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      “I didn’t earn the name Godkiller, but in three days I’ll own it.”

      Witches are disappearing all over New York and Ace Dante couldn’t care less. Until one holds his friend at gunpoint, demanding Ace take the job.

      The witch produces a girl's severed arm, bearing an unusual hieroglyph, and Ace starts to care a whole lot more. He recognizes that mark. It’s connected to Ace in ways he doesn’t yet understand. Why is it on a dead witch’s arm?

      Missing witches and severed arms aren’t Ace’s only problems. With a new name around his neck—Godkiller—Ace has a promise to uphold. He has three days to kill the god, Thoth. Or risk Osiris’s wrath. The last time Ace defied Osiris, he earned a curse that crippled his life and turned him into Osiris’s puppet for eternity.

      This time, Osiris won’t be as lenient. Ace must kill Thoth. An impossible task. It takes a god to kill a god, and Ace is just a washed-up mercenary. Isn’t he?

      As the spells are cast and the truth is revealed, there’s only one way out. Ace must become the monster the gods fear him to be.

      The Soul Eater has a new name, and now, nobody is safe.

      [image: ]
* * *

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 1

        

      

    
    
      The Metropolitan Museum of Art had rolled out the red carpet for New York’s mayor, otherwise known in exclusive circles as Osiris, God of the Underworld and God of Fertility, Rebirth, the Circle of Life, and everything in between. The museum’s curators obviously didn’t know he was a psychotic bastard—nobody here did. So charming, he’d singled-handedly reduced New York’s crime rate by twenty percent and heroically helped birth babies in taxicabs. Ask anyone, and they’d say the sun shone out of his eternal ass. Now he was kind enough to loan the museum a priceless tablet from his extensive collection of Egyptian artifacts.

      I would’ve preferred to slit my wrists than tag along with him, but after he’d been so kind as to invite me to this shindig, I couldn’t refuse. Literally.

      I stole a flute of champagne from a side table, wishing I had the hefty weight of my sword, Alysdair, in my hands instead, and lurked at the edges of the Seckler Wing. The Temple of Dendur—the original, shipped here from Egypt as a gift to the US from the Egyptian government—was backlit with dramatic, slowly undulating lights that cast a burnt-orange glow over the sandstones, the crowd, and the decorative pool—an artistic rendering of the river Nile. The entire exhibition was a theatrical delight that made Osiris smile from ear to ear.

      I gulped down the contents of the glass, hoping it might settle my nagging restlessness and the need to palm my sword and devour the souls of everyone in this room. It didn’t. Clearly, I’d need something stronger than champagne to get me through this.

      I tugged at my suit jacket and pulled the shirt collar away from my neck. Where the expensive fabric chafed, my skin wanted to curl in on itself. It wasn’t technically my suit. Osiris had lent it to me, apparently on a permanent basis.

      Osiris hadn’t bothered me in decades, but in the last three months, the god had kept me on speed dial for every charity function or political event he could think of. I was an odd choice for his plus one, considering I’d like nothing better than to watch him die a slow painful death. He knew it too. With a few thousand years of life tucked under his belt, Osiris had an acquired sense of humor.

      My wanderings had carried me to the dais between the temple’s “gate” and the main eight-meter-high temple building with its two impressive columns. A bone-deep thrum rippled beneath the chattering crowd. Magic. Even this far from home, through distance and time, the little temple clung to its power. It paled in comparison to its former glory. The resonance had once shone like a star but today it was nothing more than dying embers. Still, I felt its evocative touch wrap around me. Comfortable and warm. Familiar. Like meeting an old friend.

      A waiter drifted by and I swapped my empty glass for a fresh one. Folding my free hand around the rail, I breathed in, momentarily forgetting everything “New York.” In those few seconds, I could smell the sunbaked grasses, feel the warm spiced breeze on my face and taste it on my lips, and hear the voices of market-goers bartering for goods.

      “Ironic, don’t you think?”

      Osiris’s voice snapped me back into the present, where I was surrounded by fake smiles, too many people, and a suit that itched. A hollow sadness lingered. I hadn’t thought of the homeland in months, and before that, not in decades. I was different now; the world was different. No use dwelling in the past. That road led all the way to insanity.

      Osiris leaned against the railing, arms crossed and his face lifted toward the columns. In the sunset reds of the lighting, his dark skin took on the typical reddish, vermillion glow found in many of the statues that depicted him in all his godly finery. All that was missing were the crook and flail.

      “They place our temples in temples of their own,” he continued.

      “It’s a museum, not a temple,” I grumbled. Petulance was my middle name.

      His thin lips twitched, and he turned those dark eyes on me. Although he held his substantial power in check, his presence tugged on the glances of every man and woman here. Instincts warned them they were in the midst of something dangerous, but human instincts arced back to the days when they hunted on the plains with spears, and Osiris was exactly the kind of warrior they would’ve wanted by their side. Flash forward to the twenty-first century and everyone wanted a piece of him, but if asked, none could say why.

      “They come,” he said. “They yield their coin as offerings and walk among these relics, their whispers filled with awe.”

      There was little point in arguing with him. You can’t win an argument with a god. And perhaps he was right. It was ironic.

      “Dedicated to you and Isis,” I said, nodding at the temple.

      “Was it? I hadn’t noticed.”

      Liar. He’d known. From where I stood, I could see his name carved in hieroglyphs in a dozen places. This temple, the museum, tickled his ego. That was what the secret smiling was about.

      “Why give the museum the tablet?”

      The tablet in question sat on its podium next to the various other exhibits against the far wall of the hall, away from the throngs of people. I’d seen it before in Osiris’s private collection. The hieroglyphs had survived the trials of time mostly intact and depicted scenes of death and rebirth, Osiris’s specialties. Tablets were often imbued with the magic of their owners, much like the temple resonating around us.

      “Why not? I have dozens. It seemed like a nice gesture.”

