      “Hello, sorceress.” I twisted my grip on her magic, like twisting a knife in a wound. Shu’s face crumpled in pain. I could do worse, so much worse. I had done worse in the last few weeks.

      She writhed, teeth gritted. Sweat broke out on her face. Confident she’d had a taste of the power I held over her, I opened my hand, freeing her magic, and crouched at the top of the steps, bringing me closer to her level.

      “What were you doing in my snake pits?” She must have timed her break-in with the snakes leaving to slither through the empty streets in search of food. Otherwise, she wouldn’t be alive to fling magic at me.

      “Looking for a new outfit?” she panted. Her gaze flicked up and her eyelashes fluttered. Doubt muddled her expression. She wondered if she had ever known me, if I could have lied to her for so long. And she wondered if there was anything left of Ace Dante. I saw it all in her tight sneer and hopeful eyes. Inside, her lightened soul shimmered. She’d clung to her recently acquired goodness.

      “Ace?” she whispered.

      My lips tucked into one cheek, tipping my smile sideways. “There is no one here by that name.”

      I straightened and regarded the few hundred prostrate figures in my congregation. There were more in the building busying themselves like worker ants. All watching and hoping I would protect them while their world crumbled to dust.

      “This sorceress is not the first to break into my temple,” I said, raising my voice. Fear quivered through the people. They trembled like lambs. “It is time I sent a message to those foolish enough to oppose Seth and me.”

      My gaze settled on the four priests awaiting my orders. Dressed head to toe in black, they each bore the mark of a golden snake-headed jackal on their sleeves: Apophis. There was power in my name, and now it was everywhere, spreading into the nightmares of the people who had seen Seth’s storm coming.

      Aika lifted her chin, admiration and pride bright in her gaze. She had brought me the sorceress, earning my favor. “Take her to the killing room,” I told the priestess.

      “Wait. What?” Shukra babbled. The priests scooped her up. “Ace? Wait! You… you… This isn’t right.” She struggled, but the priests murmured words to subdue Shukra’s magic. Words and power I had given them. “You said it would work—”

      I waved a hand, cutting her off, and turned to my throne. “Cut out her tongue.”

      “Ace! Ace, no! This isn’t you. You know this isn’t you!”

      Settling back on my throne, I leaned back and watched—detached. Aika freed a dagger from her belt. The others drove Shukra to her knees and held her there.

      Aika tossed the dagger’s sheath aside. “Kur Apophis.”

      Unseen power woke from the hieroglyphs covering the floor and walls, summoned by Shukra’s fear and the promise of worship. My power. The chanting started up again, the words grinding against my skull and shaving off pieces of my thoughts.

      Shukra stilled at the sight of the dagger. A priest yanked her head back and cupped her face. Another forced her mouth open.

      “Kur Apophis, kur Apophis, kur Apophis, Rurd uk sra Dord,” the voices chanted. For Apophis, Lord of the Dark.

      Shukra’s wide eyes locked on me. Her throat bobbed as she swallowed. Hatred heated her gaze, hatred and regret. Like so many others, she had trusted me.

      “Kur Apophis, kur Apophis!” The chanting grew louder. My power filled the air like rich spices on the tongue. It buzzed across my skin, electrifying, strengthening. It felt good to be worshipped. I had spent too long in the dark, too long forgotten. Nameless no more.

      And there Shukra was, on her knees, beaten. The demon sorceress with a good soul. An intriguing contradiction. I had always wanted her under my control, hadn’t I?

      Aika positioned herself in front of Shukra and lifted the dagger. “Kur Apophis!”

      My power thrummed. The chanting thundered. Hieroglyphs glowed all around, their song beating in time with my black heart.

      “Wait,” I said.

      It all stopped. The noise, the fevered worship, the thrum of power.

      Aika obeyed—she always obeyed—and lowered the dagger, though it was clear from her parted lips that the priestess hungered for violence.

      I leisurely descended from the dais and approached my priests. “This sorceress and I have history. It would be remiss of me to allow another to take my spoils.” I caught Shukra’s chin and held her still. She trembled at my touch, but not from fear. Rage scorched the air between us. “I have not forgotten how you betrayed me, Shukra. How you spied on me for my enemy, Osiris.” A snarl tugged at my lips, and I let it come. “Take her to my chamber.”

      Defiance stalled Aika. She had the dagger in her hand and wanted to hurt Shukra, to make good on her promise of worship, and I’d taken that away.

      “You will have your chance to take your reward,” I told her. “Until then, the sorceress is mine and not to be harmed by any other.”

      “Yes, Apophis.” Aika bowed her head and sheathed her blade. She yanked Shukra to her feet and manhandled her out of the room.

      Whispers filled the air. Kur Apophis, kur Apophis, kur Apophis. They hissed around me like sand over stone, and it plucked at my patience. I swung my attention to the worshippers on their knees, all of them with their eyes cast to the floor. Anger simmered through my veins, heated by the power their worship summoned. I could kill them all with a click of my fingers and they would thank me for it. My gaze traveled on and came to rest on the empty red throne.

      You know this isn’t you.

      More than darkness.

      I left the throne room, my strides even. Can’t run. People fell to their knees in front of me, toppling like dominoes. Don’t run. I climbed the motionless escalator two steps at a time and brushed by those who gasped at my passing. Kur Apophis, they proclaimed. For Apophis. For Apophis. For Apophis. Power crawled across my skin. Shake it off. Don’t run.

      “Apophis.” Aika stepped in front of the door to my room, blocking the entrance or my escape. I wasn’t sure which. “The sorceress is subdued.”

      Another priest loitered nearby. I ignored him and moved to sweep Aika aside.  “Good.”

      She stood firm. “My lord, I…” I narrowed my eyes at the priestess. She didn’t flinch. She rarely did. She held my gaze, her eastern eyes sharp and clear and penetrating. “I am at your service, always. Please, I… Would you allow me to watch?”

      The snarl was exactly what she’d expected, but she’d expected it for all the wrong reasons. I locked my hand around her throat and pinned her to the wall. Power slithered down my back, raw and intoxicating. I loosened my grip but didn’t back off. Aika glared, so fierce, so devoted. She would kill the ones she loved at a single word from me. I touched her face, wondering how much pressure it would take to crush her skull. No, no, no… not me. Not me.

      You know this isn’t you.

      More than darkness.

      I hooked my thumb into the corner of her mouth, tilted my head as though I might kiss her, and whispered across her lips, “You walk a fine line, priestess.”

      The additional power the worshippers had summoned in me seeped from my skin and over her. She couldn’t see the black tendrils edged in fiery embers. It looked like the night, if the night burned. Aika gasped, and her eyes unfocused. Her pupils expanded, and her body slumped in my arms. Godstruck.

      We were being watched. I was always being watched. I handed Aika’s limp body off to the High Priest who had been observing. They were everywhere, hiding in corners, feeding on my scraps like damn roaches.

      I pressed a hand to my chamber door. “I am not to be disturbed.”

      The priest bowed his head. “Of course, my lord.”

      He hurried down the hallway, Aika drifting beside him, thoughts lost to my thrall.

      My chamber had once been part of a furniture showroom. The room had been cleared of sales stock, with only the grandest pieces of furniture remaining. Among the vast dressers, sprawling leather couches, and long oak tables stood a huge four-poster bed. Not an old wooden monstrosity. This was a modern, wrought-iron piece. The iron filigrees had been modified since my arrival and now curled into fanged snakes and scorpions, their stingers sharp. Strung to one such post was Shukra.

      Aika had gagged the sorceress, but I didn’t need to hear her speak to know her thoughts. Her fury was palpable. Narrow-eyed and silent, she watched me approach.

      I yanked her gag down.

      “You can let me down now,” she blurted. “Osiris’s balls, I almost believed that bitch was going to cut out my tongue. If anyone is taking body parts around here, it’s me.” She pulled on the nylon rope binding her wrists to the bedpost. “So… get with the freeing.”

      “No.”

      “No?” She dragged out that little word. “What do you mean, no?”

      With her lightened good soul, she was almost back to her original state, before her power and wrong choices corrupted her soul. Almost human. But not quite. Shukra would always be a potent creature, made of old power, made to manipulate. Our curse had broken. She was no longer bound to my soul, but she was still my enemy. That hadn’t changed. Shukra had spied on me for Osiris for centuries. She could be here now to do the same.

      “C’mon, don’t tell me you believe your own camel shit?” Her lip curled. “Oh, Lord Apophis, may I lick your feet?” Her dark eyes sparked. “Let me down.” But a chip of fear broke off the end of her command. “I’m here, just like we planned. It took a bit longer, but we didn’t know Seth would cover Manhattan in sand. Now that you’re in his favor and I’m here as back-up, you can cut me down. Let’s get the boy. That’s what all this is about… getting close to ol’ Red Eyes and taking the kid. The lies you told everyone, it was all for this. They hate you, yah know. They all hate you, especially Cat. I had to stop her from coming in here like a shifter wrecking ball—”

      My withered heart stuttered. “Cat’s alive?”

      “Yes.” Shukra had been there, watching from the roof as we had planned, when I’d driven Alysdair into Cat’s chest. She had witnessed me kill the shifter. “You’re lucky she has a few lives. You’ll wish you weren’t so lucky when she catches up with you. She doesn’t know you were only meant to put on a show and cut her up a bit.”

      I turned my back on Shu and paced to a ridiculously long dresser. My reflection shimmered in the three angled mirrors, eyes golden, their edges burned to ash. How could I have only cut her with Seth watching? I had to make it look believable. The Twelve Gates had taught me that Cat could survive almost anything, but I hadn’t known for sure. Cat had survived. That was… good.

      “She believes your act. Believes every word. Not just her. Cujo does too. You should hear the names he calls you. I’ve picked up a few new ones and encouraged some more—”

      “Did you get them out?” Back when I’d been looking for Chuck and Nile in Allentown, I had told her to keep Cujo safe, to keep him and his family away from New York and away from me, but things had been different then. I’d been different. Only a few weeks had passed. In my reflection, embers danced down my cheek like tiny lightning strikes, then disappeared beneath my skin. Much had changed since Allentown.

      “They’re not in Midtown,” she replied, careful to stay vague.

      Cat was alive and Cujo was safe. That was good, wasn’t it? I should care. Why then was there only emptiness where I should feel relief? The emptiness, the dark… those things crowded in closer and closer. In the never-ending stretch of eternity, these people meant nothing. They were specks of light in an endless sky. A night sky I controlled.

      “Ace,” Shukra persisted, adding a warning to the way she said my name. “Stop this madness.”

      “Cukkomd,” I uttered. The word instantly gripped her and then released when I didn’t follow up with a command. Our curse was gone. That left her vulnerable to the gods, to me. But while there was sport in compelling people, Shukra was different. Compelling Shukra felt like cheating. “Be careful with your words, sorceress.”

      “Just when I think you can’t disappoint me anymore, you outdo yourself.”

      I turned, folded my arms, and eyed the sorceress. “Tell me everything you know about what is happening outside of Manhattan.”

      “I don’t think I will.” A dark eyebrow arched in direct challenge.

      “I can compel you, but I’m sure we’d both prefer that didn’t happen.”

      “Come over here”—she jerked her chin—“and put your hand in my right pocket.”

      I smiled. What trickery was she conjuring? Her spells couldn’t hurt me.

      “Are you too afraid of a little sorceress?” Shukra returned my smile and shifted her hips, angling her pants pocket closer. “I’m not going to throw magic around. I’m trapped in your stronghold, surrounded by your priests. Believe it or not, my self-preservation instincts are intact.”

      To hesitate gave her power and allowed her to think I feared her. I approached. After weeks on that throne, her games were welcome.

      “Right pocket,” she urged.

      Her gaze tracked mine as I sank a hand into her pants pocket. My fingers touched something warm and metal. I scooped it out and opened my hand. An innocuous golden band sat in my palm. “What is this?”

      “A ring. When you asked me to take your memories, you also asked me to hide that ring from you.”

      A ring. A wedding ring. Mine.

      “You do remember Bastet?” Shu asked.

      The goddess I had killed. Alysdair had eaten her soul. Her eyes had been sorry, but sorry for her or sorry for me? This band symbolized her marriage to Ace Dante. When I’d told the sorceress to take my memories, I had asked her to hide the ring. Having it here, back with me now… It weighed more in my hand than it should. It seemed as though it should be important.

      “I thought you might like it back,” Shukra was saying.

      “Why?”

      “To remind you that you weren’t always an epic asshole. Well, actually, you were, but you tried to be a decent asshole. Now you’re just a god in love with the idea of himself, just like all the others.” Shukra’s gaze searched mine, looking for the truth. “You sided with Seth as a ruse to get close and bring him down from the inside, not to make everything worse. We need you to be Ace Dante. I need you to be that thorn in my side again.”

      Ace Dante. The man made of lies. A disguise for the nightmare inside.

      “Then you’ll be waiting for a long time.” I closed my hand around the wedding band. When I opened it again, ash settled against my palm. “Ace Dante was an illusion.”

      “You’re the lie! You’re the—”

      “Seramca!”

      Silenced, the sorceress’s glare burned hot.

      I blew the ash from my hand into her face. “Ash is all that’s left of the man’s life. The sooner you accept your situation, the longer you’ll live.” I strode to the door and opened it to find two priests waiting. They both had Seth’s name in hieroglyphs branded into their necks. I stepped outside the room, forcing them back a step. They lifted their chins and sent their gazes over my shoulder and through the door to where Shukra thrashed against the bedpost.

      “Yes?” I hissed. Cockroaches everywhere. No, not cockroaches. Scorpions. Spies. These two had listened through the door and absorbed every word to take back to Seth.

      “The Lord of Red requests your presence.”

      For a moment, I considered yanking out their souls and turning their earthly bodies to ash, but these men were little more than Seth’s puppets. My rage wasn’t for them.

      Turning my back on the spies, I closed the door, catching Shukra’s glare. Believe, I tried to convey with my expression. Trust in the lie. Her eyes widened in the last second. Trust me. I closed the door on her. She would know. She would understand. All this was only as real as I made it, and I was very, very good at pretending. Hand in my pocket, I slipped the ring onto my middle finger and closed my hand into a fist around it. Shukra was right. I needed it. The ash had been a trick. Misdirection.

      Seth’s priests observed every second I delayed.

      “If anyone so much as passes over this threshold,” I warned. “I will have their souls. Do you understand?”

      The men stiffened at my tone. “We worship the Lord of Red. We do not answer to y—”

      I caught the chatty priest’s shirt lapels and yanked him off his feet. “I don’t care if you’re fucking Ra reborn, nobody gets through this door!” He saw how veins of fire ate at my irises, and in the dark of my pupils, he saw the end of the world. I knew because I saw it every time I looked in the mirror. And sure enough, the men suddenly reeked of fear.

      “K-kur Apophis,” he stammered.

      The other dropped to a knee and bowed his head. “Forgive us, lord.”

      I planted Chatty back on his feet and straightened his collar. “I’ll be sure to convey my pleasure at your devotion to the Lord of Red.”
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      Trust in the lie.

      Those words had become my curse and my salvation. Trust in the lie. Trust in the lie. Trust in the lie. Four little words were all that remained of my control. Without them, I would have crumbled like the Manhattan streets I now walked through. Crumbled and devoured until I could devour no more.

      Sand had buried the sidewalk and piled high against storefront windows. It poured into doorways, buckling buildings under its weight. Sand ate at all the edges, all the lines of modern New York, aging the city beyond its years. In the slouching high-rises, I saw echoes of Egypt’s ruins.

      Osiris had been right. This world was weak. It had no defense against the might of the gods. Infrastructure had fallen in hours. Power, communications, all of it had blinked out beneath Seth’s raging storm. Manhattan belonged to the old gods. The city’s carcass, the first of many, belonged to me.

      Have its remains, Seth had said. A gift to seal our partnership and a promise of more cities to come. Now, ash rained from the sky and settled among the sand. Snakes the length of buses and scorpions larger than cars invaded the old buildings —all from mu moka, drawn out of their slumber by my risen power.

      A thousand hidden eyes watched me pass. Ash stirred under my boots and swirled around the ankle-length coat I’d taken from a rack back in my department store temple. Power hummed across my skin, tickling the fine hairs on my arms and down my neck. And this was just the beginning. If I allowed it, I could continue the charade until it was real. I’d be a god sitting atop a throne made of dead worlds. I’d done it before. History had no memory of those worlds because I’d swallowed them out of existence. But I was tired. So tired of seeing the End in my eyes. So tired of the ash and the dark. Change was necessary.

      A god cannot change.

      Watch me.

      Alysdair—the Eye of Ra—hummed a warning against my back, and up ahead, standing in the center of what had once been the bustling Times Square, stood Seth. The Lord of Red had left the desert storm on the outskirts of the city, but that didn’t reduce his presence. Dull red armor—the color of dried blood—absorbed what little light seeped through the clouds. He’d slicked back his scarlet hair. His eyes burned as crimson as a dying sun. Seth had once conspired to kill Osiris, and he would have succeeded if not for Isis’s intervention. Seth and I, we agreed on much.

      I stopped at the edge of a curb, careful not to step down into the layer of sand. I’d seen how quickly his sands could strip flesh from bone.

      Sand spilled in waterfalls from windows and over cracked television screens, reminiscent of blood. Its constant hiss reminded me of the snakes gathering in the basement below my building. Until the rivers run red. I barred my thoughts from my face and pinned a lopsided smile there instead.

      “How fares the boy?” Seth asked, turning away from the desolation to focus on me. He had taken to speaking English, though his voice held an exotic, alien accent that lifted the end of each word. He had said he found it amusing to converse with military generals in their own language before his storm sucked up their fighter jets and tanks and spat them out as wreckage.

      As far as I knew, nuclear weapons weren’t yet on the table, probably because nobody wanted to be the one to wipe Manhattan off the map. The bones of the city were still here. It could still be saved. I hadn’t given up on it yet.

      Trust in the lie.

      “The boy is… difficult,” I replied. The hissing sands soaked up my words, killing any echo.

      “Mmm…” Seth’s attention wandered away from me along the hollow building facades. “His mind is human, is it not? Have you lost your finesse for breaking minds, Apophis?”

      “A broken mind will not yield how the weapon he was building works.”

      “Then try different means. His mother, the girl, where is she?”

      Hiding, hopefully.

      He waved a hand, grasping at Chuck’s name. “Use her to incentivize him.”

      “My spies are uncertain. Though I now have the demon sorceress and intend to find out.”

      Seth didn’t know Chuck was my daughter. Just Nile, Cat, and Cujo knew that—all of them mortal. All easily breakable should pressure be applied. Since Nile was my charge, I controlled what information escaped him. Hopefully, Shukra had hidden Cujo well. Cat was Cat. She would keep the truth close for the girl’s sake, not for me.

      My thoughts tripped. Cat’s alive.

      I’d given up trying to save my soul. What did the death of a shifter mean to a worldkiller? But to hear those words, to know she had survived—it helped me cling on and acted as a reminder that this act wasn’t yet me. Cat rightly hated me. They all did. But they were alive to hate. So far, no matter what it looked like on the outside, my lies had worked.

      “Is something distracting you from your task?” Seth inquired as he came closer. Sands shifted between us, opening a path for the god.

      Thoughts of Cat slipped through my fingers. “What could distract me?” I lifted a hand and let the falling ash settle in my palm. “This is what I am made to do. But I find I am… bored by it all.”

      “Bored by victory?” Seth bristled. “I can only travel as far as the worship allows. This land is not the old world. My name is new on this American soil. But they whisper it. And the whispers grow. I will have more—”

      “Is it your name they whisper?” My smile ticked up.

      Kur Apophis. Kur Apophis. Kur Apophis. Oh, I could hear the whispers, hear their numbers growing. Seth was formidable, but it was my name the people of this world truly feared. Word was spreading. The End of All Things had awoken. And I was hungry.

      Soul Eater. Liar. Thief. Godkiller. Devourer of Worlds. Lord of the Dark. All Seth had was his sand, and by his faltering glare, the god was beginning to feel the strain of keeping his storm churning.

      “You should rest and regroup,” I suggested, knowing exactly how it sounded.

      “I have no intention of stopping.” He smoothed back a few strands of hair that had fallen forward over his eyes.

      Good. While he pursued his reign here, he wasn’t watching Duat, where I had no doubt Osiris and Anubis were rallying. Seth couldn’t fight a war in two worlds. While he pushed forward in one, he had to withdraw from the other.

      “I will deal with the boy,” I told him. “While he is restrained, the weapon is useless.”

      Seth’s eyes narrowed to slits. He attempted to cut his glare in deep, but he met my soul-eater glare and looked away. “Perhaps you should join me on the storm front, Apophis? Let the humans see the nightmare they worship.”

      If I went to the storm front, as I had in the early days of this new sundering, I might not come back. To be worshipped by tens of thousands—tens of millions… It would be too much power, too much of a temptation. “If I abandon Manhattan, Osiris will move in.”

      “We have heard no word of Osiris—”

      “I killed Isis.” My grin was real. The memory of killing Isis was a fine one and strong enough to send a throb of power through me. “His madness will ensure he strikes, and soon.” Alysdair hummed pleasantly against my back. The sword and I were in agreement. Isis hadn’t needed to die for my plan to work, but by Sekhmet, I had lusted after her death for centuries, and I’d be damned if it hadn’t felt glorious to drive Alysdair through her rotten, twisted heart. Godkiller.

      Seth bowed his head. My argument was solid, but it wouldn’t hold for long. He would expect me to show my face to the masses. No true god shunned worship.

      “I suspect my brother is in Duat,” Seth said, “rallying his forces. If you are bored in this realm, perhaps you should visit Osiris there?”

      “Perhaps I will,” I replied, my smile a slippery thing. I did need to return. I needed to do many things, but it all had to fall into place in the right order, or this elaborate charade of mine would collapse. First, Nile had to talk. I needed that weapon, if those markings he’d drawn were indeed intended to create a weapon.

      “Until the rivers run red.” I turned my back on Seth, his glare burning through Alysdair and into my spine. A shudder threatened, but I walked through it until the weight of the god’s stare had vanished. A glance over my shoulder confirmed so had he.
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      Nile had been picking at the window locks, probably using the fork that now lay innocently across the kitchen. My priests had cleared the room of anything he could use as a weapon. All that remained of the department store kitchens were the stainless-steel work surfaces and chipped tile floor.

      I raised a brow at the window and the kid sitting on the drainer. He flicked his gaze up and then lowered it again, staring at a spot on the floor. His floppy hair hung over his eyes, and his jaw was set in an all too familiar Osiris-like picture of indifference. The slave cuff I’d locked on his wrist glinted, a reminder that he wasn’t going anywhere without my permission.

      “Even if you do pry that window open and escape, there’s nowhere to go,” I said.

      He scratched at his cheek. “I’d be away from you.”

      “That cuff means my spellwords will reach you wherever you are. Plus, I have eyes all over this city. How far do you think you will get?” I leaned against a countertop opposite him and folded my arms.

      “I will escape.” He looked up. “And I’ll tell them everything.”

      I assumed “them” meant Chuck and Cujo, and now Cat. “Go ahead. There’s nothing you can say that they don’t already think they know.”

      He shook his head and absently rubbed at the cuff, his frustration showing. Had I tied him up, had I tortured him or broken into his mind and compelled him as Seth had suggested, Nile would have known exactly what to think of me. But I had done none of those things. I had given him to Seth, but my priests attended to him day and night. His every whim was answered. All but freedom. That I could not give him.

      “Tell me about the weapon you were crafting in the train depot in Allentown.”

      He laughed at the demand, the same one he had heard day after day for two weeks.

      Nile looked like a normal teenage boy on the outside. But his power was potent, a heady mix of Osiris’s Life and Thoth’s truth-telling soul. And then there was a little of me inside his genetic makeup, which was probably where the attitude came from. Chuck, his mother—my daughter—had the same talent.

      Nile had seen through all the lies in me. A god-child, but human, which condensed his power into a mortal lifetime, hence its potency. He had been constructing something when Osiris had taken him. Shortly after, I’d snatched him from Osiris and delivered him to Seth as a gift. Seth had no interest in the boy beyond what his brother was planning. And so here we were. I had no intention of hurting Nile, but I’d come too far to have my plans fail because of one stubborn kid.

      “People are dying while you cling to your silence,” I told him.

      “Stop killing them, then.”

      “I’m not—” I interrupted myself and eyed the closed kitchen door. Always listening. “You know I could compel the answers out of you.”

      He shot me a fiery glare. “No, I don’t know that. If you could, you would have already. So lay it on me, Granddaddy.” He threw his arms wide and smiled triumphantly when I didn’t move.

      On the street, when I’d handed him over to Seth, I had silenced him and his magic with a word. The compulsion hadn’t held for long. He didn’t know it, but any godly compulsion would slip off him in minutes, even with the cuff on his wrist. He was godly enough to resist compulsions. But a lot of damage could be done in a few minutes. Both Osiris and Seth could wreck Nile’s mind in that time. I had saved the ungrateful teen from them, but if he didn’t talk soon, he would leave me with little choice but to hand him over to Seth.