      Nice. The way he’d said it, with a single eyebrow rising by little more than a millimeter and the corner of his lips curving in the same way, suggested there was nothing nice about the gesture. I’d never met a genuinely nice god. Bastet probably came closest, when she wasn’t hunting down her targets and sinking her claws into their backs. Nice was a word that should never be uttered alongside the name of any god.

      I had no idea what this god had planned for these people—it could be nothing—but I did know, without any doubt, that the mayor of New York was an eternal being with too much time on his hands. The gods hadn’t stirred up trouble in thousands of years. It was overdue, like waiting for the San Andreas Fault to let go. When the gods did break, I didn’t plan to be anywhere near the epicenter, which would be difficult if Osiris continued to drag me around like a dog on a leash.

      “No Isis this evening?” I asked, wondering how much conversation was required before I could call it a night.

      “No.”

      No explanation. No change in his expression.

      I smiled into my champagne flute. Osiris I could handle—mostly. Isis was a whole other bag of snakes. Angry, poisonous snakes with fangs at both ends. Unlike her husband, she’d stayed out of my way, and I’d done everything I could to stay out of hers. Besides her occasional knowing glances, she hardly seemed to notice me. But I didn’t like the knowledge behind those glances or how they peeled back another layer of me. I hadn’t forgotten how she’d cornered me in her tropical garden, making it damn hard on me to resist her. How could I forget when my dreams were filled with what might have happened next?

      Osiris had lifted his face to the temple again, and when a well-dressed middle-aged couple introduced themselves to him, I excused myself, downed the drink, left the glass on a side table, and started to filter back into the crowd.

      Dislocated movement caught my eye. Beyond the pool, where the other exhibits were lit, four men moved separately from the crowd, their strides stiff with purpose. They were dressed like realtors out for a late-night drink after a busy day at the office.

      I’d taken half a step toward them when the lights shut off, plunging the room into darkness. A few bleats from the crowd peppered the quiet. No panic, not yet.

      Osiris’s power rippled, casting an invisible and uncomfortable static surge across the room. My instincts kicked in, ready for an attack. Nobody here was crazy enough to go toe to toe with Osiris. Only a few gods would consider it, and most of them were slumbering the centuries away. But no such qualms existed when it came to attacking me.

      A glass shattered against the floor to my left. Someone yelped. Panic nipped at the tension. Something was wrong here. A slow, sly, magical intrusion crept its way through the dark, but its source eluded me; it was like trying to identify one wrong note in a complicated melody.

      Flashlight beams swept over the heads of the crowd and bounced off the dappled ceiling, scattering shadows in all directions.

      “Everyone, please stay calm,” an authoritative voice announced. “It’s just a temporary glitch. We’ll have the lights—”

      The lights blinked back on, brighter than before, blasting away the party mood and illuminating a floor that moved. The crowd noticed the countless snakes writhing between their high heels and polished dress shoes and erupted into a screaming, heaving mass.

      A few black-and-gold snakes slithered onto the dais. King cobras. And they weren’t illusions. I dropped into a crouch, caught the gaze of one, and muttered the spellword “San”—Stop—while pushing a deep compulsion behind it to make sure the spell carried through every serpent. They stopped, frozen solid, alive and unharmed but now as dangerous as rubber toys. Snakes were easy enough to compel, which begged the question: why send them? A prank?

      A smile teased at the corner of my mouth. Shukra would’ve loved the turn this party had taken. Osiris, on the other hand, did not. I straightened and wiped the smile off my face at the sight of him glowering down from the dais.

      “Retrieve my tablet,” Osiris hissed. A crack sparked up the wine glass in his hand.

      My gaze shot to the tablet’s empty podium, and right on cue, the alarms sounded.

      Damnit. My freewill honed into a point of single-minded focus I couldn’t control. I vaulted over a nearby railing, landed hard, and shoved through the panicked crowd into the hallway. The four men I’d spotted could have split up, but I was gambling on the fact they hadn’t—and wouldn’t. I’d seen that determined, glassy-eyed look before, in men compelled to act. I probably wore the same look, given that I didn’t have a choice in my current actions. Osiris’s order has hijacked my body. It was all I cared about, all I could hear, all I could see.

      Retrieve my tablet.

      I burst through the museum doors and out into the New York night. Traffic streamed along Fifth Avenue. Cabs were lined up at the foot of the many steps, but climbing into a silver Chevrolet sedan were my guys.

      I clocked the license plate, snatched my cell from my pocket, and dialed Cujo. It didn’t matter what time it was. It didn’t even occur to me not to call.

      Retrieve. My. Tablet. It beat like a drum in my head, like a second heartbeat, one that kept me moving forward. Nothing could stop me.

      “Ace—” Cujo said.

      “I need you to live-track a plate.” I switched the cell to my right ear and wedged it against my shoulder, and then I dug into my pocket, looking for my Ducati’s keys, while I strode away from the museum. The street fell away beneath my feet. The city noise, the smells—I carved through it all.

      “Er, sure. Okay, I guess. It might take a—”

      “Now, Cujo.” Reeling off the license plate number, I jogged down the garage ramp to where my bike was waiting. Cujo covered his mouthpiece, muffling his conversation with whoever was next to him. It didn’t sound friendly.

      I can’t stop. You have to do this.

      “Give me a few seconds, man.” Cujo must have heard my responding growl, because he added, “This is one of those incidents, isn’t it?”

      “Yes,” I snapped, plunging the key into the Ducati’s ignition. I had the sport bike under me and the engine turning over in the next second. The sound of it filled the parking lot like thunder. “Do you have it?” I barked into the phone.

      “Almost…” Cujo added something colorful, not aimed at me. He was among the few who knew about my curse and exactly how Osiris could, and often did, pull my strings.

      “I have it entering the Lincoln tunnel three minutes ago.”

      I hung up the call and spun the bike around. I’d thank him tomorrow, when I was in my right mind. But now I had my target.

      The Ducati came alive beneath me. Hunkering down, I had the bike on the street and threading through traffic fast enough to blur the world. Retrieve my tablet. I’d track them to the ends of the earth if I had to. In five hundred years, I’d never shaken off Osiris’s curse, nor had I weakened it. I’d tried, especially in the beginning. I’d driven myself insane trying to wriggle out of its bonds. Fighting it was a waste of energy. Better to go with it, get it done, and then bury myself in a bottle of vodka so I could forget the free-falling sense of helplessness.

      Emerging from the tunnel on the New Jersey side, I spotted the sedan’s taillights and wove between cabs, soccer-mom vans and hybrid buses, following my suspects’ car toward Port Imperial.

      I didn’t have Alysdair or any of the guns I regularly used while on the job, which left only my fists—they’d never failed me—and magic. One would make stopping the car a whole lot easier than the other, but at a cost. Unfortunately, Osiris’s curse didn’t care about witnesses or the potential fallout. I had to stop that car before the situation got desperate and I went biblical on the boulevard.

      I eased the bike up behind the Chevrolet, ready to dart around it and force them off the road, but their turn signal flashed before I got my chance. Dropping back, I let them peel off the street into Weehawken Waterfront Park’s lot. The Chevrolet rolled to a stop at the far end, between an SUV and the shrubs that fenced in the tennis courts.

      A place like this, they were likely meeting up with another car to offload the tablet before the cops could pull them in. That wasn’t going to happen.

      I brought the bike to a halt a few rows back, tucking it in neatly behind a Prius, and cut the engine. Instead of waiting for their contact, my targets abandoned their car and headed straight into the park without looking back.

      If they were meeting in person to hand off the tablet, there were better places to go about it than a brightly lit public park.

      I left the bike and jogged between parked cars. A heavy, starless sky pushed down from above. It had to be past 11:00 p.m. Floodlights chased away the shadows from every possible angle. A place like this was never truly dark, not with the Manhattan skyline glittering across the inky black Hudson.

      I scooted in front of a car with steamed-up windows and onto one of the walkways. Shrubs crowded the path ahead. Around a corner, the floodlit tennis courts loomed. The cold kept all but the hardened away, leaving the courts empty but for my four guys, who were striding with purpose toward the center of the closest court. I hesitated. The location, their behavior, it didn’t feel right. The curse pushed, urging me onward. Retrieve my tablet. The breeze, rich with a briny river smell, hissed through the bushes, carrying with it the distant sounds of a helicopter and the blaring horns of river traffic. A crack sliced through the quiet, followed by someone clapping and snippets of encouragement. The nearby baseball field was occupied.

      I was moving out onto the court before I realized my feet had carried me forward. Osiris’s order beat over me.  All I had to do was get the tablet. As soon as I fulfilled that order, I’d have control back. My realtors had their heads down and their hands on the four corners of the tablet. They didn’t see me coming. The Hudson breeze carried a new sound, that of their chanting. Were these idiots really about to ignite a spell right out in the open for all of New York to see?

      The tablet, clasped between all four of them, steadily brightened and purred its magic into the air. I could taste it, Osiris’s magic: heady, verdant, and powerful.

      Retrieve my tablet.

      I bolted forward and hit the first guy from behind, kicking his legs out from under him. He fell backward into my arms. I shoved him aside and released my right fist into the jaw of another. He spun and went down onto his knees all too easily. A third bolted, taking the tablet with him. He obviously had no idea who he had on his tail, or else he would’ve handed the tablet over and said thank you for the pleasure of losing.

      Whoever he was, he damn well knew how to run. He sprinted off the tennis court, down the path running half the length of the football field, and shot through the bushes like the goddess Neith’s arrow. With my head down and chest on fire, I was gaining on him. I’d have him in a few more strides.

      He glanced back, saw me, and veered left toward the practicing pitcher.

      “Whoa!” the pitcher reeled back while his slack-jawed batting pal looked on.

      Witnesses. Wonderful.

      At the last second, as I reached for Speedy Gonzales’s flapping jacket, he swerved right. I cut him off, tackled him from the side, and drove him face first into first base. He let out a bark and tried to scrabble away, all arms and legs. Skinny bastard. Reaching under him, I got my hands on the tablet and yanked. The curse screamed inside my skull—retrieve my tablet—desperate to complete the compulsion. Retrieve—retrieve—retrieve.

      The skinny guy jerked his head around, showing me a tattoo of a half circle and two dashes below his left eye.

      A priest?! My surprise almost lost me the tablet.

      Why couldn’t it just be someone who’d picked an Egyptian symbol at random and painted it on his face because why the hell not? This was New York. No, he and his pals had to be gods-be-damned priests.

      “Ba suma, kuir craosira,” he snarled. Be gone, foul creature.

      So he did know me.

      More words spewed from his lips—Egyptian spellwords. The type a midtown office worker had no right to know. I hadn’t seen a priest in a very, very long time. The zealots had gotten their asses handed to them during the sundering, and yet here four of them were, trying to activate a tablet in a park.

      “Really? You’re trying to spell me?” I laughed. It sounded sharp and unhinged, but I didn’t care in the slightest.

      “Koqosa!” Savage!

      A jab to the nose shut him up and freed the tablet from his grip. Finally, I had it in my hands and Osiris’s curse unpicked its claws. Slowly, much too slowly, control lapped back in, filling out all the vital parts of me. Relief flooded in. Rocking back on my heels, with the guy still trapped under me, I sighed. At last, I was my own person again.

      Something smooth and cool pressed against my temple and trembled there. “Drop the tablet,” a nervous voice stammered.

      I was done with these fools. I knocked the guy’s gun arm up, snatched the pistol out of his hand, and tossed it with force behind him. A few seconds later, it landed in the Hudson with a splash. Nervous Guy yelped and staggered back, his bravado going the way of the gun.