      I sighed. “What I saw, the markings you were creating, together they looked like a summons or a way to focus power. But why that building? Why that location?”

      “Everything you’ve said has been a lie. If I answer, how do I know you won’t tell Seth, huh?”

      I didn’t answer. My words would carry too far.

      He hopped down off the countertop and swaggered up to me, getting in my face. “There’s a darkness in you. You can’t hide it from me. You can keep me here forever. I’ll never tell you what you want to know.”

      “This world doesn’t have forever.” I shoved him back, adding too much of a push behind it. He stumbled against the counter. “I am more than darkness.”

      More than darkness. Bastet had been right when she had said those words all those months ago. Whether she had truly known me or sensed something out of place, she’d known enough. I’d killed her. I’d wanted to kill her. But that was not all of me. It couldn’t be, or I would have shredded the kid’s mind by now.

      I used my thumb to rub at the ring on my finger. There was still a long way to go. None of this was over yet. But it would be. History was crowding in. I could feel it building like Seth’s storm. Something was coming, and the kid knew all the answers.

      Nile’s glare flickered, doubt briefly undermining his hatred and fear. He caught the glimmer from my ring. “How is it I see both lies and truth in you?” he asked, quieter now. “Tell me that.”

      I pushed off the counter and straightened, looking down at the kid as he searched my eyes for that elusive truth. “You will talk. And when you do, we had all better hope it’s to me. Summon me once you decide I’m right.”

      As predicted, the door swung open as I approached, and an eager priest—a young woman charged with attending to Nile—stood on the other side. She bowed her head as I passed.

      She had heard every word.

      Aika waited in the hall. Behind her, dull hieroglyphs throbbed to life along the walls. The effect beat at my mind. A familiar electrical charge crackled across my skin.

      Aika had steel in her gaze, likely because I’d reduced her to a salivating slave. Any other priest would have delighted in the abundance of power I’d shared. She bowed her head, letting me pass, her silence loud. She followed close as I swept through various abandoned floors and up the escalator to the living, breathing parts of the department store. Power lapped at my skin and sang at the back of my mind, joining Alysdair’s pleasant humming. Inside the temple, I was at my strongest, but also at my weakest. Temptation throbbed through my veins. The ages-old need to take, to own, to devour, to be exactly the thing I pretended to be.

      As we walked, Aika’s silence stretched.

      “Your life before, what was it like?” I asked.

      Her court shoes clicked against the floor. “I worked in law.”

      “A lawyer?”

      “Yes. Corporate.”

      “You were good at your career?”

      “I protected the interests of my employers.”

      Her ruthless efficiency would have been considered an asset. I had no trouble envisaging Aika addressing a courtroom on behalf of faceless corporations. It was her job to root out holes in testimony. Her mind would be turning over mine.

      “Is something distracting you?” I asked. Before she could answer, a young man I didn’t recognize appeared from a side door, swept in, and handed me a glass. I sniffed its contents. Wine? I arched a brow. Gifts from my followers weren’t unusual and ranged from abandoned trinkets found in the ash to art and weapons. Wine was a new one.

      The man bowed low. “While out on their rounds, your scouts discovered a container by the pier carrying imported wines. This one is from Italy. It says it was made with only the finest—”

      I handed the glass to Aika. “Any vodka?”

      “Er…” He lifted his head and quickly dropped it again. “I… I wasn’t told… Vodka?”

      “Never mind.” I waved him off. “Share the wine among yourselves. I only drink vodka.”

      “Yes, lord.” He rapidly blinked and ducked my gaze, likely relieved he had survived the encounter.

      The second his flickering gaze caught mine again, I added, “And souls.”

      “Yes, lord…” Back he went toward the door, shoes scuffing.

      I zeroed in on his glare and probed inside his soul, finding it dark. “Yours looks sweet.”

      His throat bobbed and he froze, a deer caught in the headlights. He didn’t look up, knowing if he did, I might see all the sins inside his soul.

      Aika watched it all with professional detachment and unassuming silence. Motionless, she almost blended into the background. That was where her danger lay. She saw and heard everything. As much as I’d enjoyed the challenge of having her around, the game was coming to an end, but on my terms. For my next move, I needed her occupied elsewhere.

      I approached the little man. In his early twenties, he was still dressed as though he might drop by the office later. Up close, creases and tears spoiled the illusion that nothing had changed. I wondered, briefly, if he had a family somewhere or if Seth’s sands had taken them.

      “What is your name?”

      “Tim… Timothy, lord.” Tremors traveled through him.

      “Apophis?” Aika bowed her head and lifted the glass. “This wine is not what it appears.” She lifted the glass to her nose and sniffed. Her brow tightened.

      “Wait!” Tim dropped to his knees.

      “Where did you get this?” Aika handed the glass back to me, her glare locked on Tim.

      I sniffed at its contents again. Wine was wine, wasn’t it? I never had cared for anything I couldn’t reliably ignite before drinking. “Raqaor.” Reveal. The glass cracked and a dart of pain sparked across my palm. On reflex, my fingers opened, and the glass shattered at my feet. Red wine fanned across the floor. I could taste it now, the delicate hint of power in the air. A curse. And I recognized its source.

      Blood welled in the wound. I closed my fingers on it and watched it dribble into the mess at my feet. Timothy had sealed his fate. Between one moment and the next, I’d dissolved into a furious cloud of embers and crossed to the quivering Tim. The man grunted in fear when I wrapped a hand made of smoke around his neck. By the time I had him pinned against the wall, I was solid again, but my skin continued to burn and crumble, and ash rained around me.

      “Osiris sent you!”

      “N-no… No, lord. No! I didn’t know. Someone else gave it to me. I was told to bring it to you. I didn’t know!”

      “You’re new?” I asked.

      He nodded fast. He wouldn’t have known an unfamiliar face among the attendants. Someone had singled him out to deliver the glass, a glass designed to do more had I drunk from it.

      I smiled. Osiris had been learning his wife’s slippery ways.

      Dropping Tim, I stepped back. He fell forward onto his hands and knees, cowering, muttering, begging.

      I needed to send a message to Osiris, one he couldn’t ignore.

      “Have him hung, drawn, and quartered. He is not to die.”

      Tim froze.

      Aika dipped her chin. “Yes, my lord. I will oversee it personally.”

      “W-what?” Tim asked. “What does that mean?”

      “Display his body somewhere public. Let it be known that Osiris’s scorpions will be found and dealt with.”

      “I… W-what?” Tim stammered.

      “Seramca,” I hissed, silencing him.

      “Shouldn’t his screams be heard as a message to all?” Aika questioned. She had freed her dagger and was hungrily eyeing the spy.

      “No.” My palm throbbed and blood continued to drip-drip on the floor. “I must deal with the sorceress, and his wailing will be a distraction.”

      Aika dipped her head. “Kur Apophis.”

      Tim bolted. But Aika was fast. She threw the knife. It punched home in the back of the man’s thigh, instantly bringing him down.

      I turned away and pushed his whimpering from my mind. “Let me know when it is done.”

      I made it to my chamber without running. It didn’t matter that I’d seen Tim’s dark soul; I had condemned a man to an arduous death. Part of me wanted it. A larger part didn’t want to care. But I did.

      The act had to continue. I couldn’t let it slip, not when everything was falling into place. Osiris had sent his opening gambit. I could make a move in return. Like so many others I’d tracked and killed during the sundering, Tim had paid a heavy price, but he wouldn’t be forgotten. Necessary sacrifices. Cat had been one, and there would be others before this was over.

      I fell inside my room and slammed the door behind me. Aika was occupied. My priests were elsewhere. For the first time in days, no one was watching me. Finally, I could speak with Shukra freely…

      But there wasn’t a sorceress tied to the bedpost. She had been there when I’d left.

      Movement to my right.

      I spun, a hand out and a spellword on my lips. An iron bar swooped toward my head. After that, I saw nothing at all.
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      The dull throbbing ache dragged me from unconsciousness, where I would have preferred to stay. Blood blurred my left eye, but I had enough sight in my right to see Shukra standing in front of me. She held the iron bar and beat it against her opposite palm. The crusted flakes falling off it were likely rust or blood. Shukra wasn’t a large woman, but she had put every muscle behind the earlier swing. I’d be feeling it for a while.

      I pulled on my wrists—snagged tight over my head and tied to the bedpost. They didn’t give.

      “How’d you like that, Acehole?” She smirked.

      I couldn’t reply or utter any spellwords around the rag stuffed into my mouth. Simple enough to escape, I thought, but as I tried to shift into ash, nothing happened.

      Shukra’s dark eyebrow arched. “You left your little box behind. I studied it and picked out the hieroglyphs similar to those the witches used to trap you. I figured the markings on the box could trap more than your memories. Oh look, I was right.” She pointed down and drawled, “Like always.”

      She’d scratched hieroglyphs into the dusty floor. I was bound and silenced, and at any second, Aika might enter the room. If the priests saw me trussed up and at Shukra’s mercy, my game of lies would be over.

      “Youhavetoletmego,” I said, but it came out as indecipherable bundle of grunts.

      “I’m gonna tell you a story.” She tilted her head. “There once was a soul eater. Most everyone hated the self-centered, sanctimonious, hypocritical reptile. But the soul eater had a clever, deadly, and devilishly beautiful sorceress cursed to his black soul. For five hundred years, the soul eater fought against the asshole gods, and all the while, the magnificent sorceress stood valiantly beside him.”

      I narrowed my eyes. This wasn’t helping, and I already knew how the story ended. Plus, that wasn’t how I remembered our shared past. The devilishly clever sidekick had been a vicious, condemned demon, but sure, we’d stick with magnificent so long as she would cut me down at the end of her tale.

      “The gods assumed he was just a stupid, no-name soul eater. And sometimes, even he thought the same. But when the end of the world came and the Lord of the Desert rose, the soul eater had a plan because, you see”—Shukra approached, looking me dead in the eye—“he was not just a soul eater. Turns out he was the Baddest of the Bad and the gods were in for one hell of a wake-up call.” She stopped close enough for me to see the purple specks of power in her eyes. “He confided in his brilliant sorceress and told her to keep his friends safe while he infiltrated the Desert Lord’s world with lies. His sexy and dashing counterpart told him it was too risky, that he would lose himself to the powerful memories, but he assured her his plan would work.”

      Shukra paused. Sometime during her tale, her smile had faded. Deep worry lines dug into her brow.

      “He forgot how she knew the sound of his lies. She tried to reach him in time, but the battlefront was bloody and her friends were fragile humans who could die like flies. However, she courageously upheld her promise and kept the fragile humans safe, but in that time, the soul eater turned into everything they both feared. He had become the lie.”

      Trust in the lie. Trust in the lie. I glowered at her as hard as I could. If she took the rag out, I could at least explain that I had to keep up the act. “Iftheyseemelikethis…”

      She ignored me and continued with a dramatic drop in her tone. “He captured the noble sorceress, threatened to cut out her tongue, and left her tied to his bedpost.”

      I rolled my eyes. Shu, a damsel in distress? Nobody would believe that. Shukra slammed the edge of the bar under my chin and leaned in, crushing my windpipe. “Now I have a call to make,” she sneered. “Kill Apophis while I can and maybe save the world for all of ten minutes, right before Osiris or Seth claim it, or trust that somewhere behind all that godly glamor Ace Dante still lives.”

      Holding her glare revealed her light soul. Whatever she decided, I was proud of her. She had risen from the darkest depths to outshine the likes of me. There wasn’t any other condemned demon I would have wanted to spend the last five hundred years with.

      Her lips twisted and her eyes narrowed as though she was trying to see through all the embers in my eyes and into my soul. There wasn’t much light in there, but a flicker must exist. I was evidence that gods could change, even if my light only lasted a short while before the dark swallowed it.

      “Ugh, I’m going to regret this.” She yanked out the rag and backed up.

      I spat fibers and dirt to the side, opened my mouth to speak—

      “If you so much as utter something with power, I’ll ram this bar so far down your throat it’ll stake you to the floor.”

      “Love you too, Shukra.”

      She tilted her head again, studying my words. “Say something else.”

      “Did you bring vodka?”

      Her dark eyes darkened further and narrowed to cutting slits. “More.”

      I growled around a curse. “Cut me down before the priests overhear or, worse, before they see this…”

      Her smile twitched, and she dragged her glare up and down her quarry: me. “Do you remember that time I tied you to the railroad? I can’t remember what the point of it was, but I recall how I enjoyed every twist of the rope. I get all tingly just thinking about it. Oh, where was that? We were traveling out west—”

      “Shu! The priests!”

      She glanced at the door. “Don’t they worship you?”

      “Yes, and they’re everywhere. The second they realize I’ve been lying, their survival instincts will have them running to Seth, proclaiming their eternal devotion. I haven’t gotten answers out of the kid, and I’m not powerful enough to take down Seth—yet.”

      Her lips pouted and skewed sideways. She started beating the bar against her palm again, dark eyes glittering. “Can I at least hit you again? The first time was almost orgasmic.”

      “Cut. Me. Down.”

      She scrubbed out a few markings and reached up to untie the rope.

      The door creaked open.

      My human act collapsed, turning into a twisting column of ash that spiraled around Shu. She had a second to gasp and reach for her oily power, but before she and I could lock horns, I abandoned her and crossed the floor, slamming into the intruder.

      “I said… no interruptions.”

      A priest. One of many. I should have known his name but didn’t. With my hand under his jaw, I forced his head back, revealing the whites of his eyes.

      Blood dribbled into my eye. I’d forgotten to fix the wound Shu had given me. Hopefully the priest was too afraid to notice, because if word got back to Aika…

      Damn these fools.

      “Raoqa!” Leave!

      I scooped him up, shoved him out the door, and slammed it hard enough to crack the frame. Power simmered through me, crackling from ember to ember. I clamped my hands to my head, rebuilding the human act and all its facets. Souls howled, sands hissed, and my mind fractured. I couldn’t go on like this for much longer. Apophis was never meant to be worshipped. I wasn’t a god. I was something else, something to be feared, not admired. These fools and their devotion—they were stirring up their own monster and feeding it treats.

      “I believed,” Shukra quietly said. She sat on the edge of the bed, curiously watching me slot bits of myself back into being human. “I hate you right now.”

      I laughed and heard how the sound cracked, threatening to shatter. “I thought that was normal?” With a ragged sigh, I lifted my gaze to the sorceress. “By the gods, Shukra. You took your time getting here.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” she drawled with a snarky smile. “It must have been so difficult to lounge about on your throne all day and have all those stupid people massage your enormous ego.”

      “You have no idea.”

      She snorted. “Whatever. That little bitch-priestess was going to cut out my tongue. I am going to find her and cut off her toes, one by one, and then I’m going to make her watch while I eat them like popcorn.”

      Shukra was here. Finally, I could slip the act, if only for a few moments. My heart rate slowed and the weight of the world lifted from my shoulders. I could do this. I wasn’t alone any longer. Shu was here. The lies were still lies. They hadn’t become true. I was Apophis, but more.

      “Then I’m going to do the same with her fingers,” Shukra continued as she ran a hand through her knotted hair. “Her nipples too. I’ll wear those as earrings.”

      “You can’t.” I fell into a chair and dropped my head back, closing my eyes. Power rippled across my skin. Too much power. Too much temptation. But Shukra was here. Finally, Shukra was here. And that meant not everything was lost. “You can’t touch Aika. You can’t touch anyone. You’re to stay here and act the part until we can figure out a time to move. It’s the only way for now.”

      “Act like what?” I opened my eyes and frowned at Shu. She eyed the bed. “Your pet? Then kill me now because that’s never happening.”

      She had to understand. “The only reason you’re alive is because they think I’m torturing you.”

      “Your ridiculously sad puppy eyes already are.”

      “I’m not screwing around, Shu. If one single whiff of suspicion falls on me, then this is over and our plan might as well be ash. As far as anyone is concerned, I am Apophis. All those people worshipping me, the priests… One fuck-up and Seth will know I’m…” I hesitated, careful to lower my voice. Even speaking words of betrayal here was a risk I wasn’t ready to take. Too much was riding on my and Shu’s subterfuge.

      She huffed and looked around the room with renewed interest. “You had me fooled. I believed it. Everything. I really thought you were going to let her take my tongue…” She stopped, her thoughts catching up with her words. Her dark expression said it all. She had believed it because it was real.

      “I am Apophis,” I said, rising to my feet. “Sure, I’ve changed since hiding in Ace Dante, but the illusion is over. I am the End of All Things, and don’t think for one second I won’t turn on you and everyone here. I will, eventually. Which version of me do you think holds more sway? The five centuries of drunken bad boy, or the countless millennia as a world-ending monster?”

      She searched my eyes, saw the truth there, and nodded tightly. “Then I guess we’re lucky you’re on the good side.”

      Good? Could a demon sorceress and a mad anti-god really be good? The laughter threatened to bubble free again. “For now. But this…” I tossed a hand out, indicating the room, the building, and everything in it. “The more I’m worshipped, the more dangerous I become. We don’t have long.” I don’t have long, I added silently. “Tell me what’s happening outside Manhattan.”

      “Martial law throughout the US. Everything the military throws at the Red Storm doesn’t even penetrate it. Might as well be throwing sticks at tanks. It would be hilarious if the sand hadn’t swallowed so many people. People are panicking. It’s sad, really.” Her voice softened. “It’s all coming undone.”

      Not all of it. This was just the beginning. I was bringing the end. “How far has Seth reached?”

      “North Carolina. Into Iowa. Far.”

      Farther than I’d realized. Farther than I thought him capable of on his own. I needed Nile to talk. No more stalling. I would have to compel him if he didn’t give the information freely. This had gone on long enough.

      “There’s something else…” Shu began in her “oh, I forgot to mention how we’re all about to die” voice. “The scrolls Osiris had me deliver to people, they’re coming alive.”

      “Coming alive how?”

      “I don’t know how to describe it. They’ve rooted themselves in this world and started growing.”

      “Growing?”

      She reached for the right word. “Charging.”

      Osiris had had Shukra place those scrolls with various people for years, and each one was incredibly potent. I’d burned one after some kids had stumbled on it and used it as the anchor for their summoning spell. I had gotten a taste of its magic. Those scrolls weren’t mediocre magic. And that was before they’d somehow come alive. Osiris had a plan. Of course he did. He’d had a plan since the beginning, long before it became known who I was. Maybe because of who I was. The prophecy wasn’t about him. He’d been working all this time to make sure it came to pass, or at least line everything up. The scrolls, the boy, Shukra’s building. The only thing he hadn’t planned for was my releasing Seth.

      Shu added, “I should probably mention something else.”

      “Probably,” I drawled.

      “Osiris had me buy my building. And then he compelled me to paint a few hieroglyphs and cover them up with art to hide them.”

      I’d been in her apartment building. I’d seen her paintings. At the time, I’d looked for something suspicious but hadn’t found anything. But the paintings had been right there in plain sight. “How long has this been going on?”

      “A few years. I was going to tell you.”

      “When?”

      “Now.”

      “The end of the world is too late, Shu.”

      “Pfft, it’s not like you never had any secrets, Apophis.”

      I started to argue but stopped. What was done was done. Arguing over the past couldn’t change it. There was no going back, only forward.

      “Has he purchased other buildings?” I asked, wondering if Nile’s depot in Allentown belonged to Osiris. The kid probably didn’t know daddy owned it—considering their strained reunion—but Osiris had a way of manipulating from behind the scenes.

      “Don’t know. Probably. It’s connected. It must be.”

      Isis had once told me her husband never did anything without a reason. I was beginning to wonder if I had underestimated the son of a jackal. He had scrolls rooting themselves in this world and buildings scattered around the city. It sounded to me as though Osiris was setting up his final play.

      “This weapon… When Nile was building it in Allentown, I was introduced to his power, and it’s the same as Osiris’s. His power is life…” I said, thinking aloud.

      “Maybe it’s not a weapon at all?” she suggested. My laugh sounded like a growl. One of her eyebrows arched. “He’s a slithering lizard, I agree, but he’s also the God of Life and Rebirth. Why would he want a weapon that destroys?”

      I almost couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “Are we talking about the same Osiris?”

      “I’m just saying he could have a reason we aren’t seeing.”

      “Osiris? The same bastard who killed thousands to make this world bow down to him.”

      “Like you”—she circled her hand in the air—“right now?”

      “That’s…” I bit my tongue. Necessary, I wanted to say. Trust in the lie. Trustinthelie. I had to do these things. I had to make them all believe.

      She shrugged. “I’m just sayin’, if you look at all this from his point of view—”

      “No.”

      “Just hear me out, Acehole. Osiris didn’t slumber like the others. Instead, he stayed awake, and we all assumed he was just screwing around and slowly going insane alongside his delightful wife.” She stopped herself and frowned. “Where is the bitch-goddess? I expected her to be all over this.”

      “I have absolutely, positively no idea.”

      Her eyebrow arched higher, outing Isis’s absence and my denial together and coming up with the likely outcome. “I hope she tasted delicious.”

      “Revenge really is a dish best served cold, and they don’t come much colder than Isis’s heart.”

      She grinned her approval. “So Osiris stayed awake and kept Isis awake too. Why?”

      “Because…” I shrugged. “Because he didn’t want to be alone while he lived it up through the eons. He made Isis stay awake because he’s a selfish dick. They have this weird love/hate/murder relationship thing. I don’t care why, Shu.”

      “What if he stayed awake to guard his reign and, subsequently, this world?”

      “Osiris doesn’t do anything for anyone other than Osiris. Have you forgotten all the times he fucked with us? How about the time in London? Or better yet, do you remember Ontario when he had us raid that camp and kill all the settlers?”

      Shu’s cheek twitched and a flicker of fire ignited in her eyes before she blinked and snuffed it out. “I’m not saying he’s suddenly all light and goodness. What I am saying is that you don’t have to be all good to do good.”

      “What by Sekhmet are you trying to tell me? That Osiris is helping? That he’s suddenly the savior of New York and the world? What’s he saving it from? Himself?”

      She held my stare. “You.”

      “Me? Shu, I thought we established I’m trying to do the right thing here by stopping the gods from the inside.”

      “From the outside, it looks a lot like you’re part of the problem.”

      “Because I planned it that way. Do you think Seth would let me get close as the fool Ace Dante? We tried that in Luxor. It didn’t go down well.”

      “I know.” She got to her feet. “I know you, but nobody else does. You’ve kept it that way for centuries. Out there”—she pointed at the window—“ash rains from the sky and people lament your name. If I were Osiris, I’d be looking at the storm of ash and sand the size of several states and doing everything in my power to stop it. He doesn’t have to be good to want to stop you. He just has to want to survive the storm and stop you in time to pick up the pieces.”

      “I didn’t start this.”

      “You think anyone cares who started it?”

      I got to my feet and moved to the window. Outside, ash fluttered against the glass.

      “They’ll only care who finishes it,” Shukra continued. “And who do you think they’ll worship when Osiris stops the End of All Things?”

      “I never wanted to be worshipped,” I murmured. Red lightning forked across the sky, illuminating downtown. All the buildings looked like tombstones. “I didn’t want any of this. I just want it to end.”

      “All I’m saying is instead of fighting Osiris and assuming whatever he’s doing is bad, maybe you should—”

      “Finish that thought and I’ll cut out your tongue myself.”

      “Your hatred of Osiris is your weakness.”

      “I have no weakness. Have you forgotten who you’re talking to?”

      “You think I’m afraid of you? Come over here and try me—”

      “Seramca.” I’d whispered the spellword but that didn’t lessen its impact. Silence gripped Shukra. Her rage flared, along with her power. “Cukkomd.” I added. “Go lay on the bed and do not move until I return.”

      I watched her reflection take a wooden walk around the bed, climb on, and lie neatly down with her head resting on the fluffed-up pillows. Inside, she would be screaming all the curses at my many names.

      She thought I was the villain? She hadn’t seen anything yet.

      Three knocks sounded on the door. I already knew who stood behind it, having heard her approach. “Come.”

      Aika opened the door. She stepped over the threshold, stood at attention, and bowed her head. “Lord, the spy has been dealt with. He hangs from the canopy above Thirty-fourth Street, where Osiris’s spies cannot fail to see and understand the message. I don’t think he will last long. Your scorpions are hungry.” The priestess’s attention drifted to the sorceress lying silent and still on the bed. “Forgive me for asking, but… may I assist you with the sorceress?” Hope brightened Aika’s face. What kind of person hoped to witness torture? I didn’t know if it was my magic that had warped Aika or if she had always been this way, and I didn’t want to know. I couldn’t leave Aika here. She would try to hurt Shu. She wouldn’t succeed—Shukra wasn’t easily wounded—but I couldn’t risk damaging all the lies I had concocted.