      Straightening, I plucked my sweat-soaked shirt away from my chest and frowned at the pitch dirt smothering my borrowed pants. I didn’t care about the suit, but I did care that I had to ride home caked in dust.

      “Now that I have control of my faculties, let me give you some advice.” I shook out my hand, pain crackling across my knuckles where I’d clocked a priest in the face.

      The two of them watched me with not nearly enough fear in their eyes. These priests were new, probably first generation. Their knowledge of the Nameless One had likely been shared in whispers and rumor, and they didn’t believe it.

      The priest I’d punched groaned and spluttered, struggling to find his feet.

      I backed up. “If you’re going to steal from Osiris”—I yanked on my cuffs, rolled my shoulders, and took a few more steps back—“make damn sure you have the magical balls to back it up.”

      “You don’t frighten us, Nameless One,” Nervous Guy replied.

      I snorted. “All that means is that the god whose feet you lick hasn’t told you the truth.”

      The lean guy to my right started whispering, low and deadly. His magic, what little he was building, fluttered around him.

      I snatched the baseball bat from the batter gawking at all this from the sidelines and launched it with a right-arm flick. The bat glanced off the chanting priest’s cheek, whirling him around on the spot. By the time the other two priests noticed, I was in the face of the lean one, having passed right through his tickling cloud of magic. I pressed a finger to his mouth, pushing his lips into his teeth. “Stop, or I’ll rip your tongue out, grind it into dust, and sprinkle it in my coffee.”

      His eyes—now locked on mine—widened, and I felt his soul squirm under my gaze before I deliberately blinked away, freeing him of what could’ve gotten personal real fast.

      These idiots should be grateful I’d overpowered them without going to the deadly lengths I was capable of. If they’d put up a fight, I would’ve killed them all to retrieve the tablet. Priests or not.

      The pitcher was on his cell, talking to the cops and trying to be discreet as he relayed my description. My time was up.

      “Who do you worship?” I asked.

      They gave me a strict, steely-eyed stare. They weren’t about to give up their god anytime soon.

      “Next time, pick a minor god to steal from.” I saluted them with the tablet. “You’ll live longer.”

      I’d made it a few feet away before the breeze carried someone’s whisper to my ear. “Godkiller.”

      My stride tripped, and the vast well of darkness in me twisted, demanding I turn around and show them exactly how much of a killer I could be. But I, not the curse and not Osiris, had control. And I wasn’t a monster. I wasn’t even the monster the world thought me to be. I hadn’t earned the name Godkiller, but I’d yet to figure out how to shake it off, so it followed me, hanging over my head like an executioner’s axe.

      My steps grew heavy as I kept right on walking, but instead of unleashing my wrath, I flipped up my middle finger. These priests would live to make mistakes another day—hopefully one day soon. And I’d be right there, scaring them half to death.

      I tucked the tablet under my jacket, and its magic seeped through my shirt, feeling me up to get the measure of me. After a few strides, it recoiled and its sweet musical hum faded. It had found its answer.

      I smiled. Two priests down and two pissing their pinstriped pants. Just like old times. “Still got it.”
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      “You’re late,” Shukra growled while blocking the main office door. She must’ve heard me trudging up the stairs and sprung into position before I could take refuge in my office and slam the door on her. “The landlord wanted us both here at nine.” She tapped her wrist, even though she’d never worn a watch. “Where were you?”

      It was 10:00 a.m. and none of her business.

      She wore a spotless cream pantsuit, as if the color might compensate for that black soul of hers. It did, however, contrast nicely with her dark skin and darker hair, currently plaited so tightly that it smoothed out the fine lines around her eyes and made her look ten years younger. Of course, she looked in her mid-twenties going on at least five hundred: the number of centuries we’d been spent in each other’s company since Osiris bound us together.

      I waved Osiris’s tablet at her, hoping it might buy me entry into my office.

      She spread her stance, arms crossed and face set like a temple guard. At five feet and a few inches, she would’ve made a short temple guard, but what she lacked in height she compensated for through her terrifying ability to utter a few words that could turn your insides into your outsides.

      “What’s that?” she asked. Her top lip curled, revealing perfectly neat and white little teeth that made the heat in her glare all the more dramatic.

      “Don’t ask.”

      “Is that the tablet that got stolen from the Met last night?”

      She had to ask. She couldn’t just let me pass. I sighed, resigned to the fact that I wasn’t getting past her. “Is this a conversation for the hallway?”

      “Do you have to answer every question with a question?”

      Narrowing my eyes, I replied, “Do you?”

      “You said you’d be here.”

      “What are you, my wife?”

      She blinked—probably for the first time since I’d arrived—and lifted her head, rearing to strike. “I’m worse than that. I’m your business partner, and we’re at risk of being tossed out if we don’t pay the rent.”

      Like she cared. This business was like the countless other businesses we’d set up in the hundreds of years we’d been stuck together. She was the number cruncher, and I was the muscle. She was the con artist; I was the closing strike. The lure and the net. And that usually worked fine for a few decades, until it was time to move on. We’d been in New York a lot longer than a few decades and in this building for at least ten years, helping those who’d had the misfortune of crossing the gods. Shukra didn’t care about this business, or the last ten, or the fifty before that. All she cared about was staying in the curse’s prescribed safe zone and keeping me alive so she didn’t get yanked back to the underworld, where the demons would tear her body and soul to pieces. This wasn’t about helping anyone but herself.

      Why, then, was she looking at me like I owed her an explanation?

      “Do I have to say the magic word to get into my office?” I could. I had a few spellwords I could throw her way. Almost had them balanced on my tongue. Usually, it took considerable forethought to stir up my magic, but today, it was alive and hungry. Restlessness—the same feeling I’d experienced during the unveiling at the museum right before the snakes and theft had distracted me. I didn’t really want to throw down with Shu in the hallway over a missed appointment. Or did I?

      She must have realized that whatever she wanted from me she wasn’t about to get, because she stepped aside.

      “We need to up our prices or do more.” Her voice followed close behind as I stomped down the hallway. Shu’s office was to the left. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d ventured in there. She locked it when she wasn’t in, and I tried to avoid her when she was.

      “How can we do more? Either the clients are there or they aren’t. It isn’t as if we can advertise. God steal your firstborn? Supernatural plague of locusts in your backyard?”

      “You could look into the missing witches. They’d pay.”

      “No,” I replied on reflex. Dime-a-dozen witches playing with what they didn’t understand weren’t my problem.

      “By Sekhmet, why not? You’ll take cash from almost anyone, why not them?”

      “We don’t get along.” I flashed Shu a raw smile, casting a flick of magic because I could. It had been waiting in me, coiled, waiting to strike, and I wanted to push her back from asking her irritating questions.

      She recoiled, like I’d intended, but the confusion that crossed her ink-dark eyes—like maybe my small magical flick had hurt her—hadn’t been part of the plan. That couldn’t be right, because nothing hurt Shu. Anyone that had in the past, she’d hanged, drawn, quartered, and eaten, storing the leftovers for later. Demon sorceresses don’t let anything go to waste.

      I opened my office door to the sound of Shu’s heels hitting the floor like nails being driven into a coffin and found a black cat sprawled across my new desk. “Scram, feline.”

      The tip of the cat’s black tail twitched. It lifted its head and blinked lazy green eyes at me, daring me to shoo it out the door. I’d given up trying to kick the cat out. It always came back through some unseen hole. I needed to hire pest control to find and block that hole. Until then, we had a mutual disrespect for each other. It slept all over my office, knocked everything off my desk, and made a nuisance of itself, and I let it.

      On the desk, behind the cat, sat a wicker basket. Around the size of a toaster oven, it didn’t look threatening, but I’d learned in my many, many years not to trust unexpected gifts—or surprises.

      Without taking my eyes off the basket, I set the tablet down on a shelf and rounded the desk. I couldn’t feel any beat of magic coming from it, but that could mean whatever was inside was shielded. Or maybe it was just a gift and I was being paranoid.

      Scooping up my phone, I dialed Shu’s line. “Did you leave me a gift?”

      “Is it ticking?” she asked, deadly serious. She understood the potential of unexpected gifts the same as I did.

      “No.”

      “Hissing?”

      “No.”

      “Your door was locked this morning. I locked it myself last night.”

      Whoever had gotten inside didn’t use doors.

      Shu hung up and was in my doorway the next second, head cocked and eyeing the basket like it might bite her. She ventured closer, and the cat let loose a vicious hiss and sprang from the desk to a high shelf where it tucked its paws under itself and glared. The cat and Shu didn’t get along.

      “Do you recognize the wicker?” she asked.

      “No. Doesn’t look significant. Could be store-bought.”

      Shu wrinkled her nose. “You smell blood?”

      I hadn’t before, but I did now. I reached for the lid, heard Shu suck in a breath, and then lifted it off. The wet, coppery smell hit me hard and coated my throat. Inside, laid out and pinned with some care onto a base of black silk, was a human heart, a pair of blue eyes, and something pale pink and wrinkled that I guessed was brain matter.

      “That’s a statement,” Shu remarked with an inordinate amount of glee.

      Whoever had left the gift had also left a note wedged under the heart. I plucked the note free and peeled the blood-encrusted envelope apart.

      “Can I have those?” Shu asked, leaning over to get a better look at the contents. “When you’re done?”

      “Vulture,” I mumbled and pried the sodden slip of paper open. The handwriting was a continuous liquid scrawl, written with a fountain pen and adorned with needless flourishes. Given its origin, I was surprised he hadn’t used an ibis quill dipped in virgin’s blood.

      The eyes belonged to a seer, the heart to an empath, and the brain to a telepath. The eyes no longer see, the heart no longer beats, and the brain no longer thinks. They each shared a single purpose: to determine when the Nameless One would fulfill his bargain with the God of Life. All three were explicit. The Nameless One has no intention of killing Thoth. They lied, and so I present to you the results of those lies.

      I dropped into my chair. Shu was talking, saying something about a spell she could concoct with the eyes.

      Three months ago, I’d agreed to kill Thoth, a god equal—if not greater—in power to Osiris, but only if Osiris lifted one part of my curse, allowing me to return to the underworld to see my mother, Ammit, before she took her slumber. My mother had been slaughtered moments before I arrived, and I stood accused of killing her, hence the reason the Nameless One had a new name: Godkiller. The reunion, my trip home—none of it unfolded the way I’d planned, but I had made a deal with Osiris, and I was bound by my own words to kill Thoth. The gift basket was Osiris’s way of reminding me to get on with it.

      The note ended with, “Bring me the tablet,” and signed off with a swirling “O.”

      I could ignore his written words, just not the verbal commands. A very large and very dangerous part of me wanted to tell Osiris exactly where he could shove his tablet. He’d killed three people, people who’d told him the truth, and he’d kill more until the deed was done.

      I had no intention of killing Thoth. I wasn’t entirely sure why I’d agreed to it. It seemed so… trivial now. I’d agreed to kill a god just so I could walk the underworld again and bid my foster mother farewell, a mother who’d given me to Osiris to do with as he pleased? I must have been out of my mind. But I had agreed, and Osiris hadn’t forgotten.

      Kill one god to please another. There was no way I’d come out of that alive.

      “What does it say?”

      I’d forgotten Shu was there, reading me with those keen eyes of hers. I scrunched up the note and tossed it in the trash. “Osiris. Being a dick.”