      “Come with me…” I strode from the room with Aika close behind. Shukra’s magic trailed after us. “Nobody in or out,” I told the priest loitering outside. He nodded and closed the door on Shukra and her magic, but the crack I’d created earlier by slamming the door on the priest had left the smallest of openings for my whispered, “Raraoka.” Release.

      Apophis didn’t have friends. Only tools and game pieces to be used as a means to the End. But I needed Shukra. I couldn’t survive what was coming alone.
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      Shu’s building, like the rest of the block, had been ravaged by Seth’s storm. The diner that took up the entire ground floor had sand climbing halfway up the walls. The rickety stairs leading to Shu’s first-floor apartment still clung to the outside of the building, but soon the sand would eat those too.

      Inside, where one window had shattered, sand piled high. The space looked as though it had been looted for anything valuable. It hadn’t. The missing walls, trailing wires, and missing patches of ceiling were exactly how Shu liked it. Halfway between demolition or renovation, I’d never been sure which.

      Her paintings were still here, resting against the back wall. I made my way over and flicked through them. When I’d first seen them, I’d been both impressed and alarmed by her artwork, wondering how a demon could paint with such flair when all she had in her heart was darkness. Much had changed since then, but the fact Osiris had had her paint them now tainted my appreciation. I’d wanted to believe they were all Shukra’s doing. Maybe the art was, given their deep, sweeping brush marks and moody colors. But the incentive wasn’t. Yet another thing Osiris had ruined.

      “Why are we here?” Aika asked, wandering through the stud-wall framework dividing the rooms.

      I handed her a painting, took another, and ripped the canvas from the frame. Sure enough, hidden inside, painted against another layer, dark strokes marked out a hieroglyph. One I’d seen before. Nile had been marking a depot floor with symbols just like it. It was all connected, but to what end?

      Aika followed my example and tore the painting open, revealing a similar design. “What are these?”

      “Osiris and his serpent’s game.” I took a third painting. “Tear them all open.”

      Minutes later, we stood in the scattered remains of Shukra’s art, the marks all exposed. Without knowing the order they should be placed in, their meaning was difficult to decipher, but I could guess. From what I had seen of Nile’s work inside the train depot, it acted like a siphon, a way to attract and funnel power. The designs Shukra had hidden were the same. Used with Osiris’s summoning scrolls, Osiris could call a vast amount of power to his side.

      Shukra was just one tool. Osiris likely had more, and he’d been planning this for centuries. How many buildings did he have? How many scrolls had he distributed? How many paintings were there like this in New York and elsewhere?

      “Apophis, what do these mean?” Aika had a jagged edge of desperation in her voice. Or perhaps it was frustration. I looked at the human woman, wondering what she saw when she looked back at me. Her eyes widened as my gaze lingered, seeing deeper. Her soul was on its way to turning black. People like her could save themselves. She still had time to do good and redeem herself, but only if she chose to.

      “My lord?” she asked carefully, sensing how my thoughts had wandered.

      I looked down at the canvas and frame in my hands. Use it or destroy it? I wanted to destroy it, along with anything and everything of Osiris’s I could find, but my motives were compromised along with the rest of me. I couldn’t trust my thoughts.

      “Bring a scouting party out here.” I dropped the frame and headed for the door. “Collect these marks and take them back to my temple.”

      “Where are you going?”

      Home.

      I threw a look over my shoulder, the kind that scorched souls. Aika recoiled. Where I was going, I didn’t want her following. After walking a few blocks, I sent a few critters out to make sure no one followed. Navigating the hollow city would have been easier on the Ducati, but the last time I’d seen it, I’d just handed Nile over to Seth. I could assume the Lord of Red’s sand had engulfed the bike, along with Ace Dante’s old apartment and everything else in midtown.

      Eventually, I gave up walking and covered the remaining blocks as smoke and ash.

      The building opposite my old office had collapsed, spreading rubble and steel girders across the street, blocking the entrance. As ash and smoke, I filtered in through the gaps and funneled up the stairs.

      My office door hung open, its frame buckled. Inside, I saw why.

      A black cat was sitting dead center on my dust-covered desk. Her green eyes sparkled and the tip of her tail twitched, but the rest of her could have been carved from stone.

      I left her there and sped down the hall into Shukra’s office. Sure enough, the framed hieroglyphs displayed on her office walls were the same as those I’d found in her apartment. Breadcrumbs… and she wasn’t the only pawn Osiris had in play. I could bet these marks were scattered throughout the city and farther.

      Back in my own office, I carefully rebuilt the body of a man and stood inside the doorway, eyeing the serene black cat on my desk. She was a little thing in cat form, but felines didn’t consider small size a weakness. She might as well have been a jungle cat, sitting there, watching. With that thought came the memory of Bastet, how she had walked into this office, sat in my chair, and asked me for help.

      “Shukra recently told me a story,” I began. The cat glared back, unblinking. “Of a soul eater with no name. It was a pretty good tale, as stories go, but she failed to mention the most important thing about the soul eater…” I moved around the desk, those green eyes tracked my every step. Reaching down behind the desk, I pulled open the drawer. The movement upset Cat’s posture, but she turned and resettled, curling her tail across her front paws.

      I lifted out a bottle of vodka and brushed my thumb across the label, sweeping off the dust. There wasn’t much liquor left inside, but it was something. Enough to wet the tongue.

      Setting a glass down in front of Cat, I twisted off the cap and poured the dregs of the vodka inside. She watched the alcohol glug until the last drop.

      “I guess you aren’t going to ask what that thing was?” I set the empty bottle down, dropped into my old chair, scooped up the drink, and leaned back.

      Cat blinked.

      I propped my boots up on the edge of the desk and cradled the glass in my lap. “The soul eater was a liar. Not just any liar, but the best liar there ever was. He lied to himself, lied to everyone around him, lied to the gods. He was so good at lying that he believed the lies just like everyone else.”

      Her right ear flicked. She lifted her paw and grated her rough tongue around the pads, claws retracted. She looked harmless, but right now, so did I. I raised my dirty glass and sipped the vodka. Alcohol warmed my tongue and slid all the way down, warming my cold soul and reminding me of a time when I would sit behind the desk and try to drink myself into oblivion. That man had unknowingly been trying to escape the inevitable.

      “When those lies fell apart and he saw the truth of what he was, the soul eater had two options,” I continued. “Let the dark destroy him, or embrace it and use it to make the worlds right again. He chose to embrace it and the lies, but this time, he did so knowing the lies were the only way to hide the truth from the gods. And so the greatest liar began to fool them all once again, only now he did so by design. He told them all he was a liar. Made it clear to any who would listen, but none did, not really. They saw all that was wrong with the soul eater and chose to believe the lies.”

      Her eyes narrowed.

      “I needed Seth to believe—needed them all to believe. I still do.”

      Cat swept a paw to one side and shoved the empty vodka bottle clean off the desk. It shattered, casting a ricochet of echoes through the abandoned building.

      Cats didn’t smirk. It was beneath them. She went back to licking her paw and brushing it across her face, smoothing out her silken fur.

      Finishing off the vodka, I stood. “Good talk.” And made for the door. A crackle of power licked down my back, telling me Cat was likely back on two legs, but I didn’t turn. What I would see would only undermine what I had to do.

      “If your heart was weighed against the feather for the crime of killing Bastet,” she began, voice as straight as razors, “how would it find you?”

      “Guilty. But—” That one word likely stopped her from sinking her claws into my back and ripping out my kidneys. “I’m going to bring her back.”

      “How?”

      I smiled, but she couldn’t see it. “I have something the God of Life, Resurrection and Rebirth would give anything to have returned to him.” I turned to find Cat sitting naked on the desk. Her eyes were the same vibrant green as they had been in feline form, cut through by dagger-like black slits. Scars marked her skin. A fresh one just below her breast caught my eye. I’d given her that scar when I’d thrust Alysdair through her ribs. The scathing look in her eyes stripped me bare, but that was okay. I had no more lies to hide behind.

      “How do I know you’re not lying right now?” she asked.

      “You don’t. You can’t. You will never know, not for certain.” And that was why I had to back away from her, from this room, from this life.

      My gaze slid from the shifter to the pieces of shattered bottle, and in the next heartbeat, I was smoke and ash and untouchable as I funneled through the cracks in the door.
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      “The priests require your blessings, another suspicious acolyte has been found, and the sorceress escaped.”

      My stride through the ground floor anchored down. I’d hoped to enter through the back of the building and go straight to Nile, but Aika seemed to have a sixth sense when it came to knowing when I’d return and where exactly in the building I would be.

      “And you assume I care because…?”

      She blinked and bowed her head. “The paintings? The sorceress must be questioned. I assume that’s why you had us bring them here?”

      “Of course.” Right. Shu’s paintings. I’d sent Aika to collect them. I’d hoped that job would keep her tied up for hours. She was too efficient and too damn good at what she did. And now Shu had escaped, as I’d expected, but without Aika’s interference, the fact Shu was missing would have gone unnoticed for at least a day. “What were you doing in my chamber?”

      “The door was ajar.” Her eyes flicked up, questioning, doubting. The others would have been groveling on their knees. Not Aika. She glared back, testing my patience.

      “So go find her, and when you do”—she wouldn’t—“take her to my room.” I stepped around Aika and headed toward the kitchens. “And deal with the rest as you see fit.”

      “Yes, lord.”

      I didn’t miss the tilt of her words or the suspicion hidden in them.

      “Apophis?” she called, stopping me as I unbolted the kitchen door.

      “Yes?” I hissed.

      “Your hand?”

      I looked down to find the cut across my palm weeping blood. It hadn’t healed. Osiris’s cursed glass had found its mark. Locking my fingers closed, I willed the flesh to heal and felt the wound’s edges slowly tug together. The slightest knock and it would probably open again. Whatever he had cursed that glass with, it had weakened my ability to heal. It had weakened me. Not enough to do any serious harm, but enough for Aika to notice. “Find the sorceress,” I repeated.

      She bowed her head. “Kur Apophis.”

      If I lost Aika’s faith, the rest of the priests would follow. She would make sure of it. I watched her turn, her black gown sweeping the floor around her feet. I needed this lie to last a while longer. I was so close to having everything where I needed it. I couldn’t afford for one priestess to upset my plans.

      “Wait.”

      She hesitated.

      “Join me.” I shoved open the kitchen door and strode in. Nile scrambled away from one of the windows and hastily hid both hands behind his back, concealing the fork I’d already seen.

      Guilt had my resolve wavering, but it was too late. I needed answers. I needed Aika’s faith restored. I needed everything to pay off, and I needed the sacrifices to be worth something.

      “Cukkomd,” I poured surplus power into the word, leaving no room for Nile to squirm free. “Take up the fork, place your hand on the countertop, and stab the fork through the back of your hand.”

      Horror contorted his face, turning it white. His hand lifted and pulled him toward the nearest counter. He struggled and yanked, appearing to fight against himself. The compulsion dragged him closer.

      Aika stood close behind me, watching the commands play out.

      Nile pressed his hand to the counter and spread his fingers wide. He fought against the compulsion the way I had countless times against Osiris. But like me, Nile wouldn’t win. With the slave cuff amplifying my power, he wasn’t strong enough, and there wasn’t time for him to shake off my control.

      His hand holding the fork lifted and trembled in the air.

      His unique power flexed against the cuff’s hold and mine. If he knew what was to come, and if I hadn’t already whittled away his spirit, he probably could have pushed back enough to fight me. One day, perhaps, but not today.

      The fork plunged.

      Four prongs punched through the back of the kid’s hand, wrenching a scream from him. Aika flinched—so she did feel. I stared, unmoved by the display. Sobs and pleas tumbled from Nile’s lips.

      “Why are you doing this?” he moaned.

      Sacrifices must be made. He would survive. Those at the edges of Seth’s storm would not.

      I relaxed the compulsion but didn’t free him. I wasn’t done.

      He stared at the blood creeping out between his fingers. Shock would soon wrap him up in a blanket of numbness. These moments, as painful as they were, wouldn’t last. It would be over soon.

      “My patience has expired.” I folded my arms and drew in a breath. “What were you creating in the train depot?”

      His lips tightened, twitching at their corners, and his eyes hardened. The touch of his power, flexing and writhing against my hold, felt too much like Osiris’s, reminding me of all the times I’d fought the god’s hold, all the times he’d had me on my knees with a sinking sense of dread tugging on my guts. That same sense of dread hollowed me out now. I was no better than Osiris. I didn’t want this. I had no choice. But I couldn’t be seen to care.

      “Answer me!”

      Nile’s knees buckled. He slumped against the counter but clung on, refusing to fall. Sweat beaded across his forehead, plastering to his skin. “I’ll. Never. Help. You.”

      You stupid, stubborn fool, I cursed silently.

      My compulsion slipped, but I still had him. Stepping closer, I pulled all the shadows in the room, and when Nile lifted his face and smiled, I had no choice but to remind him of the monster he faced. Worshipped and reawakened, I had all the dark in this world within my reach. Madness clamored inside my head, and hunger stretched its gaping maw wide. I could take this kid, this world—knock Seth aside and take it all for myself. Nothing stood in my way—only me.

      The hand I locked around Nile’s neck was made of crumbling ash. Fingers of embers choked off his air. My reflection burned in his eyes right before I dove into his soul. The goodness inside him thrashed against my hold. There was nothing bad in Nile. He hadn’t lived long enough for his soul to collect any stains. He was all good, and he was in my way.

      “How much truth can you see without your eyes, Truthseer?”

      Deeper I dove, pulling him closer so that my gaze scorched his.

      “No… Stop.” He squeezed his eyes closed and thrashed his head from side to side. It wouldn’t save him. I had him now, all of him.

      I caught his jaw in my free hand and locked him still. “Tell me.”

      Sobs bubbled up from inside him. “My eyes!”

      “What is Osiris’s weapon for?!”

      “I don’t know!” Nile screamed. “It was just something I had to do since I could remember. Please, stop. I can’t… I can’t open my eyes.”

      “Tell me what you know.”

      “I just… Those marks, I had to draw them! Building after building, all around New York and nearby. I don’t know what they mean. They’re part of something bigger, part of something he’s building. I can feel them working and coming alive somehow. Whatever it’s for, it’s already happening. Pleasestop—ithurts!”

      “Tell me what you saw when you looked into Osiris’s eyes.”

      “I… He… I saw his righteous light. He believes he’s doing good. But he’s afraid.”

      “Of what?”

      “You.”

      I threw him back against the counter and stepped away. Aika darted out of my way.

      “I can’t see…” He lifted his free hand and brushed his fingers across his closed eyes. “I can’t open them. Why can’t I open my eyes?”

      “How long before the weapon is operational?”

      “Days,” he whispered. He yanked the fork out of his hand and dropped it by his feet. Blood splattered across the tiled floor. “You took… You took my eyes?” He groped at his face with bloody hands, smearing blood across his cheeks.

      This time, when his knees buckled, he fell.

      “You took my eyes!” he wailed.

      I turned and saw Aika watching closely, her thin lips pressed into a pale line. She bowed her head and stepped aside, letting me pass.

      Nile’s cries became louder inside my head with every step. I can’t do this. I can’t do this. Trustinthelie. Trustinthelie. I am a monster. It would be easier to believe.

      I don’t recall walking back to my room, or the priests who bowed as I passed, or their never-ending chanting. Kur Apophis. Kur Apophis… Or if Aika followed, or when she might have left my side. Those moments were lost somewhere in the madness.

      I blinked back into myself, seated against the wall below my chamber window, surrounded by pieces of broken furniture. A storm had ripped through my room. That storm had been me.

      Trust in the lie. I could do this. I had to do this. I had come too far and paid too much to give up.

      I could hear them chanting below. Their worship resonated through the walls, reaching out to me. All I wanted was for it to stop. For everything to just… stop.

      Kur Apophis.

      I sank my fingers into my hair and knotted them tight.

      Make it stop. Make it all stop.

      “Do you know they have a poster of your ugly ass in one of the rooms on the third floor?”

      Shukra.

      “Not your actual ass. Although that would be just as useful. They have an altar. Candles and some shit that looks like fragments of canopic jars. It’s a terrible fire hazard. Wouldn’t it be a shame if one or more candles happened to fall over…”

      She trailed off as she scuffed through the mess, coming closer.

      I couldn’t look up. Didn’t want to see her face. Didn’t know if I could pretend anymore. “Am I doing the right thing?” I asked, voice broken. “Tell me I’m doing the right thing. I blinded the boy. He had to talk, and Aika’s faith is weakening… I need to know what Osiris is doing so I can turn this all around, but I’m the one getting turned around. I thought I could do this, but I’m not even sure why I’m fighting when it would be so much easier to just be me—”

      She crouched. “Look at me.”

      Closing my eyes, I willed myself back under control, fighting off the madness, and looked up. Shu’s dark hair was loose and spread around her shoulders in an inky fan. Lips permanently tilted sideways like she had tasted life and found it sour. Eyes that had seen all this shit a hundred times before. But there was something new in there. It glinted at the back of her glower, almost hidden to anyone who didn’t care to look deeper.

      “I’ve never lied to you,” she began.

      “That’s a lie.”

      She rolled her lips together and tried again. “All right. I say it as I see it. Right now, Seth is the threat. I believe you want to stop him and Osiris too—mostly Osiris. Hell, let’s not discriminate. You want to stop all the gods. You want to end all of this suffering and wipe the slate clean, right?”

      I dropped my head back against the wall and peered down my nose at her. My face was wet from tears I hadn’t known I’d shed. “Right.”

      “But you fucked up.”

      I scowled. “You suck at pep talks.”

      “Your mistake is thinking you can do all this alone. You can’t, dumbass. You came here, you sacrificed Ace Dante for this lie, and it’s killing you. One man can’t save the world, even if that man happens to be an anti-god.”

      Was I saving the world or condemning it? I had known the answer, but now…?

      “I’m gonna tell you a story—”

      “Sekhmet save me from your stories.”

      “Fine. But I’ve learned a lot in the five hundred years I’ve been tied to you, and one of those things is that when we’re alone, we can sometimes be our own worst enemy… I wasn’t born demon.”

      “No, your soul was corrupted like the souls of all demons. I know how it works, Shu.”

      “I was a priestess.”

      Now that I hadn’t known. I shifted against the wall and tried to imagine Shukra all robed up and submissive. I couldn’t do it. “For what god?”

      Some color touched her dark cheeks. “A minor one. She’s gone now, lost to slumber, but I loved her. I would have done anything for her. The more I worshipped her, the more power she gave me. I shut out everything—my life, my family. She became my whole world. And then, one day, she dismissed me. She told me to go live my life, but she was my life. Enraged, maddened, I lashed out with what, by then, was my considerable power. She killed me, of course. But when I traveled to the underworld, I couldn’t let her go. I wandered Duat, seeking out ways to go back, ways to have her notice me. With every desperate grasp, every spell I learned, every soul I manipulated, I turned mine dark. And then I stopped caring. Alone and twisted by my sins, I became something ugly. Time is different in Duat, but I must have been like that for centuries, until the soul eater started hunting me. I had a new focus then: stopping you. And for a while, you were a distraction. Then you fucked up so badly that Osiris tied you to me and I spent the next five hundred years trying to get rid of you.”

      “Is there a happy ending?”

      She shrugged, and I realized why she had reacted the way she had when I’d accused her of caring for Cujo. She cared, but it had been so long, she was afraid what it meant to care, or even if what she felt was real.

      “I was so focused on worshipping the goddess that I cut myself off from everything that made me a person. When the goddess dismissed me, I had nothing left. I lost my shit because I couldn’t handle being alone. You have people who want to help. You don’t have to be alone, Ace.”

      Shukra was making far too much sense. It was unnerving.

      “If you give up, we’re all screwed. Without you, there is nothing left to stop Seth, or Osiris, or any god that gets a hard-on at the thought of ruling over this world. If you want to follow it through, you’ll have to let your friends in. So let’s go get Nile and blow this joint to bits, just like we planned.”

      “Us?”

      “Me, Cat, Cujo—”

      “Cat will try to kill me the first chance she gets.”

      “I tried exactly that for five hundred years. You’re difficult to kill. She’ll learn.”

      The old argument that they would get themselves killed died on my lips. It was their choice to make. Not mine.

      I squinted at the new and improved Shukra. “When did you become so reasonable?”

      She straightened and, freeing a band from her wrist, gathered up her hair and yanked it back into a tight ponytail. “New soul. New me. Life used to be about trying to kill you. I’ve moved on. I have other reasons to live now.”

      Reasons like Cujo and his daughter.

      “Fire!” The cry sounded in the stairwell outside my room and was joined by a volley of other shouts and the sound of stamping feet.

      Shukra smiled innocently. “Oops.”
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      Shukra’s fire swept from room to room, fed by the thousands of candles dotted about the building. I sent priests and acolytes to fill buckets from burst water mains on the street, steering them away from the kitchens where Shukra was headed. Eventually, the background resonance from Nile’s slave cuff faded enough for me to be sure Shukra had taken him. Certain the kid was safe, I walked through the flames, extinguishing them as I passed. Whispers of “Kur Apophis” followed my every step. With a little more power, I could challenge Seth, but acting before I was ready would reveal the entire ruse. I had to be sure. Once I dealt with her, Osiris and his weapon would be next. After that, I’d hunt all the gods, and after that… It will be easy to own this world… No, that wasn’t why I was doing this. I was saving the world, wasn’t I?

      Was it any wonder the gods all went insane? I wanted to be worshipped, but I hated that I wanted it. I wanted more power, I hungered for it, and yet I deliberately avoided the ceremonies that would feed my craving. Between one moment and the next, I could see myself devouring the world or saving it.

      “Apophis…?”

      I was heading for the throne room when the priest shuffled into sight from a side corridor.

      “The er… The boy…” His head bobbed, shoulders bowing like a dog that knew it was in trouble.

      “Yes?”

      “The boy… He’s gone.”

      I flicked my wrist and the man dropped to his knees, clutching at his head. He would live. I strode on. Once in the throne room, surrounded by a hundred pairs of eyes, I took up the dais and stood in front of the red throne. They looked on, faces blank, reeking of fear. “Find the sorceress.”

      Nobody moved.

      “Find the sorceress. Find the boy. Go!” With power behind the command, my acolytes had no choice but to obey. They filed through the doors, finally leaving the throne room empty and me alone with my thoughts.

      I settled on the throne and dug my fingers into its arms. My priests wouldn’t find Shukra and Nile. She had taken to the sewers where the crocodiles were waiting, as we had prearranged. By the time anyone thought to look there, they would be long gone. As soon as the ash settled, I’d slink away and go find Shukra, Cujo, and Cat. Shu was right. I needed them to keep me real.

      “An interesting development,” Seth said, casually striding in through a back door as though he had every right to be inside my temple.

      I hid all emotion from my face. On the outside, nothing changed. I was still the bored anti-god sitting on an uncomfortable throne. But on the inside, panic had my heart bolting and my thoughts racing. Seth was here. That was… unexpected.

      No god entered the temple of another without invitation. The fact he had breezed into mine was an insult. He couldn’t know the truth… could he?

      He stopped dead center in the room. Candlelight licked over the Lord of Red’s dull armor and sparked against the red in his eyes.

      “Do you remember our agreement, Apophis? I took your place inside your prison so you might hide from the worlds and later re-emerge. We would then combine our forces. Do you remember our terms?”

      “When the time came, I would release you from that prison. We would rise and rule together. Together, we would take and command both worlds.”

      He briefly bowed his head, conceding. “Until the rivers run red.”

      I narrowed my eyes. Why was he dredging this up now?

      “You were…” He hesitated, considering his next words carefully. “Different then.”

      I slowly rose to my feet. “It’s been several thousand years. Even the timeless may adjust and adapt. This world is not what it was.”

      “I disagree. The world is exactly like it was. Once communications were disrupted, this vast city fell in days, not unlike the cities of old. Other cities have collapsed in hours, not days. More will follow.”

      I started down the steps. “Why are you here? I did not invite you—”

      “How fares the boy?” Seth’s glare hardened against mine.

      “I have my answers. I blinded him for his foolish efforts at keeping secrets.”

      “He escaped?”

      How did he know? Shukra hadn’t been gone more than an hour at most.

      I laughed, thoughts whirring. “Hardly a concern.”

      “Indeed, especially as he wears your cuff and you could find him with little more than a thought?”

      I stopped in front of Seth. He was taller and broader than me, built for swinging two-handed swords. Where Osiris schemed, Seth swung an axe. Where Osiris manipulated, Seth stirred up a storm to deal with his enemies. We shared a mutual dislike for scheming and a fondness for wiping dissent off the map. Osiris had feared our collaboration, and he had been right to. Monsters ate godly politics for breakfast. But it also meant Seth and I thought alike. He was here looking for evidence of betrayal, and he didn’t have to look very far.