      “What a shame he didn’t add a penis to this collection. The spells I can craft with fresh genitals…” She beamed like it was Christmas morning. “Yah know, if you’d let me sell the more potent spells, we could earn—”

      “Get out.” I swallowed, or tried to, but the inside of my mouth had dried and my frayed nerves were buzzing. “Take the basket with you and destroy its contents.”

      Her hands locked onto the basket’s edges. I fixed my gaze on hers.

      “Destroy all of it,” I repeated, leaving no room for misunderstandings.

      She grumbled something in the old language, but she left with the basket and kicked the door closed behind her.

      I had the vodka and glass out the second I heard her walking away. Shu couldn’t know about my deal to kill Thoth. Not yet. This was her life too, bound to me like a ball and chain. As much as her demon nature repelled me, we’d forged something of a relationship, albeit one built on a foundation of hate. If she knew what I’d done, she’d lay into me. Or worse, she’d try to find a spell that would probably result in more dead, innocent people. She couldn’t go up against Osiris. She was powerful, but Shukra wasn’t a god.

      After pouring a generous splash of vodka into my glass, I lifted it to my lips and stopped. A pair of green eyes caught my attention. The cat was watching me from high on its perch, quietly unimpressed.

      “Don’t judge.” I threw back the drink and let the heat travel soul deep, where the darkness churned.

      Godkiller.

      I preferred Nameless One. The Nameless One had a job to do. He kept the streets clear of demons, spirits, and all the other monsters the underworld spewed forth, and he helped those who found themselves caught in godly crossfires. He was cursed, but he lived with it, because he deserved it. That was simple, and it went some way to cleansing the black inside. But Godkiller? Godkiller was something else. Something like I’d been before, when I’d gorged on souls, good and bad, devouring them all and judging none. I accused Shu of having the blackest soul I’d ever witnessed, but that was a lie. If I looked long and hard in the mirror, I’d find the darkest and heaviest soul there ever was: mine.

      I’d take the tablet to Osiris and try to talk him out of the deal. There was no other way.

      Shoving the drink aside, I woke my sleeping computer and opened a few emails. One from Mafdet with the monthly breakdown of Shu’s buying habits. No news on my mother’s box, which I’d given to her to crack open.

      At the bottom of my inbox, an old email from Bastet, Queen of Cats and my ex-wife, waited. It had been sitting in my inbox for three months and included details on her missing women. She’d asked me to take on the job. I’d refused. We’d argued, like we always did, and she’d left. I hadn’t heard from her since. Being a god, she’d let years pass before walking back into my life like I’d last seen her yesterday. But something bothered me about her quiet acceptance. I’d expected more of a fight. And she hadn’t replied to my email asking to meet and discuss the job. She must have gotten to the bottom of the case on her own.

      I clicked the email and dragged it to the trash folder, but I didn’t let go. Maybe one more follow-up email wouldn’t hurt. After that, I’d forget it. I meant what I’d said to her; we never worked well together.

      I dragged the email back to the inbox and hit reply.

      My cell rang, playing the chorus of “Stand By Me” by Ben E. King. I dug it out. “Hey, Cujo. Last night, it wasn’t—”

      “Get your ass to my place, Ace. There’s a guy here, really wants to speak with you.” Cujo’s gruff words held a jagged, angry edge. Someone had gotten his panties in a twist.

      “Can’t this guy come in? I’m pretty busy.” My planner was empty, as usual, but I didn’t like doing business at Cujo’s home. The gods and their ways were my world. Cujo didn’t need that in his living room.

      Shuffling ensued, and then a new voice filled my ear. “I need your help. No more brush-offs. Get here now, or I’ll put a bullet in your friend’s head.”

      The line went dead before I could demand his name or counter-threaten him.

      Scooping up Alysdair and my duster coat from the corner, I left the office and shouted down the hall at Shu that I’d be back in a few hours. With the sword snug against my back and a purpose occupying my mind, a smile rode my lips the whole way to Cujo’s apartment, right up until I noticed his door was ajar.
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      I shoved Cujo’s unlocked door open and stepped inside. The apartment never changed. Clean, functional. Cujo kept it that way, or his daughter, Chantal, did. It was a weekday, which meant Chantal was with her mother and I was free to wield Alysdair without the risk of spooking normal people. But there was no use getting sword-happy until I knew what I was dealing with. I kept the sword sheathed snugly against my back and quietly stalked down the hallway.

      “… won’t help us.” The male sounded younger than he had on the phone, and his voice quivered, probably from a touch of fear.

      “Shooting me won’t help either,” came Cujo’s gruff response. The anger was still there, more like indignation than fear. Few things frightened Cujo, and a kid with a gun wasn’t one of them.

      “I don’t want to. I just… I don’t have anyone else to turn to. Nobody is listening to me. I don’t have a choice.”

      “Nobody turns to the Nameless One unless they’re desperate.” I smiled at the gravitas in Cujo’s words. He was deliberately stoking the urban legend bullshit. The mystique surrounding the Nameless One meant the cops were more likely to dismiss reports of me and my sword.

      “But he doesn’t like witches,” Cujo added.

      “Why?” the kid asked, sounding younger by the second.

      “A bunch tried to capture him once and syphon off his—”

      I stepped into the living room, bringing an abrupt end to their chat. Cujo was sitting in his wheelchair facing me, his back to the window. He had a gun taped to the wall behind the drapes, but he hadn’t reached for it. Sitting across the table from him was the reason why. Even with his back turned to me I could tell the witch was in his early twenties—young for a witch. It usually took a few decades for their obsession to turn them into cantankerous zealots. This one was bouncing his knee and tapping his fingers on the table. Adrenaline and fear rattled his bones.

      He saw Cujo’s attention drift and twisted in his seat to see me standing in the doorway. The coat, the sword—they had a reputation. The kid witch swung his little gun around and aimed it somewhere around my torso. His hand shook so much he’d probably miss, even at five feet away. The fact he preferred to threaten me with a gun and not magic told me a lot about this kid’s magical ability.