      “The boy will run back to his weapon,” I explained. “It’s a compulsion, one he was born with. He will lead me right to the heart of the thing.” Technically, I wasn’t lying. It was plausible. I allowed a smile to lift my lips. “Your questions hint at a lack of faith, Seth. Surely, you do not doubt my intentions, and yet you are here, in my throne room, questioning me. A lesser god might take offense at such a brazen act.”

      “An act? Yes. One thing hasn’t changed, Apophis. None can match you in subterfuge.”

      There wasn’t time for me to guess at exactly what he meant. Aika marched Cat through the doors, bound, naked, and gagged, with a dagger at her throat. Green eyes flared in my direction but soon flicked to Seth. Fear fractured Cat’s fiery glare, and my insides twisted at the sight of it.

      All thoughts, lies, and denials screeched to a halt. As far as Seth was concerned, Cat was supposed to be dead. Her murder and my gift of Nile to Seth had solidified my reign as the all-bad anti-god Apophis who would wipe this world clean alongside the Lord of Red. Now, here Cat was, very much alive, and Nile had conveniently escaped along with the sorceress. The evidence that I was as bad as they came had suddenly evaporated.

      I swallowed the denials stuck in my throat. “Aika, the dagger is not necessary.”

      Aika’s lips twitched and curled around a sneer. She kept the blade’s edge wedged under Cat’s jaw. One quick jerk and she would open Cat’s jugular. Cat might survive. She might not. She had told me she was three deaths into her nine lives. I’d recently taken another. What if she was wrong? What if she didn’t come back?

      “She was discovered prowling the perimeter, looking for a way in. I am sure you are aware this woman is a descendant of the Slayer of Serpents,” Seth said. “You can see the lineage in the eyes, can you not, Apophis?”

      “Indeed.” Face flat. Words thin. Now more than ever, I needed to believe in the lie. Seth would kill Cat, and he would probably have me do it, but this time he’d have me take her head, ensuring she couldn’t come back. It’s what I would do.

      “Aika,” I said, adding weight to her name. “You do not answer to Seth. Betray me and—”

      “Your actions are not those of the god Apophis,” the priestess interrupted, so confident in her new allegiance.

      “What can you possibly know of Apophis?” I failed to hide the anger in my tone, but I had good reason to be furious. She was my High Priestess, and she was throwing her lot in with Seth. But the real reason for the anger stemmed from Cat’s fate and what I would have to do to stop it.

      “I know he would inflict his own punishment instead of shying away from it,” Aika said. “He would not allow a mere sorceress to strike him. He would not wait to demand answers from the boy, and he would not avoid opportunities of worship. I don’t know who you are, but you’re not the god Apophis.”

      “Foolish, foolish girl.” I smiled. Did she truly believe Seth could save her from my wrath? “I would also not allow a High Priestess to second-guess me.” I lifted my hand, made sure they were all observing, and clicked my fingers. In that snap, I’d speared in through Aika’s gaze, coiled around her soul, and yanked it out by the roots. Not dark, but not light either, her soul slipped down nice and easy, leaving its power residue buzzing through my veins. Aika blinked. Her mouth fell open, a question on her lips, but she couldn’t bring herself to ask it. The world around her would be gray. She would be wondering why she was here when she didn’t care about any of this.

      I plucked the dagger from Aika’s limp hand, reversed it in my grip, and punched it into her heart. She collapsed around the blade and dropped to her knees. Of all the deaths, hers would weigh the least on my conscience. Cat staggered away, caught between an anti-god who could swallow her soul in the time it took her to blink and another who could consume her flesh inside a funnel of sand. Her gaze settled on the bloody dagger in my hand. She knew, the same as I did, what had to happen next. Sacrifices must be made.

      I approached. She tossed her head from side to side, eyes widening.

      I had never wanted to hurt her. I hadn’t wanted to bring any of them into this serpent’s nest, but there was only so much I could do. I couldn’t save them all.

      Her eyes questioned, begged, pleaded. Why? We had been here before, but this time, the death had to stick.

      “There are worse ways to die than by the hand of Apophis,” I assured her, though judging by her expression, it didn’t work.

      Fear twisted into anger. “Do it.”

      She didn’t run. There was nowhere she could go where I wouldn’t find her.

      “May the Twelve Gates have your soul.” I caught her arm, yanked her close, and met her terrified eyes. She smelled of freedom, of meadows after the rain, and I wished I had known her when everything was easier.

      “Run,” I whispered.

      Twisting, I shoved her away and sliced down through her restraints with one quick slash. I didn’t slow—couldn’t look to know if she was already moving. The momentum carried me around. I launched the dagger at Seth, aiming for his exposed neck. I almost made it too. The blade shot by, zipping open a cut just below his jaw, and clattered somewhere behind him. The Lord of Red clutched at his neck—surprise delaying his reaction.

      “Still got it.” I grinned and collapsed into a swirl of smoke and ash, but it didn’t last. Sand rose up, hissing through the gossamer threads that held me together. Its dry heat burned through my ash and scattered my embers, tearing me apart. The power in him—the same I had witnessed inside an Egyptian tomb when he had tried to burrow inside my head and turn my thoughts inside out—scattered bits of me until I had no choice but to pull it all back together into the body of a man.

      I was met with a row of knuckles and a blast of pain through my face. I spat blood and something gritty to the side. A quick glance revealed no sign of Cat. She was gone. She had to be gone. While Seth was focused on me, she was safe. I owed her a life, after all.

      Another punch slammed into my jaw, fracturing it in a dozen places. Blood and bone slipped down my throat. My gut heaved, and I laughed through the fiery agony. “The worst part of it is,” I spluttered, “I am Apophis. I am everything you thought you knew, but improved.”

      He flung me down and took a step back, probably to admire his handiwork. “You dare attempt to manipulate me?”

      “Oh, I very much dare.” More laughter bubbled up. I rolled onto my side. “You were too easy, peaches.”

      He recoiled, his features twisting into ugliness. “I will take this world for myself. I do not need this echo of Apophis by my side.”

      “No?” It hurt to laugh, but it felt good too. “Listen carefully… Can you hear them chanting my name?”

      Rage turned his glare vicious.

      “You should kill me,” I suggested. “Because while I’m around, I’ll always upstage you. People fear me, the soul eater, the Lord of the Dark, Godkiller. I mean, shit, you can’t get a badder rep than that. You with all your sand? You know what sand is? Annoying, but not much else. That’s you. The people of this world fear and worship me. You? They just don’t like you very much.”

      It didn’t cross his mind to stop and really hear my words. If there was one thing I did best, it was enraging gods. Seth eyed the only weapon within reach: Alysdair, still clinging to my back. He yanked the sword free, kicked me over, and raised it high. Alysdair—the Eye of Ra and the only weapon that could harm me—crackled and hummed, brimming with all the souls it had devoured over the centuries.

      This was going to hurt.

      Seth plunged the blade down, punching it deep into my chest. Metal grated against a rib and burst from my back. The blinding wave of pain faded to an empty numbness. I wrapped both hands around Seth’s grip on the sword’s handle and met his red-eyed glare. His cracked lips peeled back over startlingly white teeth in a smile or a sneer. As my vision blurred, I couldn’t be sure which. The edges of the world were coming apart. Or perhaps it was me.

      “Until the rivers run red,” he said.

      It’s a funny thing, dying. The air got too loud, too large, but at the same time, it collapsed in on the moment. All I cared about was my own rasping breaths and the blood escaping my veins. And the creeping cold. The cold was a promise. My heart pumped harder, desperately trying to keep beating, and deeper inside, my dark soul stirred awake, rousing the monster slumbering in its cave. I had enough breath left in me for two words. Two words that would ensure Seth wouldn’t win. I whispered them through my blood-stained soul-eater smile.

      “Thank… you.”
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      Some souls went straight to the weighing chambers, some wandered the Halls of Judgment, some—those that are too rotten for judgment—landed inside the Twelve Gates and didn’t get the chance to understand what hit them before they’re scattered to the eternal winds.

      The lack of sound was the first thing I noticed. A deafening silence. Beneath my hands, cracks zig-zagged through the earth, snaking into the distance. My gaze tracked them until it fell upon the storm churning on the horizon. Was it any surprise I’d ended up in the Gates? Anubis wouldn’t waste time weighing my heart against the Feather of Truth. Monsters like me were made to break the Scales of Justice.

      I straightened to my full height, lifted my chin, and left my hands loose at my sides. So this was what being dead felt like. I had the memory of a body, needing to breathe, my racing heart—but none of it was real. I’d seen enough souls to know I was just a glowing mass about to be hit by world-shattering winds. A black mass, but insubstantial nonetheless.

      The last time I’d been here, I’d had Cat at my side. She had faced the storm head-on, looking death in the eye. She shouldn’t have survived. As for me, I hadn’t known what I was then. I’d been a shadow of my true self. But things were different this time. I wasn’t any soul. I was one of the first ever souls. The first to harbor all the dark. The first spawn of the Neith, the Creation Goddess. The Twelve Gates were my battlefield. I’d faced Amun Ra here—scorched the earth and the skies—day after day, century after century, for thousands of years. For an eternity, I’d fought him. I had wanted the Light. I had hungered like nothing the worlds were capable of. I had hungered because I had been made that way. I had devoured the Dark and the Wrong before time began. I’d swallowed worlds that were no longer remembered. But the Light… For so long denied, I’d ached for the Light. Ra had stood in my way on this battlefield. And with the Eye of Ra, he’d beaten me back. Over and over and over… Day versus night. And every day we would end as equals, neither winning.

      I reached over my shoulder and touched Alysdair’s handle.

      “Look who’s winning now…” The words sounded English in my head, but came out twitching like living things and sailed across the land.

      Ra wasn’t here to stop me this time.

      Wherever he had gone, he wasn’t coming back. The Twelve Gates were mine, and once I reached the other side, the Light would be mine too. All the souls in the underworld, and all the souls in the human world. Everything. Mine.

      Finally, I was winning.

      I started walking toward the storm. My boots didn’t make a sound. Only my heartbeat and my thoughts sounded in my head.

      After all this time and all the battles, all I had to do was walk into the storm and make it my own, then take that storm and crush all those who opposed me.

      “Is this you?”

      I paused at the sound of the ferryman’s voice, surprised to hear it here, so far from the River. The words floated, just like mine had, not really starting or ending anywhere, but finding their way to me all the same. I turned on the spot, but I couldn’t see him.

      The ferryman. Once my only friend in a world that despised me. “You knew me as soon as Ammit came to you,” I said, “but you were prevented from revealing the truth… by me.”

      “Why are you here?” the ferryman’s disconnected voice asked.

      “For the Light…”

      “Was it always about the Light, or was it about the battle?”

      I turned around again, keeping the approaching winds in the corner of my eye. If the ferryman was trying to distract me, it wouldn’t work. I had what I wanted within my reach. I’d died, and now I was home. Nothing could stop me now.

      “What will you be when the Light is gone?” he asked.

      My fingers twitched, as did a fresh smile. “Satisfied.”

      “This battle—Night and Day, Dark and Light—it must never be won. Without the Dark, there is no Light. Without the Light…”

      I started walking again, my stride eating up the distance. “You do not understand what it is to be hollow for eternity. Once I swallow the Light, I will be whole.”

      “Even if having it destroys everything? Two worlds will fall.”

      “They are not the first.”

      “What of the people you love? The life you care for?”

      “Love?” I laughed. “Love. Hate. Care. These motives are insignificant.”

      “But you do care…”

      My stride faltered. “You do not know me, ferryman.”

      “I know the boy who was found on the banks of the Great River. The nameless boy. He swam with souls and played with the crocodiles and beasts beneath the Halls. He broke all the rules. He infuriated the gods. Later, he rose to power alongside the Great Devourer, but his nature became too strong for him to deny. He could not keep the Dark at bay. Had the gods seen the truth, they would have understood.”

      “No, they would have locked me inside a mountain for thousands of years.” I picked up my pace, turning my walk into a jog. I would not let the ferryman take this victory from me.

      “Yes, because they fear what you are. Not a god. A force much older than them. A force they can’t control, but a force that can change.”

      A god cannot change.

      Watch me.

      I stopped, opened my arms, and turned on the spot. “Show yourself. Or are you afraid to face me?” I could hear the storm, hear its distant howling rolling closer. It would soon be on me. The ferryman was a distraction I didn’t need.

      He appeared suddenly—a cloaked, hunched figure against the barren landscape. As always, the space inside his hood was empty, just a swirl of mist. To see him here, outside of his boat, away from the River, something about it felt deeply wrong and sent a cool shiver trickling down my spine.

      “You want to stop me? Fight me,” I told him.

      “I am not here to fight you.”

      I narrowed my eyes and stepped forward. His image flickered, blinked out, and appeared farther away.

      “You protected Mafdet’s mortal descendant inside the Twelve Gates. Did you not care then?” he asked.

      “I was Ace Dante then.”

      His image flickered again and reappeared to my right. “What of attempting to save the archaeologists by asking Hatshepsut’s soul for help?”

      “Ace Dante.”

      Flicker. This time he appeared behind me, turning me around on the spot.

      “The witches you killed and brought back at a great cost to your mind and body.”

      This was getting old. “Ace Dante,” I snarled. “What’s your point?”

      “Who made Ace Dante?”

      “I did…” I’d answered before understanding, but as the words leaped free, they triggered something inside me. An understanding. I had created Ace Dante to hide in. Didn’t that mean I was capable of all these things the ferryman spoke of? How could I create a man who cared if I was a creature who didn’t know how to care?

      I eyed the ferryman and the winds churning behind him, whipping up dust and ash, the remains of worlds gone by—worlds I’d destroyed. I wasn’t here for this. This wasn’t the battle I was meant to be fighting. There was another war. New York. Seth. Osiris. It all had to be stopped. Cat, Shukra, Cujo, Chuck, Nile. I couldn’t abandon them. But more than that, Duat and the Halls of Judgment were under threat. If the Halls fell, if the Journey collapsed, there would be no more eternal life. No more Light. The balance of life and death would be upset. The Light I so coveted would wilt and die. Life, death, day, night, good, bad, right, wrong. Light. Dark. I wasn’t here to destroy the Light. The ferryman was right. I needed it because without it, I was nothing. I needed the Light to exist. I could never devour it. That was my desire, but it wasn’t my purpose. I would never—could never be sated.

      I turned my face away from the storm. I had to go back to Duat. The gods had to be stopped. Balance had to be restored.

      I understood.

      The ferryman’s hood shifted. “You do not have to be good to do good.”

      Shukra had said the same. Either he and Shukra had been talking, or he had been listening. If he was listening in on the human world, that made him far more powerful than the image of a simple boatman presented.

      If I could hide all my power and presence inside the body of a nameless boy, it stood to reason that other missing gods could do the same.

      “Who are you?” I asked.

      “An old friend and enemy.” His image flickered and vanished, this time for good. I had my suspicions, but I could unpack those thoughts later.

      The storm of ash growled closer. But this wasn’t my fight. Not today. That didn’t mean getting out would be a walk in the park. I freed Alysdair and relaxed the hold on my power, spilling much of it through my grip and into the sword. As more of me bled outward, the dust and ash around me lifted into the air, disturbed by my resonance.

      A wall of dust and ash barreled closer, rising so high I couldn’t see its peak. Against it, I was just another mote. The last time I’d stood against the storm, it had torn me apart. Cat too. This time, I was dead, but all the stronger for it.

      I reached deep into the earth, stirring the bones of old worlds, rousing them from their slumber. Layer upon layer of fragmented souls, set down over thousands of years, over thousands of battles, but this time, I wasn’t waking the dead to rise against Ra. I was remaking them to rise against the gods. All of them.

      Silent lightning cracked through the storm. I tasted burnt power in the air, that and ash. I lifted Alysdair—lifted the weight of my power—and dragged the fragments of souls from their slumber and remade them into creatures made of Dark. The storm slammed into me, over me, slicing a million needles into my soul, but where it should have torn me apart, it washed through, swirled my presence, and stirred up the Dark, filling me out, building me up, stretching this vastness of Dark until I became the storm.
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      Red sand had poured over Duat, pushed up against columns, and eaten some of the glowing hieroglyphs. I swept through narrow streets and pathways as a cloud of Dark, but behind me, I left only the dazzle of Duat in all its glory. Hieroglyphs shone, and power sang.

      “Rarru,” I called to the heart of Duat.

      “Raku.” Home. “Rurd uk sra Dord.” Lord of the Dark.

      The beat of life thudded through Duat, buried under sand until I swallowed the sand down and cleared Seth’s touch. Duat’s natural power thrummed in the sweet air. The Halls, the plaza, the streets, the markets—they once again shone in my wake. The Light had returned. I hadn’t created it—I didn’t have that power. I’d just… uncovered it.

      Souls spun and buzzed, afraid of the Dark, yet drawn to my presence.

      At the steps leading up into the Halls, where the statue of Osiris loomed large, barring the way, stood two gods. Physically, Osiris was dwarfed by his lookalike stone behemoth behind him, but his power charged the Halls he guarded. Anubis stood beside him, spear in hand, lupine gaze locked on me while his lips pulled back in a vocal snarl that revealed jaws of sharp teeth. The God of the Damned and the God of Life and Resurrection, guardians against the Dark.

      I made it as far as the fountain at the plaza’s center before my storm began to fracture and fall apart. Bits of me crumbled, and crinkled into ash before falling through the cracks in the stones.

      I stopped in the center of the plaza and pulled my Dark around me, folding it in like wings and shaping it into the man they all recognized, captured in armored plates of obsidian black. The souls I had summoned and remade buzzed in the back of my mind, ready and waiting for me to summon them again.

      I lifted my gaze to the two gods and smiled. “Look what the jackal dragged in.”

      “You shall not enter the Halls,” Anubis announced in his command-the-masses voice. He wore a battle-scarred chest plate and scratched greaves, but beside Osiris, he might as well have been the pet on a leash. Osiris’s radiance was almost blinding. I struggled to focus my dark eyes on his brilliance—no doubt a deliberate tactic.

      I turned my head. We had a crowd. Once, all of Duat had turned out to see me cursed and expelled from the underworld. I had been a nameless upstart then, Duat’s embarrassing orphan. Now they knew the truth of me. Osiris might have believed they were here for him, but one word from me and they would all drop to their knees, chanting, “Kur Apophis.” The souls cringed away from my gaze, so close to groveling they were already hunched over, in submission.

      “You are a thing of Darkness,” Anubis proclaimed. “You do not belong here.”

      I raised an eyebrow at Anubis’s brass balls. As a First Creation, I predated him by thousands upon thousands of years. He appeared to have forgotten his place.

      I freed Alysdair and rested the sword against my leg. Anubis hadn’t yet been introduced to the Eye of Ra. His eyes widened, and behind that gaze, his thoughts churned. How had I gotten Ra’s sword? Did he dare believe all he had heard of me?

      “What does your owner say?” I asked.

      Anubis looked to Osiris like the good little dog he was. “It is true. He has the Eye of Ra. Mokarakk Oma is Apophis.”

      A ripple of whispers surged through the crowd. My lips twitched at the familiar whispers: kur Apophis, kur Apophis, kur Apophis. The sound mingled with Duat’s musical resonance and buzzed across my skin. These foolish souls would worship me, lift me up as their new god, and in doing so they would bring about their own End.

      “Silence!” I commanded, shutting the door on temptation. The word cracked through their chanting and cut them off.

      Osiris stepped down a few of the steps, toning down his glow so I could see his face. His expression was the same haughty nothingness depicted on statues in human museums across the globe. He couldn’t show how any of this affected him, especially in front of his charges, but I knew how everything he saw, every word of mine, disgusted him, and I reveled in it.

      “You will not have this world,” he declared.

      I rolled my eyes. “Did I ever say I wanted it?”

      He blinked, genuinely surprised. I was Apophis. Of course I wanted everything.

      “No, I did not. You guess at my motives. You’re wrong.” I answered for him and then paced beside the fountain, addressing the crowd as well as the two gods. “I am the Dark. You got that right. And I have been known to…” I waved Alysdair, searching for the right word. “Consume a few worlds in the past. But the Dark is not all I am.” More than darkness. I swallowed and ran a hand down Alysdair’s smooth blade, wiping off excess power. “I am not a god,” I said to the riveted people, watching fear and awe crawl across their humble faces. “So I can see what they cannot. Too much power. Too much time. And they have forgotten what it is to care. Isis herself told me she had begged for slumber, but her husband refused her. And so the madness festered, twisting her Light, turning her goodness into something ugly.”

      “And where is Isis?” Osiris asked, rage quivering behind his words.

      “I killed her.” The collective gasp lifted my dark heart. “Frankly, by the end, it was a mercy.” I shrugged. “Godkiller. It’s in the name. And I won’t stop there. The worlds are not meant for warped gods.” Pointing Alysdair’s tip at the people one by one, I walked around the inside of the crowd. “Souls are the source of life. You do not need gods to rule over you. Not these gods, the twisted kind. They squabble and scheme among themselves for power, forgetting who it is they originally served. The old gods had their time. Those who slumber knew the truth. But those who remain cannot let go.”

      “This is nonsense,” Anubis growled, stamping the end of his spear against the polished steps. “Your words are eels designed to undermine. You sow discontent. You are a scourge. You are all that is wrong.”

      “I have seen worlds fall. Some downfalls I instigated, some worlds I watched crumble, but all had one thing in common: squabbling gods. The souls do not need gods to govern them.” I pointed Alysdair’s glinting tip at Anubis. “You are the scourge on civilizations.”

      “Osiris, destroy him,” the jackal growled.

      Osiris tensed. Irritation flashed in his golden eyes. He knew it wasn’t possible, at least not in the way Anubis wanted.

      I grinned and opened my arms. “Take your best shot.” Nobody moved. Or breathed. “So long as the Light exists, so must I.” I turned on the spot, inviting an attack. “Anubis, you talk of Justice, of Balance. You live by the Scales. Can you not see the simplicity of it all?”

      The look Anubis gave me was not one of understanding. He had tried to be rid of me many times before. He had been so sure I had murdered Ammit, but the Feather had called him out. “So you would have the gods destroyed?” he asked.

      “Destroyed or slumbering the eons away.”

      “And you?” the god grinned, jackal lips turning up. “What of you, Apophis, when all the gods are gone? Where will you be then? Will you resign, or will you take it all?”

      “I am the worst of all,” I conceded. “But at least I see that.”

      Anubis laughed. The sound growled through the foundations and rumbled across the plaza. He lifted his spear and barked, “Destroy Apophis!”

      I briefly wondered who his orders were meant for. The crowd wouldn’t dare come near me and none were brave enough to attack. By the puzzlement on their faces, few wanted to attack. Osiris’s smirk was a warning.

      Jackals burst through the crowd and launched at me from all sides. I managed to spin and duck a few, but their numbers slammed into me. Teeth clamped down on my armor and nicked my throat and face. Snarls and growls boiled from everywhere. Claws snagged. The weight of hundreds pushed me into the earth.

      “Cukko—” I spluttered, eating sand. “San—”

      I couldn’t get the words out, couldn’t draw breath to direct the power. And that’s when I heard it. The unmistakable screeching caw of the legendary Recka. Its cry shattered the chaos. Wind blasted through the heaving jackals. A vast hooked beak sank in, stabbed through a jackal’s gut, and launched the canine into the crowd. A talon snatched another. Yelps replaced snarls. The Recka plucked more jackals, stood on their wriggling bodies, and tore them in half. It tossed jackal carcasses at the steps. Blood and slippery guts slapped against polished marble, narrowly missing the two observing gods.

      When the jackals shuffled off, bellies rubbing the ground, the Recka lifted its head and shook out its vast bronze wings. Sprawled beneath it, I briefly wondered if the beast had come for me and didn’t want to share.

      “I am the Recka!” it announced like we didn’t already know, its voice spoken directly into our heads.

      An arrow slammed into the stone beside my head and strummed there. No ordinary arrow could cut through Duat stone. I squinted up at the roofline and recognized the warrior women zeroing in on me. Bastet’s clowder, now Mafdet’s. The Slayer of Serpents wouldn’t be far behind. Those cats would all happily tear into me, and that was not something I planned to let happen anytime soon.

      Anyone might think Apophis wasn’t much liked in the underworld.

      I lifted a hand, spread my fingers, and watched the Recka’s beak plunge down, but it swerved at the last second and swung its head to the side, sweeping down what I assumed was Anubis’s guards.

      “I know you.” The Recka brought its head in low as it said the next words. “Relics of a dead world.” Up close, its empty eye sockets were the size of craters. Its crown of bone glinted. It wasn’t here to kill me. It had saved me.

      “Cover me,” I told it, shifting into ash too quickly to know if it had understood.

      With enemies on all fronts, I funneled through the back streets, faster and faster, until ahead, the plains of mu moka stretched outward. There, on the horizon, stood the obsidian tower. It cut into the sky like frozen black lightning. The doors opened unaided as I approached and poured all of me inside. Home.

      Yes.

      This was right.

      I walked out of the embers, armor refreshed and body built anew. The jackals had been unexpected. The cats even more so. But these were mere inconveniences. I had gotten my point across. The gods were living on borrowed time.

      I paced across the center of the tower. Stairs hugged the walls and spiraled higher into the nowhere space above me. Technically, I didn’t need the gods to understand me or understand what I was doing, but it would be easier not to have to fight the souls as well. And the souls had heard my words.

      Outside, a screech sailed across the plains.

      I strode to the door to see the Recka plant its talons on a mound of rocks and flap its broad, shimmering wings. It sent out a cry that said to all listening, “I am legend.”

      I smiled at the mythical beast left over from a world I’d long ago devoured.

      I had the summoned souls that had littered the Twelve Gates. I had the Recka. Now all I needed was proof I wasn’t all bad.

      The Recka shook its head and brought its beak down low. It snuffled around my feet. “Where is the warrior cat who took my eyes? Where is she, Dark One?”

      “Close,” I lied.

      “I guarded your home while you were gone, as you commanded.”

      “Yes, you did.”

      “Will you tell the warrior cat? Tell her I helped you, her friend.”

      Friend was… an optimistic description of my relationship with Cat. I patted the beast’s beak, finding it warm and smooth beneath my touch. “I will.” It made a humming sound in the back of its throat, not unlike a purr. “Tonight, I must visit the house of my enemy. Guard this tower, and when I return, I will take you back with me to the human world. There, you may relay your valiant behavior to the warrior cat.”

      “Valiant. Yes. I am the Recka. We are relics. We are legends.”

      I eyed Duat, sparkling far across the red plains. “Yes… Yes, we are.”
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      Osiris’s Duat residence was a sprawling single-story complex of temples and private quarters. He had summoned me into the bowels of the building after my fight with Shukra, and just as quickly, he had gotten rid of me. Now I was here on my terms. I could have walked through the front gates and announced my presence to his guards, but our little chat wasn’t one either of us wanted publicized. All I had to do was refrain from burying Alysdair into his heart long enough to get what I wanted. Easier said than done.

      Countless servants, worshippers, and priests filed through the pillared halls. I clung to the evening shadows.

      I knew it would be anything but simple as I poured my power through the corridor and approached his vast bedchamber. What awaited inside was a heady mix of Osiris’s syrupy power and a writhing mass of male and female bodies accompanied by a chorus of deep breathing, slippery gasps, and agonized grunting. Osiris was at their center, having his body worshipped in all the ways, with his head thrown back, arms spread wide, and skin aglow.

      I prowled around the outside of the room, letting my Dark touch inch outward. I had lost count of all the times he had forced me to watch these performances, all the times I would have gladly stabbed Alysdair through his heart.

      His skin shimmered, slick from the abundance of power.

      Silently, I drew up close to the bed behind him and his worshippers, and freed Alysdair. They were all too lost to his sexual thrall to notice. I could drive the sword into his back, just below the left shoulder blade. His ribs wouldn’t stop Alysdair. She’d have his heart, his soul… Nobody would be surprised that Apophis had stabbed and killed the God of Life mid-fuck. There would be a delightful sense of poetic justice in that act. It was tempting, so very tempting. He deserved it. For all the times he’d compelled me to kill innocent people, for all the times he’d made me watch. But that was Ace Dante’s anger, and it paled in comparison to mine. Osiris had led the gods in sealing me inside the mountain. He was everything I despised about the twisted gods; he was my every reason to stop them.

      I pressed Alysdair’s point into the tight muscles bunched across his back, eliciting a gasp from the god. He froze, but his worshippers did not. They stroked and licked, kneaded and writhed.

      I leaned in, pushing Alysdair in through the glistening skin, and whispered, “Have I interrupted something?”

      His people reacted as though I’d hit them all with an electrical charge. Some fell over themselves in their haste to flee the room. I grinned and watched others recoil. It appeared as though my reputation preceded me.

      A few devout worshippers remained—two women and one man—and they eyed their god for instructions. “Finish your worship,” Osiris commanded, stubborn bastard that he was.

      “Leave,” I growled at them.

      “Stay,” Osiris ordered, still frozen beneath the point of my blade.

      “Leave!” I pushed power through the word, startling the three out of the room.

      I waited out the seconds, listening to Osiris breathe. “You must have known it would come to this.”

      “Kill me and I will merely be resurrected—”

      “Not if Alysdair has her fill.” I heard him swallow. If I killed Osiris, here and now, Duat would fall under my control and no god could stop me. In the human world, Seth waited, along with billions of worshippers who would make me their one and only true god. All I had to do was drive the sword in and say the words. Osiris deserved it. It would be Justice. He could meet his wife’s soul inside the blade.

      More than darkness.

      I closed my eyes.

      A god cannot change.

      Watch me.

      I pulled Alysdair free and stepped back into the shadows crowding the edges of the room, whispering, “It would easier being the bad guy.”

      Osiris slumped on his heels and bowed forward. The wound in his back stitched itself closed, and what little blood I’d spilled soaked into his moist skin. He took a few long seconds to compose himself and climbed from the bed. When he reached for his gown, his fingers noticeably trembled.

      “Why are you here, if not for murder?” he asked, voice shuddering too.

      “I have something you want. You have something I want. I figure we can come to an agreement.”

      He dragged his gaze over me, noting the dark armor. His lips turned down in a sour grimace. “You are the End of All Things. You have always been the End of All Things. You do not have anything I want.”

      “No?” I leaned a shoulder against the marble wall. “At what point did you look at Isis and decide you wanted to fuck her? I mean, I get you’re the God of Fertility and Life and all that, but your own sister?”

      As I talked, he listened, but with each word, his expression tightened. “It’s disturbing how you’re a creature outside of time and yet you continue to talk like the fool Ace Dante.”

      “He and I have a lot in common.”

      “I preferred him.”

      “Because he was your man-puppet and I’m darkness incarnate.”

      “I knew where I stood with Ace Dante. You are… different. Volatile.”

      Different in an End the World kinda way. I couldn’t argue with that. “Ace and I have reconciled our differences. I created him. I also learned a great deal from living a man’s life.”

      “So I see.” He strode to a table and poured himself a goblet of wine from an ornate jug. Usually, his servers would tend to his every need, or he would compel me to do it. He eyed the goblet, and then me. “I hear the poison reached you,” he said, casually.

      “It did.” I glanced at my hand. The wound had vanished, along with the poison. Death had made me stronger. “I thought poisoning was beneath you.”

      “Isis often told me how she believed there was a subtle elegance in poisoning. It was her favorite method of ending a life.”

      “Above or below cutting throats on her list of murdering techniques?”

      Osiris glowered at my glib tone. “You killed my sister.”

      “Yes, I did. And let’s be honest, it needed to be done. She was a fucking lunatic.”

      He took a sip from his goblet and conceded with an arched eyebrow. “I loved her.”

      “Did you? Did you really? Because the way she tells it, she was little more than your tool.”

      “Perhaps I was distracted. I’ve had other priorities. Stopping the End of All Things must take priority over marital duties.”

      “Yes, the weapon. The scrolls. The buildings. Nile. I know all about it.”

      “Do you?” He smiled into his drink. “I had five hundred years to devise a way to stop the End.”

      “How’s that working for you?”

      “It’s working. That’s all that matters.”

      “For how much longer?”

      “We’ll soon know.” He hesitated, still smiling. “I wrote the prophecy.”

      I tripped over my next words and promptly forgot them. He’d written his own prophecy?

      “The son will sunder a king…” he repeated. “Or, if you believe the rumors, a child will rise and stop the End of All Things. Seth is a complication. I did not expect you to collaborate with my wife and release my brother. I’ll admit that… was a surprise. But everything else has fallen nicely into place. The prophecy was a way for me to maneuver Thoth and Isis into the Beginning. Along with my seed, they helped create Nile. Neither would have listened had I asked them, and so I steered them into position with written words. Over time, those words took on a life of their own. The meaning became twisted—”

      “Time often does that.”

      “But the weapon at its heart remains. It is too late for you to stop it. Its gears were put into place long ago. The prophecy is in full motion.”

      “How can it be when it’s your own lies?”

      “Because you believed, and so did others. What is a prophecy if not a fragment of power worshipped by a few devout believers? The more believers, the more powerful a prophecy becomes. You, Thoth, and Isis helped make it real. And when the time comes, you will help bring about your own demise. Think of me, won’t you, when you see the End. And remember, it’s nothing personal. In many ways, I admire what you are. How could I not? Neith’s first creation and a way to be rid of all the Dark in the worlds. You are the End of All Things. But you must always be defeated, and in Ra’s absence, that responsibility has fallen upon me.”

      “Osiris, the hero.” I’d heard enough. Lifting Alysdair, I placed the blade on my left palm and approached Osiris. “You compelled me to kill Bastet, knowing I could and would obey. I assume you wanted her out of the way because she would have started asking questions, especially as it was her daughter you impregnated.”

      “Bastet was a complication you were all too eager to help me dispatch.” He set the empty goblet down, freeing up his hands. “Little godlings make excellent pawns.”

      By Sekhmet, give me the strength not to kill him before this is done. “Bring Bastet back. And in exchange, I’ll give you Isis.”

      “My sister…” His lips parted. His words stalled.

      Now he looked at the sword with longing and apprehension in his golden eyes. He wanted to reach for the blade, but wouldn’t. He couldn’t admit I was winning. There was something deeply satisfying about having Osiris on the end of a string.

      He would agree; he just had to figure out a way of doing so without looking as though he was groveling in the dirt. I could have stretched the moment into forever, bit I didn’t have that long.

      “Bring Bastet back, then Isis,” I said again.

      He pressed his lips together, whitening them. I was untrustworthy. I could easily ditch the deal the second I got what I wanted, but I was handing him the Eye of Ra, the only weapon that could strike me down. Not something I would hand over lightly.

      “Why do you want Bastet resurrected?” he asked. “Surely she’s just another god in your way?”

      I hadn’t expected the question and hesitated in answering. Why did I want her back? She would make an excellent ally. She would also get Cat off my back—if she believed in me. But was there another reason? A closer reason? I rubbed at the ring on my finger, caught myself doing it, and shook out my hand before Osiris could see.

      “If I bring Bastet back, you may find you have another enemy,” he continued, saving me from answering him but also revealing a fear I hadn’t yet dealt with. “Her clowder will not forgive you easily. Neither will she.”

      “If anyone is to blame for her death, it’s you. Her cats will come around.” I would deal with Bastet once he brought her back. “Agree. Time here is time wasted in New York where Seth is killing thousands more. Or perhaps you don’t care about the dead, just your reign over them?”

      “Do you care, Apophis?” He smirked. The idea that I might care was clearly ridiculous to him.

      “Stop stalling.”

      “I will need some time to prepare. My temple must be dressed accordingly—”

      I laughed icily. “Oh, did you just lie to the greatest of liars? You don’t get time, Osiris. Do it here. Now. No delays.”

      He ground his teeth. “The worlds will be much improved without you in them.”

      “Funny, I often think the same about you.” I stabbed Alysdair into the stone floor. “The sword stays there. Remove it and I’ll bring the Dark down on you so hard you’ll beg me to kill you and make it stick.”

      Fury rippled around him, warping and twisting the air, lending him his typical luminous glow. I wasn’t leaving here without a fight, but before we inevitably tried to kill each other, we both wanted something from this arrangement and from Alysdair.

      He had delayed long enough. Soon, his army of acolytes would tell the guards how the Dark One was in Osiris’s chambers and I’d have visitors to contend with, probably Anubis and his jackals. The sooner we were done, the sooner I could leave without maiming or harming any of the innocent souls Osiris would likely throw in my path.

      Osiris—cheek twitching—stood astride Alysdair and wrapped his fingers around the sword’s handle. Almost instantly, his power flowed through the stone beneath my boots. At the beginning, I only felt it—like the buzz of nearby high voltage electrical cables—but seconds after the first wave, the air immediately surrounding him crackled and heated, brightening his glow. More and more his power built, and so did the Light. I shielded my eyes and leaned on my back foot. I couldn’t give him any ground, even when his power frayed my edges. I heard the words spilling from his lips in an endless chant. I couldn’t decipher them, but all gods had their own words, spoken only by them. Mine sounded like sand and crackling embers; his sounded like a seductive melody, the kind that could persuade the dead back to the living and flood the Nile valley with sustenance.

      Everything about his power repelled me. If it hadn’t been for the ring on my finger, I might have ended the resurrection before it had even begun. But the ring was real. A tiny thing, but I needed it to remind me why I was doing this. I had been coming undone when I had stabbed Bastet. Now, I was as together as I had ever been.

      Osiris’s chanting grew louder. Alysdair hummed, its resonance almost excruciatingly perfect. If all of Duat hadn’t known I was here, they did now.

      The burn flooded heat over my body, driving me back, and there, folded among petals of Light, stood Isis’s unmistakable outline.

      The bastard. Did he truly believe I wouldn’t stop him?

      His wife wasn’t yet fully formed. Just her body. Her eyes were beautiful, but dull and lifeless.

      I shrugged off the ruse of flesh and blood and dove into the Light, reaching for Alysdair. Power, heat, life, everything Osiris fought to drive me back. My edges sizzled. Dark wisped to nothing. My outstretched smoke-born fingers disintegrated. But I’d died and regained my army. I was worshipped by thousands, and in Duat, the souls were coming around to my way of thinking. I was everything Osiris feared. I was stronger than him.

      Alysdair sprung from the stone and slammed into my grip. I whirled—dark slicing through light—and swung the sword overhead. The blade’s curved edge hugged Osiris’s exposed throat, pinning him still, but not slicing through. His spell collapsed and splashed across the floor. Shadows once more filled the room.

      “Kill me and prove you are a monster,” he goaded. “Prove it!”

      There weren’t words for what I truly wanted to say.

      Thunder grumbled through the building.

      I leaned in closer, dragging my Dark with me, filling the room with it until it pushed at the walls and tried to smother Osiris. “Bring. Bastet. Back.”

      Thunder rumbled again. The walls trembled. I briefly wondered if the thunder was mine, but then it occurred to me this wasn’t mu moka and thunder in Duat was unlikely.

      Again, the air and ground growled as though something enormous was moving.

      No… it couldn’t be. I took my eyes off the god and looked to the window where silken drapes fluttered. A shadow fell over the courtyard.

      Osiris twisted to the side and landed a fist to my gut. It wasn’t any punch; he’d added a little godly oomph, enough to fling me off my feet and launch me backward. My back slammed against the bedpost, igniting a flash of pain. I fell into a crouch and sprang forward. Osiris materialized a khopesh out of the air and swung it down, striking Alysdair with a crash that shuddered up the sword and through my entire body. Plates of armor crawled over him, slotting into place as he lifted the sword and swung again. I parried—barely—distracted by the four sarcophagus-sized fingers that scooped in through the window and yanked out half the wall.

      Stone cracked and crumbled, raining into the bedchamber. Part of the ceiling fell inward, peeling open the roof to reveal Duat’s red skies.

      By Sekhmet, he hadn’t only been trying to resurrect Isis.

      The giant Osiris statue, the one that had forever guarded the Halls of Judgment, swept its stone crook into the room, destroying everything in its path. I collapsed into smoke and spiraled up the giant’s arm. A quick visual sweep of the complex below showed jackals moving in, but nothing of Osiris. He would be close, waiting for the moment to strike me down.

      He could raise the whole of Duat against me, but I wasn’t leaving without Bastet.

      I freed some of the souls I had remade in the Twelve Gates, unleashing the beginnings of my true power. Shadows swarmed into the courtyards, wrapped around the jackals, and consumed them—feeding the Dark, feeding me.

      Unraveling from the giant’s arm, I drifted backward in the air and got a good look into its flat, expressionless stone eyes.

      “Cukkomd.” I felt the word sink in and grip the brilliance at its core. It had a soul. Osiris had given it life. But not for long. I gathered up my power and focused on the stone giant. A massive hand swept toward me, whistling through the air, but I had its dull glare locked on mine. All it would take—

      A spear plunged into my smoke. Its tip pierced something vital, drawing a hiss from my ash-touched lips. Anubis!

      The god stood at the edge of the courtyard below, head tipped up, eyes blazing. The ground around him crawled with jackals. From my height, they moved like beetles crawling among the columns and temple grounds.

      A wave of weakness threatened to pull me out of the air.

      The giant’s hand crashed down. I tumbled, half in control, half free-falling. A roof cushioned my impact with a sickening crack. Back in a body, I gritted my teeth against the pain and reached for the spear sticking out from my side.

      Arrows sparked in the corner of my vision. Some bounced off the stone giant as it leaned in. The behemoth lifted his crook and swung it at me, hoping to knock me off the roof. Instead, the roof gave way. I was falling again, this time too quickly. Tiles and stone landed in a heap. I coughed, tasting blood.

      Rolling onto my side, I gripped the shaft of the spear, gritted my teeth, and pulled. It didn’t move, but it did light up my insides with a whole new world of pain. All this only served to delay me. Osiris was mine, and so was Bastet.

      A growl sounded nearby.

      I didn’t need to look to know I was the prey. I caught a glimpse of pale fur and dark stripes and rolled to the side. When the big cat’s paw swiped in, I kicked out and heard a satisfying crunch as my boot connected with its face. On my feet, I fell into a run.

      Stumbling outside the house, I spotted Osiris standing beside an ornate fountain. His glare snagged on mine. Too many numbers. I couldn’t fight them all without proving to Duat I was everything they feared. I needed to get Osiris alone, somewhere where he wouldn’t risk throwing his power around.

      I was smoke one second, solid the next, and beside him in an instant. He lunged with his sword, but I wasn’t staying and only needed to whisper a few words as I passed behind him. “While you’re here, the Halls are unguarded…”

      And I was gone—a river of Dark washing through the streets. I poured up the steps and through the glittering Halls. The weighing chamber doors flung open in front of me. Inside, I was alone. The gods would come, but they wouldn’t risk destroying this most sacred of places by sending stone giants and rabid jackals.

      Standing as a man in front of the huge Scales of Justice, I dropped blood on the grooves where Anubis had once had me chained and fighting for my so-called innocence. I snapped off the end of the spear, stifling a cry, and tossed it aside. Blood chilled my right leg, and something behind my ribs bubbled where there definitely shouldn’t be a hole.

      Staving off the hot and cold waves of sickening agony, I freed Alysdair and looked up at the Scales. The edges of the Feather of Truth shimmered. Such a fragile thing, justice. So easily corrupted.

      “Do not obstruct the course of life and death,” Osiris warned. He stood in the doorway, glorious in his armor, though his face wore the expression of a man who had already seen too many battles and had no wish to see any more.

      “Is that what you think of me?”

      “It’s in your nature.” He carefully approached me. I expected the jackals to follow, but none did. Behind him, the Halls were silent. He was alone. “Gods do not change.”

      “I’m not here to destroy Duat or its souls. If you would all stop trying to kill me long enough to listen, you’d know I have only good intentions.”

      “Good?” he laughed. “To wipe out the gods so that you may sit on both thrones?”

      “No.” I smiled at the irony. “But I’m not surprised that’s what you think. It is, after all, exactly what you want.” The air inside the chambers had thinned, or was the numbness in my side tightening my breaths? “Don’t make the mistake of thinking I’m like the rest of you,” I warned.

      “No, I suppose you’re right.” Osiris had moved close enough that I could swing Alysdair and graze his armor, but bleeding out and about ready to drop was not how I wanted to face him.

      He appraised the jagged spear and the blood collecting around my boots. “We are not the same.”

      “The old gods had their days. It’s time to step aside and let the worlds go.”

      “A pretty idea for one so dark.” He smiled his sorry, pitiful smile. “If only I could trust your words were true.”

      He never would. None of them could believe I had changed because they couldn’t. Trying to convince them was pointless.

      “All of this is on you,” I said through my teeth. “All I wanted was Bastet, and you turned it into a battle.” His attention wandered to the Scales, his mind contemplating how without them, order would collapse. “Bring Bastet back, Osiris. It’s the right thing to do.”

      “Why?” he demanded. “Why does she matter to you?”

      “What difference does it make?”

      “She cannot be corrupted by you.”

      “I know.” I growled out the words and pressed a hand to my side. “That’s why I want her back.” Blood dribbled between my fingers. Osiris saw, but his expression tightened into something like confusion.

      The ring.

      I lifted my hand and showed him the bloody ring on my finger. “I wronged her and others. I’m not here to take Duat from you. I don’t want to be worshipped. I just want all of this to end. Seth is killing thousands, and you hide here in the underworld, hoping he’ll wipe the world clean for you. But soon, there will be no human world to reign over. You and your brother must be stopped.”

      “Seth will come to heel.”

      I was done trying to reason with Osiris. Either he didn’t understand why he had to stop, or he didn’t want to. I lunged for the Feather of Truth and lifted it off the weighing plate. “One word from me and this is ash.”

      He stilled and lifted his chin. His mark of indifference peeled away, revealing a raw hatred.

      With my left hand, I tossed Alysdair at his feet. It clattered and skidded across my bloody boot marks. “Bring her back or Justice dies right here.”

      Osiris picked up Alysdair and drove the sword into the marble floor. He said the words and yanked on his power, pulling it out of the walls, the floor, out of the very air, filling the weighing chambers with heat and light…

      This time, the body cradled in light wasn’t the lithe figure of Isis, but the outline of a woman made for hunting. Osiris molded the light with his hands, sweeping curves and cupping form into flesh. Slowly, she took shape. I remembered her curious smile, her intelligent eyes, and the power in her presence. There was a second component to her making, the design of the huge panther. Seeing her in the light reminded me that Bastet was no goddess to be toyed with. She was the Warrior Goddess. The Great Protector. She had ripped the faces off her enemies and wouldn’t hesitate to do the same to me if she thought me a traitor.

      In New York, she had come to me for help and I’d killed her.

      But I was more than darkness now.

      Those words, they had haunted me when my memories couldn’t. Whatever happened, she had saved me, saved Ace Dante, by believing in him. I could only hope she still believed in him.

      The light receded. The moment her soul took root inside the body’s flesh and blood, light came alive in her eyes. She gasped, and with that sound, a sense of relief lightened my shoulders—maybe even lifted my own soul. I’d killed her. I’d wanted to kill her. But not anymore. Not now. I was different. Changed. I had feared that any goodness in me was lost. Yet here she stood, resurrected.

      Her gaze drifted over me, my black armor, the integral difference in the way I stood, the way I looked—not Ace Dante—and snagged on the bloody hole in my armor. She saw the Feather pinched between my fingers and swallowed. Then she noted Osiris in his blazing armor, the Eye of Ra in his hands, and a tired expression on his face, and the fact we were in the weighing chambers. Her face crumpled with confusion. As Ace Dante, I had told her about Osiris’s hold on me, but she couldn’t know the rest. She knew the old tales of Light and Dark, of Apophis and his battles with Ra. But this? It was a lot to take in and judge in seconds.

      I placed the Feather gently back on the Scales. Justice had been righted.

      “Now Isis,” Osiris said.

      Bastet moved quicker than I could track. In a blur, she snatched Alysdair out of Osiris’s hands and kicked the god in the chest, launching him backward hard enough to crack the wall he slammed into.

      Her hand curled around my wrist and yanked me into motion. Halfway down the halls, in the maze of corridors I knew well, I pulled back on her grip, bringing her up short. “Wait, we need to talk… You must understand the choice you’re making.”

      She handed over the sword. “You’re Apophis. Osiris is a poor excuse for a god. And you’re leaving before all of Duat tears you apart.”

      I slammed my hand against a marking on the wall. A stone panel juddered and opened, revealing a tunnel beyond. It would deliver us to a quiet back street, buying us time. “Come with me.”

      “Go.” She shoved me inside. “Don’t stay in Duat while weakened, and don’t waste your time battling Osiris. It’s what he wants.” She must have seen the questions in my eyes, because she answered, “I told you, you’re more than darkness.”

      She gestured down her body, instantly wrapping her bare skin in supple leather laden with buckles and bristling with short knives.

      “Go,” she said. “Keep the ring on and I’ll catch up with you in New York.”

      The ring. The wedding ring? Why was the ring significant? I glanced at the golden band and then up at her crooked smile.

      Not a ring. A slave cuff. But how? I’d been able to take it off… “You own me?”

      All this time she had known exactly where to find me. All through the years we had been apart, she’d been keeping an eye on the nameless soul eater. But why? The Nameless One was nothing. Unless she had known who I really was?

      She smiled. “Why do you think Osiris wanted me gone? I know you. I’ve always known you. I may not have been sure of your name, but a name is nothing without the man behind it. Now go.”

      “Seth—”

      Her warm hands cupped my face. Her lips pressed against mine. The kiss burned and ended too soon. She blinked, eyes so bright, and pulled away. “Duat will endure. This is not where you’re needed.” And then she turned, plucked an array of short knives free, and strode back toward the weighing chambers.