      I lifted my hands and reached behind my neck, bringing my fingers closer to Alysdair’s grip. “That’s twice in twelve hours I’ve had a gun pointed at me. You’d think witches would be more creative.”

      The kid’s darting eyes were still bouncing around me, taking it all in. The Nameless One. Soul Eater. And Godkiller, if he believed the rumors. Considering his damp hairline and wide eyes, he did.

      “Put the gun down,” Cujo drawled. “Shooting the Nameless One will just piss him off.” One of Cujo’s eyebrows arched in a Can you believe it? expression.

      “W-what …”

      I noticed a plastic bag beside his chair and wondered if the smell of blood had lingered on me from Osiris’s gift basket or if it was coming from whatever was in that bag. “Lunch?”

      “Huh?”

      “What’s your name?”

      He swallowed and hesitated, as if telling me his name might give me power. “Er… Kenny. My name’s Kenny.”

      I lowered my hands. Kenny wouldn’t shoot Cujo or me. With a sigh, I stepped forward, plucked the gun from his hand, and showed him the safety. “You might wanna flick that over next time you threaten someone.”

      He blinked too many times to count. I turned my back on him and peeled back the drapes, uncovering Cujo’s backup plan. “And don’t pick a cop to threaten.”

      Cujo had called me out for amateur hour.

      Kenny’s already pale face whitened to the color of milk. “He’s a cop? I just thought… when you wouldn’t take my calls and the coven said to avoid you, I… I checked out the last known site where you were spotted—” I scowled and he  swallowed with a loud click. “There’s a website. You can log the Nameless One’s… your… er…your last known sighting.”

      Cujo snorted like he’d never heard of it. He’d probably created the damn thing.

      My scowl hardened.

      “I found some fibers, did a little”—Kenny wiggled his fingers in the air—“and cast a spell to find your strongest connection. I didn’t know this guy is a cop.”

      Kenny’s spell must have been weak to focus on a human connection. Otherwise, it would’ve picked up that my strongest connection was Shu. I would’ve liked to see Kenny break into Shu’s office and put a gun to her head. She probably would’ve used his skin for a new rug. His poor spell-casting abilities had saved him that fate.

      Cujo smiled. “Strongest connection, huh? Love you too, Ace.”

      “You do that often?” I asked the kid. “Go following spells into people’s homes and threatening them?”

      “No. I mean…this witch thing is a hobby. It’s my girl who got me into it. She’s awesome. She has all these achievement awards from the coven. She does way more—”

      I tossed Kenny’s gun to Cujo, cutting off Harry Potter, and moved to the window to check the street outside. I wasn’t expecting trouble, not with the kid’s poor planning, but it didn’t hurt to keep an eye out. As Cujo had so kindly spilled, I’d crossed paths with witches before.

      A cat dashed across the street and disappeared behind a row of parked cars. A suited and booted guy marched up the sidewalk, staring at his cellphone while furiously tapping out a message with his thumb. Nothing unusual jumped out at me, but a slippery uncertainty gnawed away at my insides. The sensation pulled at my thoughts, like a kid tugging on a pant leg, as though I’d forgotten something vital and at any second, it would come rushing back and knock me on my ass.

      “So, Kenny the Witch,” I said. “You have me here. Now what?”

      Kenny ran his trembling fingers through his short blond hair and rubbed at his forehead. “My girlfriend. She’s missing.”

      I crossed my arms and glared across the room at him. “Not my problem.”

      “There are others—”

      “I’ve heard.”

      “We asked for help—”

      “I refused.”

      “But we—”

      “I have a long memory. If you don’t know what happened, ask someone who does. You shouldn’t be here. You shouldn’t have threatened a friend of mine. You’re lucky I’m not carving tiny pieces off you to take back to my pet sorceress.”

      Kenny looked ready to lose his breakfast. He opened his mouth—to beg, to make excuses, I didn’t know and didn’t care. Cujo could have dealt with him without dragging me all the way out here.

      “Ace…” Cujo grumbled. “Ask what’s in the bag.”

      Kenny didn’t wait. He snatched the bag off the floor and clutched it to his chest. “I know I shouldn’t be here.” His wide eyes flicked between Cujo and me. “I know that, but… well, like I said, I don’t have a choice.”

      He flipped the bag over and looked away.

      A human arm flopped onto the tabletop. Long, decorated nails and small, thin fingers. Female. The cut was clean, below the elbow. A chopping blow, no sawing. Someone or something would have to be abnormally strong to cleave an arm off in one go. Or maybe the witch had caught her arm in industrial machinery. What did the rest of her look like?

      “That’s something you don’t see every day,” Cujo quipped and then winced as he remembered Kenny.

      I approached the table, leaned in, and drew the stiff fingers back. There, on the palm, a single hieroglyph was carved into the flesh depicting the body of a jackal with the head of a snake. I’d seen it before, only once, on the box I found in my mother’s chamber right after she’d died. “What is that?”

      Kenny shifted from foot to foot. “We don’t know. None of us know. I even looked it up online, and I—”

      I had him by the throat and against the wall before either of us realized I’d moved.

      “Ace,” Cujo snapped.

      I glared at Kenny the Witch, dug deep into his eyes, and found that naive soul of his: bright, light, and clean—ripe for the picking.

      Wait.

      I didn’t want his soul… oh, but I did. How long had it been? Not long enough, but still, power clawed at me, eager to be free and grab hold of young, stupid Kenny and devour him whole. I could sink Alysdair into his gut and let the sword have him, but where was the fun in that? I wanted to take and own this foolish witch for being the parasite he was, for stealing magic that didn’t belong to him, for all the damn witches and their insolence.