      “Chuck, your daughter, she’s alive,” I called.

      She paused and nodded, but didn’t turn. “Protect her.” She spun the knives in her hands, reversing her grip, and continued onward. “As I failed to.”

      I wanted to stay, to join her, to watch her circle and attack Osiris. Together, we could bring him down. It would be glorious. But the wound in my side throbbed an angry warning, and Bastet was right: this wasn’t my fight. Duat would survive. I’d done enough to unnerve Osiris and raise a storm of souls. A world away, with every hour that passed, thousands were dying. I cared enough to walk away from my fight with Osiris, but his time was running out. I’d make sure of it.
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      Sand had climbed halfway up the walls of what appeared to be an abandoned factory on the outskirts of Queens. My link to Nile’s slave cuff had pulled me in the kid’s direction, leading me straight here. I walked around the outside and spotted the only entrance sand hadn’t barricaded. I was expecting to find footprints in the sand, but if there were any, the relentless wind had filled them in.

      I backed up around the carcass of a car abandoned in the empty street and eyed the top row of narrow windows. Shukra could be alone with Nile, or I might be about to get ambushed by Cat and her feline friends. My distinctive black armor stood out against the swathes of red sand.

      My side twinged. I splayed a hand against my waist. Dark blood oozed between my fingers. Damn Anubis’s spear. The tip was still inside. I wouldn’t heal until I got it out.

      An arm circled my front and yanked me backward. Whispered words held me close against a rigid body. “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t open up your insides and spill them all over this street.”

      Cat.

      “Bastet’s alive,” I replied, feeling her heart thudding against my back.

      “And I’m supposed to take your word for it? I learned the hard way that only idiots and the suicidal trust Apophis.” The words brushed against my ear, warm with the venom behind them.

      “That’s good advice.” Four hardened spikes pressed into my skin where the armor had weakened. Claws. She would make good on her promise. “If you kill me, I’ll just come right back. Mortal laws no longer apply to me.”

      “But it would be very, very satisfying.” She pressed against my back, in a way that would have been sensual if not for the claws and the fact I was about to drop to my knees. Not so long ago, she had laid tangled in my arms, with nothing between us but millennia of secrets. Those secrets were out now, but the gap they’d left behind was a mile-deep chasm that could never be filled.

      “I smell blood on you.” She sniffed. “Yours. Others. And…”

      Bastet, I suspected, as she tensed.

      “Me and… most of Duat had a disagreement. The gods aren’t big fans of change.”

      Her breathing deepened, but her grip stayed strong. Seconds passed, dragging like hours.

      I lifted my gaze to the roofline belonging to the building sheltering Nile and Shukra. Clouds churned in the red sky. The only sounds were that of the sand hissing down the street and the slow, tired thud-thud of my heart.

      “You sound like Ace, but different,” Cat murmured. “You smell like him, but deeper, beneath the man, there’s ash and ancient things. It reminds me of the Twelve Gates, of the nothing smell of the storm that tore me apart. I want to hate you. I want to kill you again and again, but then I remember how you brought those witches back and how you tried to save me in Duat. And now you tell me Bastet is alive, and I smell her on you, and I want to believe you. But you lied for so long and you would lie again to get what you want.” Her grip tightened and her claws dug into my armor. “What do you really want, Apophis?”

      “Whatever I say, you won’t trust my reply.”

      “Try me.”

      “I want to stop the gods—for good.”

      “How?”

      “Osiris’s weapon. It’s meant for me, but if I can figure out how it works, I’ll turn it on them all. And if that fails, I have a talent for killing gods. I was created to devour all the wrong in the worlds. All of this—the sundering—is wrong. I intend to stop it.”

      “Then what? Will you stand on the ashes of this world and reign over its remains?”

      “I am the End of All Things.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      I twisted, caught her wrist, and yanked her arm up between us, locking her close. She pulled, but I held fast. “I didn’t want this. I never wanted this. I still care. That’s why I’ve changed. Ace Dante taught me how to care. I am him, but more, and I’m sorry—”

      “Liar.” She yanked back and pressed the claws of her free hand against the wound in my side, but she didn’t sink them in. “All this time, you’ve been waiting for the moment to strike, like the true snake in the grass you are. While the other gods slept and schemed, you waited, buying up time until the world was weak and ripe for a creature like you.”

      “In the beginning, yes. That was my intention. But I’ve changed.”

      “Changed?” Her top lip rippled in a silent snarl. “You blinded that poor boy!”

      Like a physical blow, the words struck deep and hollowed out something vital. I heard Nile’s screams all over again. “I had to,” I said, the words choking me.

      “You’ve killed hundreds, maybe thousands, while you and Seth brought about the new sundering.”

      Another blow. She hadn’t moved, and yet I felt each impact. “Necessary.”

      “You killed me!”

      And I would never forget the look of betrayal on her face. That guilt would live with me. Forever. “I needed Seth to believe. I needed everyone to believe. And I needed to believe it myself. I don’t need to be good to do good. I am the last resort of a dying world. Don’t you see? Good doesn’t always have to be the one thing that triumphs over evil. I will triumph because I don’t play by the rules.” I released her and shoved her back, needing her away so I could think clearly. Pain throbbed up my side. “I lost my way. In creating Ace Dante, I found it again.” Blood soaked the inside of my armor, cooling as it spread. “I can’t do this alone. I need you to keep me real, Cat. You and Shukra and Cujo. Because the temptation to take and consume and devour is almost unbearable.” I could hear the whispers and the storm churning both outside the city and inside my head. Kur Apophis. Kur Apophis. Kur Apophis. Take it. Own it. Devour it all. “I asked you to trust me, and I meant it. I am Apophis, but I am also that man who drinks too much vodka and somehow believes that if he can’t save himself, he can at least save the world. If you don’t trust me, then trust him. He’s the only chance we have at saving what’s left of this city and this world. It happened before, it will happen here, and it will happen again. But I can stop it all. I am the End.”

      She blinked and shook her head. “I can’t trust anything you say.”

      I had told her exactly that moments ago, but only now she seemed to realize what it meant.

      “He’s telling the truth,” Nile said. He stood in the doorway with a filthy rag tied around his head, hiding his closed eyes. I hadn’t seen or heard him approach, but I was grateful he had heard. He needed to. Behind him, Shukra loomed, watching with a slight smirk on her lips. “No lies,” Nile added. “I see lies clearly now.” The boy’s tone held a distant note.

      I swallowed and swayed, my balance threatening to drop me on my ass. “You each have reasons to hate me. I am not here to redeem myself. I’m here to stop the sundering. Help me do that.”

      Shukra stepped around Nile. She strode closer, wrapped in torn and scuffed pants and a long leather coat that looked a lot like the ones I never could keep for long. Hers had bite marks and what appeared to be bullet holes along the hem. She planted her hand on my shoulder and peered into my eyes. “I told you in Egypt. I’ve always got your back, Acehole.”

      She probably understood better than anyone how I struggled to stave off the Dark. A demon sorceress turned good and an anti-god older than time. We were both impossible things. I didn’t need Nile’s truthseeing to see the resolve in Shukra’s expression and hear it in her words. She knew me. All of me. Shukra was a true friend.

      “Ace Dante has a lot to answer for.” She squeezed my shoulder, let go, and sauntered back to Nile. “C’mon. All this sand is chafing in awkward places and you leaking blood everywhere will attract scorpions.”

      Nile followed her inside, moving confidently without his sight. But beside me, Cat’s expression had fallen into an unreadable blankness. She waited for me to say something. Nothing I could say would make any difference, and none of it mattered anyway. As I entered the building, she stepped into the footprints my boots had left in the sand, likely counting all the weak spots in my armor for when the time came to sink her claws in.
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      “You let him just walk in!” Chuck’s shriek echoed through the corridors and into the bones of the abandoned office building. She jumped to her feet and glared murderous thoughts my way. The group had set up a makeshift camp in what had once been a communal cafeteria. Mobile spotlights trailed power cables across the floor and up the wall, probably to a generator. Sheets hung over the windows, keeping the light from escaping.

      Shukra caught me eyeing the drapes. “We learned that the hard way. First night, scorpions got in. Friends of yours, probably.” She smirked.

      Cat wasn’t smiling. She circled around the couches and tables, keeping to the edges from where she could watch me. Had there been a high shelf, she would have been on it, silently observing.

      Cujo wheeled in moments later and slowed when he saw me.

      “How is Chantal?” I asked.

      “Safe.” A nod was all I got before he wheeled over to Chuck and told her to sit. “Remember what we talked about?” he asked her. “Don’t let the gods see how they hurt you.”

      She huffed but nodded and fell into the oversized chair, glaring.

      Seeing Cujo offering a guiding hand to Chuck… An odd sense of unease and guilt started squirming again. She was my daughter. I had tried to help her in the only way possible, by cutting myself out of her life. Ace Dante might have wanted to do more, but I looked at her now and saw a liability. Cujo was a better guiding hand than I could ever be.

      The crowd was tough, but it beat having hundreds of priests waiting on my every word. The chances of being worshipped here were slim.

      The group milled about. They appeared to fit well together. I resisted the urge to move among them. The tension had already ramped up to almost audible levels.

      “Seth killed you?” Cat asked. She stood as far away as possible while remaining in the room, arms crossed over her chest.

      I removed Alysdair and set the sword down on an empty couch. “Yes.” I considered sitting, but the wound in my side wouldn’t cooperate. “Is there somewhere I can get cleaned up?”

      “Not healing?” she inquired.

      I flicked my gaze to her and scanned the others who all appeared to be working hard at not paying us any attention. “Anubis’s spear found its mark,” I admitted.

      “What happened in Duat?” Shukra had dropped into a chair and propped her boots up on a low table. She looked right at home, more so than she ever had in our various businesses over the years. Half her hair flowed loose, the other half she had pinned back with what looked like a scorpion’s pincer. More than anyone, Shukra looked as though she’d been made for the apocalypse.

      “I raised an army, cleaned up Seth’s sand, and tried to get Duat on my side. It was working until Osiris and Anubis got involved.” I gestured at the wetness glistening on my side. “Anubis always wanted to stick me with his spear, and not in a good way.”

      Shukra arched an eyebrow. “Looks painful.” She smiled like that was the best news she’d heard all day.

      Not much had changed.

      “Follow me,” Cat suggested, heading for one of the doors.

      “Is that wise?” Chuck asked. “Letting him walk around in our camp?”

      I turned, but it was Shukra who snorted and said, “Go ahead and try to stop him.”

      Chuck looked as though she might spring from the chair and launch herself at me. The girl had guts, the kind of guts that got heroes killed. She would learn—if she lived long enough.

      “But before you do,” Shukra continued. “Think about what he can do with a single word. About what he can make you do if he wanted. I’ve been at a god’s beck and call, little godling girl, and this guy, right here, right now, is the best you’re going to get.”

      “He’s a… monster.”

      “So am I.” Shu grinned.

      I turned back and continued after Cat. The discussion would continue while I was gone. There was no use in my hearing it. Cat led me through a few corridors into the washrooms. She flicked on a work light hanging over the sink and reached up into a recess to grab a first aid kit.

      “Strip,” she ordered.

      I watched her fingers rip open a gauze package and bandage. She hadn’t met my eyes and wouldn’t. After unbuckling the breastplate, I shrugged it off and dropped it with a clatter. The buff leather coat beneath had fared well enough. It hadn’t stopped Anubis’s spear though, as the ragged tear in the side and the protruding metal tip revealed.

      “If she’s alive, why isn’t she here?” Cat asked.

      Working my arm out of the coat wasn’t easy, but with a few hitches, I managed it. Cat frowned at the wound. I didn’t have the heart to tell her the antiseptic and bandages would be wasted on me. But I appreciated the thought.

      “Bastet stayed behind to delay Osiris and stop me from making a mistake.”

      Cat sank her claws in, setting the wound on fire, or filling it with acid, or something equally mind-numbingly painful. I yelped and jerked. The tip slurped free. Cat lifted the huge arrow-shaped head, coolly admired its construction, and tossed it into the sink.

      “What mistake?” She dabbed at the wound. I flinched. “Stay still.”

      Cold water fizzled against the heat.

      “Wasting time and power by trying to kill Osiris.” I realized I’d been rubbing my thumb against the ring. I lifted my hand, showing Cat. “It’s a slave cuff. I should have known. Why would Bastet, an Egyptian goddess, bother with a marriage ceremony and human tokens of love?”

      “Because she loved you?” Cat didn’t look up from the wound and there was no hesitation in her voice, but I knew Cat, and her words were always sharp.

      Love? Maybe. But I doubted it. Knowing everything I did now. Knowing the truth of me. No goddess could ever love me. “She suspected what I was… what I am. This cuff disguised as a ring was insurance so she would always know where to find me. She modified it, I think. Made it so I could take it off, but wanted to have it on. Otherwise, I’d have gotten suspicious. She’s a goddess, after all.”

      “Can’t it be both? A symbol of love and a slave cuff?”

      I smiled at Cat’s words. “Your romanticism is showing.”

      She blinked and started, looking up. There, in that glimmer, she wanted to believe Bastet had loved me because it humanized her idol. Cat wanted to believe many things. Somewhere behind all that killer instinct, she really was a pussy cat. I knew because I’d seen her softer side when we’d lain together. She hid it well. Almost as well as I’d hidden the fact I was a world-eating anti-god.

      “You could have told me.” She tossed the cloth into the sink, and when she looked back at me, the softness had gone, replaced by steel and her killer’s glare. “You could have told me all of it, but you kept me in the dark, and then when you stole Nile and handed him over to Seth… What you did to me.”

      I broke the stare and tugged my coat back on. “Thank you, but the wound will be fine. I just need time to heal.” I almost laughed at my words. Time was the one thing I didn’t have.

      “You don’t get to turn away from me, Ace Dante, or Apophis, or whatever you’re calling yourself now. You owe me more than that.” She trembled, but not from fear. Anger had her on the edge of reason. I’d betrayed her, lied to her, treated her like something to be used and discarded. I deserved her wrath.

      “You’re right. I do owe you more. I wish I could say I’m sorry, but I’m not. I regret what I had to do, but I’d do the same again tomorrow.” Her cheek twitched. The words hurt her, but the truth often hurt. “I can’t give you what you want.”

      “I’ve only ever wanted the truth from you.”

      I scooped up the breastplate and brushed off a layer of dust. The matte-black armor beneath reflected nothing back. “Now you have it.”

      “When you have your way and you stop the sundering, what will happen to the good gods?”

      “There are no good gods.”

      “Bastet—”

      “Cat, the gods are everything that is wrong with the worlds. There are no exceptions. When they are gone, the people will be free of them forever.” And free of me, I added silently. She understood, just like she had once told me. She understood everything. Quiet stretched between us, one hungering to be filled. The almost inconsequential Ace Dante part of me wanted to reach out, but whatever he felt, whatever I had once felt, had been burned up, just like the ashes of the fallen city I was trying to save. As cold as I was inside, I would miss Cat. I’d miss many things once this was over. Admiring New York from the rooftops, Shukra’s smart mouth and whip-smart intelligence, Cujo’s forgiving friendship and good nature, and Cat… her ruthlessness, her protective instincts, and her willingness to believe in the good in me.

      I owed these people everything. Without them, I would be the monster they feared.

      “I have to talk with Nile and Chuck—” I had hoped Cat would follow. But after leaving the washroom, I looked back down the debris-scattered corridor to find I was alone.
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      Chuck radiated enough hatred to make up for Nile’s eerie calm. I sat on the arm of a couch set aside from the main area, still within listening distance of the others, and assessed both kids. Chuck chewed on her nails, making a point of not looking at me. Nile had tipped his head back and seemed lost in thought. His accelerated aging meant he could easily pass for Chuck’s brother. I wondered what lay in store for these two godlings. Godly offspring didn’t fare well—used, traded, manipulated—and those who weren’t born immortal usually died before reaching their twenty-first birthday. Bastet had tried to save Chuck from that fate by keeping me out of the loop. She would have succeeded had Osiris not godstruck Chuck and raped her to kick-start his “prophecy.”

      Shukra dumped blank sheets of paper on the table between me and the kids and handed the kids a pen each.

      “Draw each of the symbols you painted over the buildings,” I told them.

      Nile took up his pen and leaned forward. Chuck silently watched her son scribble a few images. After a few moments, she turned her soul-eater eyes on me and threw the pen at my chest. It bounced off and clattered to the floor.

      “Draw your own stupid pictures.” She pulled her knees up to her chest and hugged her legs. This wasn’t going well.

      I scratched at an eyebrow and considered all the ways I could approach this. “While you have your tantrum, people are dying.”

      “Because your best buddy Seth is killing them. Why didn’t you stop him? Oh, wait, because you let him out, then you sided with Osiris to get Nile, and then you handed my son over to Seth. Not satisfied with that, you blinded him. Remind me again why I should help you. I hate you. I can’t stand to even look at you. I don’t want to be your daughter.”

      She had her mother’s ability to cut with a glance and butcher with her words. I had once admired Chuck. She hadn’t had the best upbringing, but she’d survived through ingenuity and a stubbornness not to let the world kick her in the teeth. She’d made mistakes, and she had learned from them. Had I still been Ace Dante, I’d have been proud of her. It wasn’t easy staring into the face of a monster.

      “If you don’t draw the hieroglyphs, I’ll compel you to.”

      “Mind rape me? Do it. Prove what I already know.” Her lip curled. “You’re no better than Osiris.” She unfolded her legs and stood. “In fact, don’t bother. I already know you’re worse.”

      “The things I did were necessary.”

      “No, they weren’t.”

      “You can’t possibly understand—”

      “Oh, I understand.” She jabbed a finger at my face. “All that power and you hide behind lies. You’re a coward. Ace Dante would never have—”

      “Sit.”

      She sat.

      “Pick up the pen.”

      She scooped down and picked up the pen. “I hate you so much—”

      “Draw the hieroglyphs—”

      “I’m going to kill you.” Her arm trembled, but she had no choice. The compulsion had its teeth in her. She drew the marks, her pen tip digging deep into the paper.

      She finished up her markings and threw the pen down. Lifting her head, she swallowed and twisted her lips around a grimace. Her cheeks glistened wet with angry tears. “I’m not afraid of you. I’m going to kill you and I’m going to take your soul so you don’t ever come back.”

      I blinked away and lifted her drawings along with Nile’s. The markings, when placed together, told an interesting story. “If this works, you won’t have to.”

      I caught Shukra’s eye and joined her and Cujo tucked into the corner. She removed her boots from the table so I could spread the papers out. “You remember how witches have tried to trap me over the years?” I began, pushing Chuck’s threats to the back of my mind. Shukra leaned in and examined the marks. “Osiris’s weapon isn’t a weapon at all. It’s a trap. He’s built a replica of the cage Kenny and his witches used against me. But this is…” The warehouses, the markings, the scrolls. “This cage is huge.”

      “The trap is huge,” Shu corrected. “But the cage won’t be.” She pointed at one marking, the crocodile with three lines. “Once triggered, the power contained will be reduced to almost nothing.”

      “Like a genie in a lamp,” Cujo added.

      Shukra nodded. “Allentown, my building—they are miles apart, but they must be linked, like a net closing. That suggests the trap has been woven through the entire city, perhaps farther. To escape a trap this size, you’ll have to leave the east coast.”

      “I’m not going anywhere.” I scanned the elaborate markings. Each one was familiar, but modified. Whatever I might think of Osiris, he was a clever son of a jackal. “What triggers it?”

      Shukra shook her head. “Osiris himself, perhaps. I’m not sure. It’s not clear. It could have been in motion for decades.”

      Nile had told me the trap was in motion now. The countdown was nearing its end. Osiris could spring it at any time. “What about the scrolls? Was there anything in them that might tell us more?”

      Shu leaned back and tapped her fingers on the arm of the chair. “They were summoning scrolls, used to collect and funnel power toward a point, a target.”

      “What target? Where?”

      Shukra tapped the scribbled image of a snake-headed jackal. “You.”

      “Can we stop it?”

      “If you had weeks to find all the scrolls, destroy them all, and then locate the buildings Nile left his marks of Light all over, then sure.”

      “I have days,” I said. “Probably less.”

      “This kind of spell, it’ll take vast amounts of power. Osiris will need to be close by and completely focused. I doubt he has the power to pull this off. He hasn’t been properly worshipped in thousands of years.”

      I glanced at Nile. He was sitting quietly on a couch, barely moving, breathing steadily. Nile: Thoth’s soul, blood of Apophis and Bastet, Osiris’s son. The kid had the pedigree, and he was a ticking bomb in terms of Light. Combine that with Osiris’s power. The stopping-time stunt Osiris had pulled on the highway outside New York, designed to remind me exactly who I was dealing with, had also shown me something I hadn’t realized at the time. The God of Resurrection had been holding out on me. Clearly, he had been worshipped on the quiet. The orgies, the never-ending parade of companions, his position as New York’s mayor. He had been worshipped by mortals in various ways through the more recent centuries. Osiris had the juice to pull this off.

      “He always knew this was coming. He told me as much. Power won’t be a problem for him. But we have the one thing he can’t proceed without.”

      Cujo and Shukra discreetly glanced over at Nile. We were in agreement. The kid was key. Osiris would be coming for him.

      The son was always going to sunder the king, also known as the End of All Things. Nile was prophesied to end me, and if Osiris had his way, his prophecy would be realized.

      “So, what’s the plan?” Shukra asked. “How do we stop it?”

      “We don’t.”

      “What?”

      “We make it bigger.”

      “Bigger? Are you insane?”

      “Have you met me lately?” I flashed her a familiar sideways grin. “I intend to build a trap within a trap.”

      Shukra’s lips twitched. “All right. How do we do this?”

      “Not we. You.” I explained how she would need to contribute to Nile’s graffiti spree by adding my name on various buildings throughout Manhattan. My written name—the snake-headed jackal—had been erased in all but a few places. The throne back in Egypt and the little box that had held my past locked away inside it. Shukra would bring my name back into the present, ending at my temple. As a sorceress, she would add a touch of power to each symbol, giving them resonance. Those who saw the name, human and creature alike, would know me. Their fear was my power. And I needed all the power I could gather for this to work.

      “I’ll make sure no one harasses you at the temple,” I said. “Once you’re there, add every godly name alongside mine. All of them inside one cartouche and then light it up.”

      “All of them?”

      “Every single one.”

      Shukra nodded. “You know, if you collect their names like that, they’ll come looking.”

      “I’m counting on it.”

      Cujo had fallen silent during my discussion with Shukra, but he was listening. And I suspected I knew exactly what was going through my friend’s mind. Once the trap was set, there would be no escape. For anyone.

      “Take Cat,” I told Shu. “She’ll help if you ask her.”

      Shukra gave Cujo’s hand a squeeze, and after scooping up her jacket, she left in search of Cat.

      Cujo rubbed a hand over his face and slumped back into his chair. “Is there anything of Ace Dante left in you?”

      “If there wasn’t, I wouldn’t be doing this.”

      His gaze wandered to the boy. “That’s not exactly an answer.”

      I owed him more, didn’t I? “Yes, he’s here. He’s the part of me that wonders what will happen to you when this is over.”

      “I’ll be all right.” He nodded, convincing himself as much as me. “I’m a survivor.”

      I believed it. I caught myself looking at the girl, Chuck, standing beside the window. She had pulled the sheet back and was peeking at whatever kind of desolation she saw outside.

      Cujo had seen me watching her and offered up a sad smile. “You don’t intend to survive this, do you?”

      “If I’m known, if I’m worshipped, I’ll be the worst of all the gods. That can’t happen. This world doesn’t need gods to govern it.”

      His smile grew. “That right there, that’s Ace Dante talking.”

      The man’s grin was infectious. My lips lifted, just enough to hint at a smile. “I have no right to ask this, but will you look after Chuck?”

      “Seems like she does all right looking after herself.”

      “She likes to think so.”

      He considered it carefully, rubbing at his whiskered chin. “There’s a lot of you in her. She’ll be fine. But I’ll keep an eye on her.”

      “Keep her straight. She’s a soul eater. It’s a heavy burden.”

      “Maybe you should go talk to her? She’s angry with you, she has good reason to be, but if you explain…”

      “No.” My gaze fell on the snake-headed jackal symbol scrawled onto a piece of paper. “I am her father by blood. That is our only connection.” I rubbed a thumb over Bastet’s wedding band wrapped around my finger. Isis had told me that caring was the hardest part of eternal life. She’d had a point.

      “Shukra told me everything,” Cujo said. “All that you did. When I lost the use of my legs, I went through months of physiotherapy. It hurt physically and… and in the head, yah know? It’s what it did up here”—he tapped his temple —“that did the most damage. It hurt so bad sometimes I didn’t want to live. I know you did things you hate yourself for. I figure some choices you’d probably make again and do differently.” He didn’t glance at Nile. Didn’t have to. “Nobody else will tell you because they either hate you or they’re too scared to, but… thank you for trying—even if you did maybe fuck it up—but at least you did what you could. Shukra told me she…” He hesitated. “She’s proud of you, her soul eater. Don’t tell her I told you. She hates the thought that she might be catching emotions.”

      A light, bright laugh slipped free. “I can’t imagine Shukra handling emotion well.”

      “You’d be surprised.” He laughed along with me.

      “She should get a hobby to distract her. Taxidermy.”

      We both laughed harder until Cujo reached over and squeezed my arm. “Thank you, Ace.”

      I planted my hand on his. “It’s not over yet.”

      “You’ll beat them. All of them. Screw Apophis. I have faith in Ace Dante.” His eyes glistened. He pulled his hand back and swallowed. “We’re gonna be okay.”

      “Yes,” I agreed, “you are.”
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      “It’s done,” Shukra said. She had called me outside the building while the others rested. “Just the temple left to mark and then the fireworks begin.”

      A softer breeze whispered across the sand blanketing the street. It felt like midnight, though with the red cloud cover, every passing hour felt like night and had for weeks. But still, in my bones, I felt there was a new day on the horizon.

      “Did Cat help you?” I asked.

      “Yes, but when I told her I was coming back here for you, she made herself scarce.” Shukra tucked her thumbs into her pants pockets and scanned the street with its hollowed-out buildings and abandoned cars. “The whole world is pissed at you,” she added.

      I nodded. “In case you hadn’t noticed, that’s my specialty.”

      “Seth has taken your temple and splashed his sand everywhere. There are priests crawling up the walls.” She shrugged. “Not literally. Not yet anyway.”

      “Good. I need Seth at the epicenter.”

      “The trap within a trap…”

      “And I’m the bait.”

      “You’re really doing this?”

      “Yes, with your help… Do you remember the illusion spell you cast to make it look as though Isis killed Chuck?”

      She breathed in and out through her nose slowly, making a point of not looking at me. “Possibly.”

      “Could you do it again?”

      “Maybe. With a whole lot of power to back it up.”

      A few moments passed, and we fell into an easy quiet. It wouldn’t last. The storm was coming, and soon, none of us would be able to escape it. “Cujo tells me you’re going soft,” I finally said. “He said you’ll be wanting a puppy next. He wasn’t sure if he was ready for the commitment.”

      She looked horrified, mouth agape, until I couldn’t hide my smile any longer, then her eyes narrowed to razor-like slits. “I’m only sorry I won’t be the one who gets to kill you.”

      “If there was any sense of justice in the world, it would be you, Shukra.” I adjusted Alysdair’s weight against my back and caught the glitter of something hiding in the shadows inside an abandoned convenience store across the street. There were others. I’d seen them shift in the dark, felt their souls recoil from me even as their curiosity got the better of them and drew them near.

      When one enormous black scorpion scuttled down the side of the storefront, Shukra tensed and readied her diesel-tainted power.

      “Don’t,” I told her.

      Another scorpion scuttled up from an underground parking lot. Another dropped from a streetlamp, legs rippling as it ventured closer. They had been in the shadows around the building for hours, waiting. Before long, a dozen had gathered on the street in front of us. Stingers twitched and pincers clicked.

      “Cukkomd,” I whispered, infecting them all. They shuddered beneath my mental hold. “Vrusacs,” Protect. The scorpions hunkered down, as eager as puppies to obey. Enormous, man-killing, venomous puppies. “Su.” Go. They scurried off into the shadows surrounding the group’s camp.

      “Now who’s going soft?” Shukra remarked.

      “Bastet isn’t back, and I can’t stay here to keep them safe. We’ve got a world to save and gods to kill. You ready?”

      “Always.”
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      I left Shukra with a disconcertingly calm Nile a block away from my temple. With every step that brought me closer to the old department store, I shook off more of what it meant to be Ace Dante, letting the dark creep back in and guard me like part of my armor. I swept sand from my path with a thought, aware I was already being watched. The closer I got to the temple, the more the old temptations tugged on my resolve. Seth’s power had wrapped itself around my building like a choking weed, but he hadn’t been on the throne long enough to sink his roots into the foundations. Deep inside the stone, the temple was still mine.

      The robed priests made no move to stop me as I climbed the steps. Most I recognized. Most had fallen to their knees for me, easily switching sides. I couldn’t blame them for wanting to survive.

      “This is my temple,” I said, raising my voice to address those spread across the entrance.

      They glanced between themselves and let me pass. When I stepped foot inside, the chant kur Apophis followed. So easily swayed.

      Word of my arrival would reach Seth, if he hadn’t already sensed his sands shifting, but I was in no hurry to reach him. With every floor I walked through, I banished his touch, sweeping the sand away with little resistance. And with each stride, I let loose the twisted souls I’d brought with me from the Twelve Gates. Souls of the bad, souls of the unredeemable. All mine. They howled into the building. No more subterfuge. No more hiding the truth of me. Let the Dark consume it all…

      I discovered Seth in the throne room, sitting rigidly on his red glass and stone throne. He regarded me with a raised eyebrow, but hundreds of worshippers scurried out of my way, my name hissed across their lips in awe, hate, and admiration.

      These people were ants. I could crush each of them. All it would take was a word. I let them see that knowledge in my eyes and watched them fall to their knees.

      I stopped in front of the dais, freed Alysdair, and relaxed the sword at my side. Placing one foot on the bottom step, I leaned in. “Did you miss me?”

      His fingers twitched against the throne’s arm. I could imagine the sight I presented, cloaked in fragments of tainted souls. I didn’t need to tell him what he saw about me, what he heard baying through the corridors, was just the beginning of the worst storm this world had ever seen. He knew the legend of Apophis.

      “The one thing Osiris never did was kill me.” Since Seth was ignoring me, I addressed the bowed congregation. “He feared that should I die, I would rise again more powerful than before.” I lifted my hand and the dark souls swirling above let out a unified wail. “He was right.”

      Someone behind me lunged, so eager to save their new god. The fool had a black soul that was easily twisted. Without looking, I clicked my fingers. His body combusted, the sound of it like a gasp on a lover’s lips. A flash of embers heated my back. What was left of him rained over the steps. No one else would be foolish enough to try to tackle me. Kur Apophis, they whispered, voices trembling.

      Seth watched his hold on his worshippers slip. It was my name they chanted now. Their devotion sizzled through my veins, and their words buzzed in my thoughts—the seductive siren call of power. For Apophis. Lord of the Dark.

      “This world and all its souls are mine,” I told the pretender god. For all his efforts, and his raging storm, I was the one the people feared. When they laid their heads down to rest, they whispered my name. When they saw the storm on the horizon, it was my name they told their children to run in fear from. Seth was a tool. He always had been a tool. From the moment I’d tricked him into taking my place inside my prison, I’d used him. The final blow had taunted him enough to kill me. He had been right to doubt me. If it hadn’t been for Isis’s meddling, I never would have returned to Egypt to free him.

      Seth pushed to his feet and descended the steps, coming to a stop eye to eye with me. “You are a weak echo of your former self.”

      How pretty his words were, but fragile and inconsequential like butterflies.

      I had Alysdair in my hand. He stood so close I could swing the sword and end the god now, but this wasn’t about finishing Seth. Not yet. I needed to set my trap and lure in the gods. All of them. I needed to be everything I could be, everything I had been before. Devourer of the Wrong.

      A ripple of energy sailed through the building, lapping over Seth and me. The god flinched, but I’d been expecting it. Shukra had finished her spells. The walls were marked with the names of the gods and mine. The air throbbed with my power. The walls, and floor hummed kur Apophis. Beyond the city, people’s fear took the form of worship. In this world, in this time, I had never been more powerful.

      “An echo?” I swung Alysdair, intending to cut through the back of his neck, but Seth lifted his armored arm and deflected the edge of the blade. He stumbled down the steps. The moment his foot touched the floor, sand bubbled from between the gaps and surged around him in a protective cloak.

      People fled. I plucked out their souls one by one like picking grapes from the vine. More. I fed on their eternal lives. Stronger. The walls shook. Beneath my boots, hieroglyphs beat their power in time with my heart. And the chanting went on.

      “I am Apophis. I am darkness given form and thought. I am eternal, and you would dare to strike me down?”

      More. As my momentum built, the storm that was me grew—not inside the temple, but outside where the streets funneled ash and the wind whipped it into a frenzy. Inside that storm, my remade lost souls howled and cried their anguish.

      Seth summoned a vicious sword out of the air. The sight of the curved blade in the god’s hands might have concerned me once, but no more. He brought it up to block another strike. The swords clashed. Alysdair thrummed alive in my hands. The Eye of Ra was hungry too.

      “Your storm…” Seth winced. “It will devour everything! There will be nothing left to reign over.”

      More power. This wasn’t enough. I needed to stir the bones of this dead city. I needed both worlds to notice me, to fear me, to come and see what the end of a world looked like, to try to stop Apophis.

      “Kneel,” I told Seth. “Kneel and worship the Dark.”

      He laughed as though such a thing were absurd. “You are not a thing to be worshipped.”

      “Times change. So do monsters.” I struck again. Seth parried. Again, Alysdair sang, moving too fast to see, but Seth blocked every strike. Sand spiraled around us, but so did the dark souls. He knew he couldn’t win, but the fool was as stubborn as his brother.

      “Kneel.” I pushed surplus power through the word.

      He gritted his teeth, resisting. “I. Will. Not. Kneel. To. You.”

      “Your defeat is inevitable.” When I swung this time, his parry fell short, and Alysdair sliced across his chest plate, scratching a deep line. “This world’s demise is inevitable.” I swung again, driving him back.

      He stumbled over a fallen worshipper and should have fallen, but my Dark swooped in and wrapped him in its embrace. He twitched, held aloft and cushioned by tendrils. I watched my regiment of broken souls pluck at the Lord of the Desert. Deeper they dug, sinking in through his ears and his mouth and flooding his eyes, turning them black. His skin contracted, stretching over ancient bones.

      “Kneel,” I whispered.

      Horror froze the cracks in his aging face. I had his immortality in my grasp. I could turn his eternal life into a nightmare of endless pain as all the years he had lived piled on and turned his bones to dust and his skin to parchment.

      I reached in with my left hand and curled my fingers around his neck. Papery thin skin crumbled. His neck would snap if I applied even the lightest pressure. Temptation plucked on my control.

      “Kneel and worship me, and I will end your agony.” My Dark withdrew, and I dropped him. He crumbled beneath the weight of age and decay, turning into a hunched creature made of little more than bone.

      He mumbled through cracked, bleeding lips, but it wasn’t the words I wanted to hear. All he had to do was accept me as a god among gods and this would end.

      His red hair whitened. His skin flaked. Bones jutted from under his skin.

      “Kneel. Accept me.”

      “I…” he rasped, the words barely more than dying breaths. “I dmaar su sra Lurd uk sra Dord.”

      I settled my hand on his bowed head. “All the rivers are ash.” Catching his jaw in my grip, I forced him forward and showed the submissive god to the few priests who remained.

      “The Lord of Red submits to me.” I lifted Alysdair, letting the sword sing.

      “Kur Apophis!” they boomed.

      I struck, diving into the god’s eternal soul. There was no resistance. Seth’s soul, made of threads of light and threads of red, knotted in on itself, tightening into a ball. All his power condensed into something that would fit in my palm, had I had one, but here I was smoke, and I wrapped around that soul and tightened my hold.

      Yes, this was me. This was right.

      The soul exploded in my embrace, bursting into fragments that glittered against my dark. I swallowed it down and smiled at the awe-filled faces watching. “Daquir.”

      Seth’s earthly remains, what was left of them, collapsed into a layer of ash.

      Part of me wanted this, had wanted it forever. I could control it now. I had to because it was about to get a thousand times worse.

      I plunged Alysdair down, thrust the blade into the glowing glyphs, and yelled, “Raraoka!”

      The sword instantly collapsed in on itself. Forged metal turned to liquid and sprang open, releasing a column of black from inside. It blasted high and shot through the floors above, breaching the roof. Souls. All the souls Alysdair had devoured in the name of the Soul Eater. Centuries of the bad, of the wrong, of the thieves, the liars, the monsters among humans. A few light souls flitted through the dark—the innocents Osiris had forced me to kill. They flicked like stars in the night sky, if the night sky were a raging funnel of all that was wrong with the world. And I was at its center.

      The funnel abruptly ended. Alysdair clattered to the floor, hollow.

      Now the gods would come. Osiris would come. None could deny the name: Apophis.

      I was counting on it.
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      An eternal storm, the likes of which had once only been found inside the Twelve Gates, raged through the abandoned Manhattan streets. From my vantage point on the department store roof, ash and embers swept and funneled between Midtown’s buildings like a tsunami of destruction. Had the city been populated, the storm would have devoured their souls at a rate of thousands per minute. The temptation to abandon my plan and push the storm farther had my fingers twitching and my might split.

      Beneath me, the department store temple hummed with power. It wasn’t a pyramid like the gods had once favored to help channel their power, but it didn’t need to be. There was a time, not so long ago, when the onslaught of power would have had me out of my mind, lusting for more. The power was manageable. For now. The bait had been laid. The end was in sight. I only had to hold on to my sanity for a few more hours. After that… Well, there would be nothing after that.

      “My Lord…?” The priest pulled his cloak in, snatching its trailing edges back from the wind, and bowed his head under my glare. “The Goddess Bastet asks for an invitation to enter your temple.”

      I nodded and took one last long look at the jagged horizon. I could devour it all, this world and the underworld and all the souls they contained. In the past, I had. If I did, I truly would be unstoppable. The End of All Things. That is not who I am.

      Bastet waited in the throne room. Wrapped in leathers and glistening with knives, she looked every bit as dangerous as her warrior reputation proclaimed.

      “Leave.” I gestured at the loitering priests, dispersing them. They wouldn’t go far.

      Bastet waited until we were alone, then slid her cat-eyed glare to me. “What is this? Apophis is not meant to be worshipped.”

      “So I keep telling everyone, but do they listen?” Running a finger down the arm of the throne, I collected a thin layer of ash and rubbed it from my fingertip.

      “Osiris is here.”

      “Outside?”

      “Close. Mafdet too…”

      Good, I thought. But Bastet’s tone held an edge to it. When I met her gaze, she started up the steps toward me.

      “Osiris speaks of saving the worlds from you.” She stopped close enough that the smell of meadows and summer drifted through my senses. “After what I’ve seen here, I am struggling to argue with him. You are… very powerful.”

      I carefully asked, “Do you trust me?”

      She peered into my eyes as though looking for my soul to test for its darkness. If she looked long enough, it would swallow her whole. “I did.” She trailed her fingertips down my chest plate and took up my hand. She brushed the ring still on my finger. “You have changed.”

      “Whatever Osiris told you, he’s right. I am all that the gods fear, and with good reason. I could take both worlds and swallow them down.” I pressed a hand to her cheek, remembering the warmth of her, and drew her close. “But I am more than darkness. The gods will come, and they’ll attempt to stop me. They will succeed.” A frown tightened her brow and darkened her eyes. “The reign of the gods is over,” I added. “To protect this world, we need to let it go.”

      Confusion muddied her expression, but not for long. When the weight of my words struck, she backed down a few steps and looked around her as though seeing the room anew. The glowing markings, the rampant power. This entire building was a lure. I was the bait. She lifted her eyes. “You would end us all?”

      “It has to be this way.”

      I couldn’t let her leave, and as she absorbed her fate, I wondered if I would have to fight her. Then, she stilled and composed herself. The fingers of her right hand clenched into a fist. She lifted her gaze once more. Determination burned there now. “Are you not content with this world? You must destroy the gods too? Where is the boy? I will take him from here and end this nonsense.”

      I had hoped she would be different. I had believed she would understand why I had to do this. But her next word proved my hope had been misplaced.

      “Cukkomd,” she whispered.

      Pain lanced up my arm and yanked a hold on my psyche. Before I could realign my thoughts into figuring out what was happening, she speared a compulsion home. “Summon the boy.”

      The ring. The damn wedding ring—the slave cuff had its claws in me. I reached for it, tried to get my trembling fingers around it to yank it off—

      “Cukkomd. Summon the boy.”

      Agony tore down my back, dropping me to my knees. The more I denied her, the more her words felt as though they were stripping skin from my bones.

      “Bastet… you know me… better… than this.”

      “The stubborn, confused, valiant man I knew died the moment you stabbed Alysdair through my heart.”

      “A compulsion… from Osiris!”

      “You agreed to it, or it would have been impossible. Summon the boy. This ends now.”

      “No.” That it had come to this was proof. Time had corrupted the gods beyond redemption. There are no good gods. I had hoped Bastet was different. I’d loved her once, as Ace Dante, and now, as Apophis, those human feelings still clung on. She was good, her soul was a bright star, but she couldn’t see past her survival. If Nile came, she would kill him to stop me.

      “I believed you were different,” she accused, breathing hard as my defiance tested her power.

      “And I you.”

      “You will be stopped, and the worlds will return to normal under our guidance, as it has always been.”

      “Under… Osiris’s guidance?”

      “This power… I cannot trust you.” She recoiled. “You would destroy the gods and take both worlds.”

      “I thought you knew me.” I pressed my hand against the dais and spread my fingers. Bastet’s compulsion clawed at the inside of my skull, shredding pieces of my mind. Outside, the ash storm surged closer. If she pushed me too far, I would break. Why couldn’t she see the truth?

      “Anubis, Osiris—”

      I laughed, cutting her off. How naïve. I had been to believe Bastet was the one god who had changed, who was different from the rest. The one good god left.

      A blur in the corner of my vision was all the warning I received. Bastet wasn’t as lucky. She jerked. Her mouth opened in a silent, stunned gasp. The tips of four jambiya daggers burst from her hip.

      I blinked, clearing my vision. No, not daggers. Claws.

      “It is you who must be stopped.” Cat’s cool, calm voice sliced through the pain in my head and swept it away.

      I yanked off the ring and threw it down the steps. It bounced, rolled, and settled in a splash of bright blood at Bastet’s feet.

      Bastet twisted and backhanded Cat off her feet. “What is this betrayal, Catalina!?” She pressed a hand to her side. It came away wet with blood.

      Cat shook off the strike and climbed to her feet. “You are all too blinded by your pasts to see what Ace is trying to do.”

      “And you underestimate the power of Apophis.” Bastet flicked blood from her fingers, more annoyed than wounded. She had probably already healed. “I had hoped, as Ace, Apophis would overcome the darkness, but clearly he has not.”

      Cat’s growl chilled my blood. “You asked him to be more than darkness, and he is, but now you can’t or won’t see how he’s changed? You don’t want to believe, because if you do, you know it’ll be the end of you.” She flexed her claws and lifted her chin. “You are my queen and I love you, but you are also a product of the old world. Don’t you see this will keep happening? History will repeat itself and people will suffer for as long as the gods are alive. Ace—Apophis is stopping you. Not for himself, but for the good of the innocent souls caught up in your wars. If you can’t or won’t see that, then you must be stopped.” Cat waited, claws at the ready, stance poised to attack.

      But Bastet hesitated. From anyone else, those words would have been dismissed, but Cat had always been more than a scout or foot soldier. She was probably the only person Bastet would hear out.

      “Stop. Both of you. All of this is too late. Osiris wants to see me trapped, my power drained, so that he may be worshipped as the savior. What do you think will happen then, Bastet? When have you ever known Osiris to be a benevolent god?”

      Ash whispered in beneath closed doors, and on those whispers came Osiris’s name. He was close.

      A distant jackal’s howl echoed through the room, followed by another. Anubis. The gods were coming. It was time.

      I sent out a mental call to the Recka. Be ready. I heard its cry travel through the city and my temple. Come to me.

      Bastet flinched and turned on the spot, noticing how a cushion of ash had settled across the floor. She lifted her gaze to the throbbing markings on the wall. My name, but also a sense of crackling power that wasn’t mine. It built slowly, creeping in around the edges as though hoping to go unnoticed. Osiris’s trap was closing in.

      I nodded. It was time. “The cycle of history repeating ends now.” I plucked on all the millions of souls at my command. Scorpions, snakes, scarabs, crocodiles. Come to me. Outside, the barren streets moved with their countless bodies.

      Everything hinged on what happened next. Trust in the lie. I had to make it work. I had to make them believe just a little while longer…

      An arrow shot from the dark, narrowly missing my shoulder. Mafdet’s deep laugh filled the throne room, joined by the yowl of predatory felines.

      “Wait…” Bastet held out a hand. The Slayer of Serpents had arrived with Bastet’s warriors. I could only hope Cat’s words had done enough to sway her queen.

      I collapsed into ash and swirled around Cat. “Trust me.”

      She lifted her face and peered through me. Ash snagged at her lashes and hair. She didn’t answer, but she did smile. She wasn’t afraid, and that was enough. I scooped her up and whisked her away from the throne room, through the corridors and up motionless escalators.

      The End was here.

      [image: ]

      Wind and souls howled around the department store, but on the rooftop, the air hung still.

      I set Cat down and wrapped myself up in the appearance of a man once more. Cat looked on, calm and defiant. She had already faced the Twelve Gates, stood up to Bastet, taken the Recka’s eyes, and died more than once. For her, this was just another day of the week. “What you’re about to see… don’t try to stop it,” I told her.

      “What am I about to see?”

      “The End of All Things.” I grinned and turned away.

      “Ace?”

      The name drew me up short. Looking over my shoulder, I caught her half smile. “Do you die here?”

      “Perhaps, but the best villains always come back.”

      “Are you a villain?”

      “Depends on who you ask.” There was more to say, so much more, but our time had run out. “Thank you,” I told her. There was too much to thank her for. She had believed in me and sought out the truth when everyone else had given up on it. But most of all, she had understood.

      She smiled sadly and nodded.

      I strode toward an elevator motor hut and crouched in the doorway. Nile was sitting where Shukra had told me he would be, knees drawn up, face pensive. “You know what you have to do?” I asked him.

      “I do.” His voice wavered.

      “When Osiris comes, he will need your power.” I wasn’t sure Nile would survive. For all his power, he was mortal. I could tell him everything would be fine, but he would recognize the lie.

      “It’s okay,” he said. “It was always going to come to this.”

      Nile was the key. Without him, Osiris’s trap couldn’t hold anything more powerful than a scarab, but with the kid’s Light behind it and Shukra’s modifications, the trap would close and seal everything inside: the gods, their power, all of it. And once the gods were gone, the sundering would be over, forever.

      Nile offered me his hand. I took it and pulled him to his feet. “I understand,” he said as I guided him out onto the roof. “I understand all of it now.”

      “I’m sorry there wasn’t another way,” I admitted.

      “I know you are.”

      I stopped Nile at roughly the center of the rooftop and mentally stirred up the ash enough to cover the markings scratched around the edges—the same markings the witches had used to ensnare me, plus a few additional modifications courtesy of Shukra. The thought of facing that trap again twisted up my insides. But it was necessary. The deaths, the lies, the sacrifices. All of them had been necessary.

      I just needed one more thing to sweeten the trap.

      Briefly closing my eyes, I cast my mind out as I had in the Great River when looking for Hatshepsut. Souls flickered and darted. Some rushed in, trying to flood my thoughts with their will, and others rushed away. The darker ones watched and waited for instructions.

      “Goddess of Light…” I cast the name outward. “Isis, come to my side.”

      A star more colorful than all the rest pulsed in the Dark. She couldn’t resist my call.

      I opened my eyes. “Stay close.” Nile nodded, but I’d sent my words into the storm. From the outside, the gods saw me building an army made of all the darkness in this world and the underworld, and in their righteous fury, they had no choice but to stop me.

      Mafdet appeared first, and behind her came Bastet and her elite band of warriors. Their blades glinted with the same murderous intensity as their eyes. They approached carefully, wary and suspicious. But Bastet’s determination had softened. She looked at me with the expression she had worn when I’d stabbed Alysdair through her heart. Her faith had been tested, but now, due to Cat, she truly knew the things I had done and why my soul was black. It had to be this way.

      Anubis circled in, lips rippling over a snout full of teeth. Above, the Recka sent out a cry before sinking through the eye of the storm and settling behind me. The backdraft from its wings blasted ash from the rooftop, revealing some of the markings, but none of the gods noticed. All eyes were locked on me.

      “Show off,” I grumbled at the Recka.

      “The Recka is mighty. It is myth and legend—”

      “Cat’s here,” I told it before its ego could get out of control.

      It bowed its head, tucked its wings in, and muttered obscenities in the old language.

      Now we just needed one last guest: Osiris. Of course, the flashy bastard was fashionably late.

      “Where is Seth?” Mafdet asked, raising her voice over the howling winds. From the sly glimmer in her eyes, I wondered if she already suspected she knew the answer.

      “I ate his soul with some fava beans and a nice chianti.”

      Mafdet snorted. Nobody laughed. Tough crowd.

      The gods stared. They each knew I could topple them individually so none were about to make the first move. But as the seconds ticked on, the chances of them realizing not all was as it seemed grew.

      Where was Osiris? He should have been here. This wouldn’t work without him.

      “This has gone on long enough.” Anubis stepped forward. “You will cease this rampage and submit to the Scales of Justice.”

      I scoffed. The little jackal god still thought he was getting my heart on a plate. “You are not qualified to judge me. Besides, all that would serve is pandering to your sense of theatrics. We all know exactly what I am.”

      “The Dark will never overcome the Light. The gods will triumph.”

      I rolled my eyes and started a slow, careful pace in front of Nile. “Good, Bad, Dark, Light. Day. Night. You’re all so hung up on their definitions when really, it’s all the same. It’s all just a matter of perspective. You can’t have one without the other.”

      I was about to continue educating the gods, when the storm peeled open behind the line of gods and Osiris’s gargantuan statue leaned in and offered up its hand. The fingers gradually opened. Its huge stone face peered down into the palm of its hand.

      Say what you would about Osiris, but he sure knew how to make an entrance. I might even have been slightly impressed.

      Osiris stepped off the hand, golden armor gleaming, crook in one hand. Chuck dangled from his other hand. She hissed, spat, bucked, and kicked, but the girl wasn’t escaping his iron grip.

      Kres. The scorpions should have protected her. If I hadn’t called them all to me…

      Nile heard his mother’s cries and stepped forward. “Mom?”

      I caught his shoulder and dug my fingers in, holding him back. He pushed against me. “Trust me,” I muttered under my breath and then touched the cuff on his wrist. “Raraoka.” Release. The cuff fell open and clattered against the rooftop. His considerable power flexed, pushing in before relaxing outward. “Trust in the lie,” I whispered for Nile’s ears only. It was a big ask. The kid had all the reasons in the world to despise me. But Nile knew the truth, and now, for the first time, he could hear the truth in my words clearly.

      Light flickered in the corner of my eye. Shimmers wove through my dark storm, building, coming closer.

      Nile hesitated and then backed down. When I was sure he wouldn’t bolt, I turned my glare back on Osiris. Damn him. I’d had it all under control. I’d assumed he’d focus on Nile. He’d told me Chuck was nothing to him, and yet here she was. I could only hope Osiris had left Cujo alive when he’d taken her.

      I deliberately set a brittle edge to my laugh. “What is this? You brought a date? Isis would be most disappointed.”

      “Hand over the boy,” Osiris demanded.

      On my right, Bastet tensed. She had seen her daughter die once before, and she cared—she always had. Her eyes narrowed, fixing the god in her sights. Around her, the warrior cats slid their focus away from me to Osiris. Bastet had picked her side. Cat saw and smirked a rare and very un-cat-like smile.

      “A trade,” Osiris said, gold-edged eyes on me, but his attention wandered over my shoulder to where a soul hovered in the air. Isis. He could bring her back. Alarm cracked his stoic expression. His sister-wife was almost within his grasp.

      A smile lifted my lips. He knew I could drink Isis all the way down in seconds. There was no coming back from a soul eater’s bite. How much did he want the world? How much did he truly want me gone? Was it enough to spend his remaining days alone? As much as he hated his wife, he loved her too. He couldn’t help but love her. Isis and Osiris were a constant. They despised each other, but there was madness to their love. The one thing I could use against him. Isis was his weakness.

      He schooled his face. “You are cornered and out of time. It’s over.”

      “Not yet.”

      I had to give him Nile, but I also had to make him believe the lie, make him think I didn’t want this. “It is good of you all to come. You will witness this world bow down and worship in my name.”

      Scorpions crawled up and over the edges of the roof, pincers grinding. Anubis shifted uneasily. His jackals were close. I counted their souls in the stairwell—thousands. Outside my storm, the trap’s teeth drew closer. I couldn’t see it, but I could feel the moment building, tightening, stretching time. Everything had been leading to this moment. The witches and their attempts to siphon off my magic, secrets found in Egypt, a prophecy of how a boy—Nile—would stop the End of All Things. And he would. Truths and lies. Myths turned to legends and breathed into life. And I was the anti-god who would stop them all. It finished here. My heart raced too hard. Thoughts whirred along with the storm raging around us. Whatever happened next, I had done the right thing. This was the only way.

      “He won’t trade!” Chuck yelled. “He doesn’t care!”

      “You should listen to the mother of your son, Osiris. I’ve only met her a few times. What makes you think I’d give up my impending reign over this world for a brat?”

      He dropped her, but instead of freeing her, he hooked an arm around her throat and yanked her against his chest. When he produced the sword, Bastet lunged. Her warriors let out their war cries. And from behind me, jackals flooded onto the roof. I whirled in time to see one knock Nile to the ground. I kicked it off and saw Osiris throw Chuck down and make a dash for his wife’s soul. I reached for Isis’s brightness, but another jackal sprang in, sinking its teeth into my shoulder and yanking me around. Another slammed into my back, going for my neck, almost bringing me down.

      “Ossacd!” I hooked into the hundreds of scorpion souls and threw them into the melee of jackals. The rooftop boiled with teeth, claws, stingers, blood, and ash. Teeth and claws clanged against my armor, scratched off, and sank in in places. I had known this would happen, I’d expected chaos, and as the battle erupted, I smiled. The End was a glorious sight.

      “Nile!” I called.

      There, crawling toward the smaller of two panthers: Bastet and Chuck. The big cats clawed at the jackals. Something about the sight of them twitched an emotion alive inside me. Mother and daughter. They would have this moment together, even if it was their last.

      Osiris was suddenly blocking my path to Nile. He lifted Nile by the neck and plunged his hand into his son’s chest. Light exploded, washing what I could see of the world away and silencing the madness.

      For the smallest of moments there was nothing.

      No pain.

      No time.

      No beginning.

      No end.

      Nothing. Just eternal, endless silence. A timeless prison made of Light. Forever.

      Osiris’s trap snapped shut.
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      The final lie had been spun, the illusion revealed.

      I watched from the elevator hut as the Light swept in and collapsed, swallowing the storm of souls, the gods, the Recka, everything with it, including parts of me. Thunderous noise threatened to pull me apart, but I clung on to everything that made me Ace Dante. I’d created him before, and I wasn’t letting him go. And slowly, so slowly, the lie became the truth. I rebuilt the boy who broke all the rules, who fought against the odds for innocent souls, who defied all that was wrong in the worlds. And then, when I wasn’t sure I could hold on to the memory any longer, it was done.

      The clouds fizzled apart, revealing a wash of autumnal blue. Sunlight poured over the rooftop, stirring Cat, Nile, and Chuck awake where they had fallen.

      Ashes dallied in the air, ridiculously soft and quiet.

      I reached out a hand and caught some. Inside, my thoughts were still. I waited for the madness, for the temptation to claw at my skin and demand more, but it didn’t come. There was no rage, no madness, no internal battle. Just calm. My skin no longer itched with power, and the souls no longer screamed inside my head.

      Apophis was gone.

      I was just me… Just Ace.

      The ashes in my hand disintegrated as though they had never existed. The markings on the roof had burned themselves out and, along with Osiris’s enormous statue, turned to dust. I looked for signs that Osiris would come striding toward us, or Anubis would have his jackals attack, but the quiet stretched into the building and cleansed the air. They weren’t here.

      Chuck reached for Nile and helped him up.

      “It’s so bright…” Nile gasped. “I can… I can see…” They threw their arms around each other. Cat approached them, her smile genuine. She scanned the rooftop, looking for me. I blinked back at her, afraid that if I moved, the illusion would shatter. Was this world the illusion? Had I been trapped with the others and this was a product of my mind reaching for hope?

      No, the Apophis reaching for Isis, the Apophis reaching for Nile, he had been the illusion.

      I rocked back on my heels and brushed a hand down my face, sweeping off ash.

      Ace Dante. That was my name. And for the first time it fit.

      Cat stepped forward.

      “Wait… I…” I wasn’t sure. How could I be sure Apophis was gone? I hadn’t known I’d had him inside me for five centuries. What if it went wrong? What if he was somehow still inside?

      “Ace?” Cat came closer still, ignoring the shake of my head. “Is it you?”

      Chuck lifted an unusual sword from out of the fading ashes. Shorter and thinner than Alysdair, it looked right at home in her hands. She puzzled over the strange markings on the blade, and then she turned on the spot, pausing only to watch fragments of armor or splashes of blood dissolve. “Bastet. Osiris. They’re all gone…”

      Shukra shoved through the stairwell door and strode into the sunlight. She shielded her eyes and scanned us. Satisfied by what she saw, she crossed the rooftop and offered me her hand. “Welcome back, Acehole.”

      I closed my fingers around hers and let her haul me to my feet.

      Squinting, she remarked, “Still ugly.”

      “It worked?” I asked.

      “Of course it worked. All the gods are gone. You’re not a god. Somebody forgot to give Osiris the memo. It’s so damn hard being this awesome. You should try it sometime.”

      I hadn’t been sure I’d still be here. Using my real name of Apophis to trap that part of me the same way the god’s memories had once been trapped in a box had been a long shot at best. But all the power was in the name, all but Ace Dante. That name had been worthless. And yet here I stood. Alive. Free. Me.

      Cat attacked. I hadn’t seen it coming and tensed to retaliate, but then she threw her arms around me and rubbed her chin against my cheek. I knew I was me when the feel of her softened the brittle fear caked around my heart. A fear that this couldn’t possibly be real. A purr rumbled through her.

      Cat pulled back, out of my arms. She swallowed and tried to pack all her emotions back inside the cool, professional Cat, and failed.

      Chuck glared through her lashes and jerked her chin. I offered her my fist to bump. She glowered at it, and then reluctantly bumped her fist with mine. “You are like the worst dad in the history of bad dads ever.”

      “That’s probably true.”

      “This doesn’t mean I like you.” She sniffed and held out the sword. “I think this might be yours.”

      I reached for the sword. Power tingled unpleasantly against my fingertips, and I pulled my hand back. “Actually, I think it’s yours now. I’ll teach you how to use it.”

      A smile wormed its way through all of Chuck’s attitude and stuck for a few seconds. “Yeah?”

      “On the condition you don’t kill me. I have a feeling if you do, it might stick.”

      Her soul-eater eyes gleamed at the prospect. There was still a long way to go, but it would start here, on a rooftop in an abandoned city.

      We slowly made our way back through the building, watching hieroglyphs crumble to dust as we passed.

      A day later, a soft, warm breeze filtered through the empty street outside the make-do camp building. The air smelled like diesel smoke and post-rain dust. Soon, the roads would once again fill with cars and the buildings would be brimming with people. Any physical evidence of the gods and their sundering would soon fade. In a month, people would question what they had seen. In a year or more, the sundering would fade into history. Memories would turn the truth to myth, given time.

      New York would have its beating heart once more. But I wouldn’t be here to see it.

      “You could stay,” Shukra said, emerging from the doorway behind me. A smudge of dirt marked her cheek, and her clothes were all scratched up. She had said she liked the apocalyptic look.

      I let her have some of my smile. “Cujo?”

      “He’s okay. Still angry Osiris snatched Chuck from under his nose.”

      I stared at the burned-out shell of a car and my Ducati—recovered that morning from where I’d abandoned it after handing Nile over to Seth. Turns out the god’s sands hadn’t wanted it. My thoughts wandered, and I wondered if the distant howls were jackals or just my imagination. “Do you think they’re really gone?”

      “For now. For how long? Weeks, centuries, millennia… that remains to be seen.”

      I let my thoughts trail off and lifted my face to the sun, soaking up its warmth. Shukra was watching me, her lips turned down. I would miss her too.

      “The kids seem to be okay,” she mused.

      “The trap would have siphoned off their power and funneled it into the sword, but keep an eye on them and Alysdair.”

      “You really don’t want the sword back? Don’t you think it would be safer—”

      I shook my head. “The temptation would be too great.” The sword was the new secret box, but instead of Apophis’s memories, Alysdair held all the gods and all their power. “Its secret must never be revealed. Just you and I know, Shu, for as long as we live.”

      Shu nodded and shoved her hands into her pants pockets.

      A helicopter’s familiar whoop-whoop and the trundle if distant tires drifted on the breeze. Life would find a way without Osiris to manipulate it.

      “Was the illusion convincing?” Shukra asked, referring to her doppelganger spell from the rooftop.

      “If it wasn’t, I wouldn’t be here.” Like the body-double of Chuck Shukra had created months ago to fool Isis, my double—created by the additional spell markings on the roof—had only needed to distract Osiris during the chaotic final moments. Given that he’d been split between the battle, his desire for the world, and the need to have his wife by his side, he hadn’t realized that Ace Dante had been absent from the grand finale.

      “I couldn’t have done any of this without you,” I told her.

      “Damn right. You’re a mess. And you’re welcome.”

      “You should work on your people skills.”

      A goodbye was close, but I clung on to it. I didn’t want to go. The things we had seen and done together—it had been a long way from perfect, but, absurdly, that made what we had become today so perfectly right.

      “You didn’t think to bring a bottle of vodka?” I asked.

      “It slipped my mind while I was saving your ass.”

      I turned my head and looked at Shukra, really looked at her. The scruffy edges were new, softening her up. This new softness was probably Cujo’s influence. He was good for her. Wouldn’t take any of her shit. “No selling spells online and no concocting potions from body parts.”

      She waggled her fingers. “Can’t. The trap took it all. I’m just a regular Shukra now.”

      It had taken my soul-eater power too, but we couldn’t know for how long or if it would ever return. “There was never anything regular about you.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I preferred Apophis. He wasn’t such a sap.”

      I chuckled and swung my leg over the seat and rocked it upright. The ignition button beckoned.

      Shukra sighed. “You don’t have to.”

      “I do.”

      I couldn’t stay, but I would come back. I’d promised Chuck I’d teach her how to wield Alysdair, and these days, I wasn’t into lying. I just needed time to find myself again, to remind myself who I was and who I wasn’t.

      “We need to bury Apophis, Shukra. Bury all the gods deep and tell no one what happened. If we die, we take their secrets with us into the next life. The gods must never be worshipped again.”

      “What gods?”

      I nodded toward the building. “Keep them safe.”

      Shukra settled her hand on my shoulder. “You’ve done enough. We’ll be here when you get back.”

      I swallowed, but the damn knot in my throat wouldn’t clear.

      “You’re a good man, Ace Dante.”

      “Yeah.” I chuckled. “Let’s see how long that lasts.”

      I took one long look at the clear skies, breathed in the fresh air, and started up the bike.

      Shukra’s dark eyes glistened. “You were my worst enemy,” she said, raising her voice over the rumble of the engine. “Now you’re my best friend. And I don’t know what to do with that.”

      She would figure it out. “Goodbye, old friend.”

      “Bye, Ace Dante.”

      I pulled away from the curb, and in the bike’s mirrors, I saw them all emerge from the building. Cat, Chuck, Nile, Cujo. I kicked down a gear and accelerated away. When I looked in the mirrors again, they were gone, lost behind empty buildings, but I caught sight of my reflection, and deep in my eyes where the dark had once churned, something bright and light and precious glinted.

      A smile hooked into my lips.

      I sped out of New York, but I’d be back. The best villains always came back.
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      The ferryman set down his quill and parchment and watched the river of souls journey from the Halls of Judgment to the Twelve Gates. His boat had been empty for days, months, years. He wasn’t sure. Time flowed like the river here, sometimes meandering, other times raging. Since the gods had gone, the torrent of souls had slowed. After eons, he knew that a slow river was a sign of peace. But peace had never lasted, and he wondered how long it could last this time. The Halls were empty, the streets of Duat too, and even the plains of mu moka with its deserted dark tower lay still.

      The ferryman had always been the guardian of the river, but that was not all he had been. Experience told him that change could be… good. He had once fought the Night for the Day, over and over, locked in an eternal battle. Then the gods had risen, and the sundering had come. His enemy had vanished. Without the battle, he had wondered what his true purpose was, and so, with his true name hidden, he had ferried his skiff from shore to shore for all who would pay their way. When the river washed up a boy with a box and a sword, he saw that his enemy had changed. But so had the ferryman. In the eyes of the boy who played with souls and tested all the rules, he saw more than a soul made of all the Dark in the world. He saw hope, and peace, and compassion. As the boy grew, the ferryman hoped the soul would lighten, but he soon realized he was wrong to hope to change the nature of the Dark, for without the Dark, there could be no Light. And so he watched the nameless soul eater make his mistakes and fight against the lies, and the ferryman knew, one day, the truth would be revealed and it would devour the boy. The battle would come. This would not be a battle of swords and worlds, of blood and armies, but a greater battle for one nameless boy’s soul.

      The ferryman smiled now. He looked down at the unfinished scroll listing all the dark in the worlds and added the boy’s final battle at the end of the tale. One day, the ferryman would fight his enemy again. It was the nature of Dark to contest the Light. But for now, the worlds were at rest. The nameless boy had won.

      

      
        The End.
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      “If Fran doesn’t get her fuckin’ ass in her flight chair in the next five minutes, I’m gonna fire her. Again,” I muttered and jabbed at the reset comms button for the fifth time.

      Yes, we were requesting airspace. Just tell that to my second. Damn that bitch. I could see her through the observation window and she knew it, hence her giving me a fine view of her back and her ass—a mighty fine ass. Another reason to fire her. She’d spent too much time with me, and not a moment of it in my bunk. A fact she liked to rub in my face every time I drank enough swill to try my luck with her.

      I kicked back in the flight chair, boots on the dash, and scratched at my chin. If I didn’t get out of this port in the next fifteen minutes, I’d have to pay dues to the authority. And here Fran was, chatting up the locals. She did this every fuckin’ time, like my schedule ran on her whims. If she didn’t have the kind of crazy piloting skills that made me look like an amateur, I’d have left her back on Ganymede, where I’d found her two years ago. Shit. We were practically married. The lack of sex proved it.

      I checked the time. Our take off window was approaching fast. Fuck her. I sat forward and started the pre-flight checks, falling into a familiar rhythm. The stabilizer warning light blinked on. I flicked it and it stuttered out. Good. “C’mon, baby.” Now was not the time for Starscream to start bitching at me too.

      I booted up the engines and the ship shivered and grumbled to life. A familiar thrill spilled through my veins. The sooner I got out of orbit, the sooner I could quit pretending to be sociable and get on with earning a living.

      I stood and leaned over the dash, catching Fran’s single finger salute. Hot downdraft air whipped her black hair around her severe face. Man, she looked pissed, and damn if she didn’t look hot as sin while pissed.

      “Aww, did I scare off your next trick?”

      She disappeared below the hull, out of sight. I chuckled and finished up the pre-flight checks, restless energy keeping me on my feet. Reaching up to switch from port control to manual, my gaze snagged on a group of port authority police weaving their way between the hangar technicians.

      Now what?

      If they were running scans, they’d find that I had enough illegal cargo in the hold for me to spend the rest of my forced retirement in Asgard.

      I snatched the comm and tucked it into my ear. “This is Captain Caleb Shepperd of the Starscream Independent tug. Number six-zero-six requesting final clearance. Over.”

      Static fizzed in my ear.

      “You son of a bitch.” Fran dropped into the master flight chair beside me, green eyes flashing. “I was getting us a—”

      I held up a finger and eyed the authority cops. They were searching around and inside cargo pallets, lifting tarps and nudging the contents with their guns’ muzzles, and weaving closer with every passing second. Whatever they were looking for, I needed clearance—now.

      “This is Calisto Port Authority. Hey, Cale. Francisca still busting your balls?” I recognized Benji’s voice as it came through on the secure comm, and thanked my lucky stars that I still had some friends left.

      “Ben—”

      “Fuck,” Fran hissed, having spotted the guards.

      “Ben, man, I got somewhere I really need to be. Can you give us immediate clearance?”

      “Oh, I dunno. Last time you bailed, I heard you left behind some pissed off folks baying for your blood.”

      “That was all sorted out. Not my fault.”

      Fran widened her eyes at me and thumbed at the guards, who now eyed my ship like their paychecks were sitting in the hold. They huddled in a group, checking their touchpads. One chinned a transmitter, likely relaying the ship’s ID to admin so they could pull Starscream’s data file. Dammit. One wrong data entry, one unchecked box, and they’d have cause to search us. My little tugship was as dull and uninteresting on file as she was to look at, unless they looked a little deeper.

      I swallowed hard.

      “You got any of that sweet from Io left?” Ben asked in a mock-whisper.

      I laughed easily, revealing none of the tension strumming through me. “I told you that stuff was potent.”

      “It ain’t for me.”

      “Of course it ain’t. You want some?” Just fuckin’ say yes already and let me out of this shithole.

      Fran eased the engines up. Starscream growled. The authority backed up but weren’t leaving. Shit. Someone had tipped them off.

      “I give you clearance and you bring me back some of that crack?” Ben clarified.

      “Sure.”

      “Clearance approved. Enjoy your flight, Cap’n.”

      I clicked my fingers at Fran. She punched the thrusters and immediately, alarms shrilled outside the ship, though I couldn’t hear much beyond the engines. Waves of red warning light washed through the hangar, forcing the authority to retreat behind the blast screens. Good enough for me.

      “That was too close.”

      Fran buckled up and grabbed the flight stick. “Sit your ass down, hotshot. We’re outta here.”

      I dropped back into the seat and strapped myself in, flicking the stat’s screen down over the observation window. Starscream groaned. “I know, baby. I feel that way too. We’ll be back-in-black in no time.”

      “Hey, Cale?” Fran began. I knew that tone. Like I’d said, we might as well have been married. Jesus. I’d rather take a trip to Asgard. “We have a passenger,” she finished, careful to keep her attention on the flight controls.

      Fuck.

      “You’re a bitch, you know that?” I engaged the array of gyros and micro-balancers as Starscream lifted off the hangar deck. “You know I fuckin’ hate live cargo.”

      “He’s paying.”

      “You’ll be payin’ with your job. Did you check his creds?” By her brief hesitation, I guessed not.

      “He doesn’t have any credentials,” she admitted. “Why do you think he wanted to board with us? If he had creds, he’d go commercial.” She gave a disgusted snort.

      I opened my mouth to ask what the hell she was playing at, but only managed a weary sigh. No creds meant he was hiding something. Weren’t we all? Whatever his secret was, it was too late now. As Starscream lifted into high atmosphere, there was no way in hell I was docking her right back into the lap of the port authority. Sunlight flashed across the nose of the ship. I got a panoramic view of Calisto’s cluttered airspace right before the shields rolled down, blocking it all out. The ship gave a relieved quiver as the umbilical snapped free.

      Fran leaned forward. “Back-in-black, here we come.”

      She hit the orbit engines control button with a triumphant smack. Nothing happened. Worse than nothing, we drifted, chugging idly away from Calisto on atmosphere engines like a wounded animal.

      “What did you break now?” she snapped.

      “Remind me again why I keep you around? Did you change the rotary coil?”

      “I did the fuckin’ repairs.” She eased back on the stick and limped Starscream out of the congested port airspace.

      At this rate, port authority would be all over us like gravity on old Earth, demanding we de-clutter their airspace—dock or fuck off.

      “It isn’t the coil.” Fran shook her head. Her fingers worked fast over the various displays, sweeping, highlighting and dismissing potential solutions. “The new coil is up and running. It’s something simple.” She paused and pinched her bottom lip between her teeth. “Keep her airborne. I’ll go check.”

      “No.” I tossed my comms piece onto the flight dash and unclipped my belt. “I’ll go.” Having a dedicated ship’s mechanic would have been useful right about now.

      I shoved myself out of the flight chair and came face to face with Fran’s guy from the hangar. He looked about as beat-up and weary as I felt.

      “We haven’t left orbit yet,” I told him, looking up to meet his glare. The bastard was easily a foot taller than me. “You need to stay strapped in.”

      “I just wanted to see the bridge.”

      I huffed through my nose. “Sit the fuck down and stay outta the way until we’re black-bound, got me?”

      His eyes flashed and his pale lips twitched. I sized him up: heavier than me, with dry, red-rimmed eyes and a face peppered with what looked like shrapnel scars. He’d clearly been around the nine systems a few times. His ragged, mismatched clothes screamed drifter. Fran sure knew how to pick ‘em.

      I glanced back at my second-in-command. She shrugged and turned away, but not before I caught the smirk on her face.

      Fran’s date grumbled something that sounded distinctly derogatory. He probably thought he could punch me out in a brawl. If he tried anything—like the twitch in his cheek suggested he might—he’d learn how I got busted knuckles and a busted rep.

      “My ship. My rules. You don’t like it, you know where the airlock is.” I shoved past our paying guest and jogged down the catwalk.

      Fran’s voice chased after me, saying something about anger management, and I added her smartass mouth to the growing list of reasons to fire her.

      I snatched my thermal jacket from the rack and, after opening the hold’s doors, descended into the bowels of my ship. The day would get better; it had to. It couldn’t get any worse.
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