      I tore my gaze away and tossed the witch against the table. He stumbled, almost upending the table, and fell to a knee. Tiny threads of his soul lingered within reach. If I wanted to, I could pull and I’d have him. I growled a warning at him, at myself, at everything.

      Damn witches.

      Kenny spluttered and wheezed, and when I could look at him without wanting to tear his soul out, I watched Cujo wheel over to help him up.

      Pinpricks of restlessness touched my nerves. What by Sekhmet was going on with me?

      I should leave the witches to their own damn problems, but that mark, that symbol… it was connected to me by way of Ammit’s little box, the one warded against me, and there it was again, on a witch’s severed arm. What did it mean?

      “Who’s your girlfriend?” I asked, looking again at the curled hand and the mark. Flakes of blood had fallen onto Cujo’s clean, white table.

      “Julie Carter. She works in a health food store on Thirty-Fifth and—”

      “A witch?” I snarled, hearing the acid in my voice and not caring.

      “Yeah, but we’re not grand witches or anything. I mean she’s better than me. We just practice on weekends. We were going to watch Netflix, but when I got to her place…it was trashed. And I found that. I freaked out. I mean, the mark, I knew it was magic related, but the coven, they were already busy with other missing cases. They said they’d look into it, but she could be out there somewhere, and nobody is doing any—”

      “When was this?”

      “Last night.” Kenny swayed on his feet and rubbed at his neck. “They said not to contact you, but witches have been going missing for weeks and nobody is doing anything!”

      I shoved the arm back into its bag and scooped it off the table. “Kenny, congratulations. You’ve succeeded where the others have failed. I charge ninety bucks an hour, and the minimum charge is four hours. The full list of fees is on the website. I don’t want any other witches involved. I’m keeping the arm. I’ll be in touch.”

      As I strode through the door, I heard Kenny ask Cujo, “Is he always like this?”

      “Only on good days.”
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      Shu wasn’t back at the office. I called her cell, but she didn’t answer. Not one to be so easily dissuaded, I checked the Find Friend app and rode my Ducati through a rain shower to where the app had pinned her location. People streamed back and forth from a diner on West Thirty-Fourth Street, a block from Madison Square Garden and right in the heart of tourist central. After a quick recce, it was clear Shu wasn’t inside, but I hadn’t really expected her to be. I wasn’t entirely sure what she did outside of work, but I had my suspicions. Hence keeping tabs on her spell-purchasing activities at Mafdet’s Curiosities store.

      The app blinked her location as inside the building.

      I parked the bike against the brownstone walls and eyed a set of rickety steel-frame stairs snaking up the back of the building. Shu moved apartments regularly. I had no idea if this was her home or someone else’s that she happened to be visiting in the middle of a workday. Maybe she was on a job? Or was it personal?

      I tried calling her cell again and started up the stairs.

      A gaze skittered down my back, pulling me to a stop. A glance over my shoulder revealed plenty of people power walking back and forth along the sidewalk, but none were looking up. Few New Yorkers bothered looking up. They focused on their destinations and marched to it. Still, something had hooked into my senses.

      At the top of the steps Shu answered the door before I could knock, and shot me a scowl jagged enough to cut. Her jacket was gone, but otherwise, she looked the same as she had earlier that morning.

      “What are you doing?” she asked, raking her gaze from my head to my boots and back again.

      “Working. You?”

      “Lunch.” She scanned my face, looking for what, I wasn’t sure.

      “Were you expecting company?” I asked.

      “No. Why?”

      I shrugged off the gaze on my back and lifted the arm in its bag. “I brought you a gift.”

      In the soft light, I could just make out the bloody fingers clinging to the plastic. Shu couldn’t miss the ripe smell of decay wafting from inside the plastic.

      “I need you to take a look at it.”

      “Of course you do.” She moved aside, letting me pass.

      I stepped over the threshold, expecting to feel the magical tickle of a shielding spell or something to protect whatever she got up to here, but I felt nothing. No wards, no protection spells. If there were any, they were so deep I couldn’t detect them.

      Her apartment was a mess and appeared either half finished or half gutted. Some walls were plastered, while others weren’t walls so much as frames you could step through. Split-levels and trailing cables made walking treacherous, and above, the ceiling was long gone, exposing the original steel beams that led up to the trusses. I was fairly certain her place wasn’t up to code.

      Ahead of me, Shu stepped through the chaos with practiced precision, weaving through doorways with no doors into a room without walls, and stopped at a long steel table that appeared to be a stand-in for a kitchen countertop. She swept her a whole array of bowls, jugs, colored jars and plastic containers aside and turned to me, waiting.

      I stepped around extension cables, empty paint cans, and used paint trays. “Renovations?”

      “The owner bailed halfway through fixing it up. I bought it cheap.”

      “You own this place?” She must have needed it for spellwork. Why else would an ex-demon sorceress need to buy an apartment? Maybe something about its geographical location made it a power hotspot? I’d look up the address back at the office. A sorceress would have a reason for purchasing a dilapidated old building.

      “Did it come with the diner round the front?”

      “Yeah, but that’s managed separately.”

      “Osiris’s balls, how much did this place cost?”

      Her glower sizzled. “You have your things. I have mine. Now give me the damn arm.” She held out her hand.

      I dug into the bag and handed over the arm. “You actually own this place? Your name’s on the deed?” My gaze snagged on an easel leaning against a wall in another room across what might have once been a hallway. Seven or eight painted canvasses also rested against the wall. The one at the front, facing out, was a striking oil portrait marked with bold slashes of color against deeper, darker strokes. I didn’t recognize the subject and wasn’t sure whether it was human or god or something else entirely.

      Did she paint those? No, Shu didn’t paint. That was absurd. Maybe she’d stolen them or someone had traded them as payment on something I probably didn’t want to know about but should.

      “Yours?” I thumbed toward the paintings like it was no big deal.

      “This symbol?” she asked, ignoring my question while poking at the bloodless palm.

      “Have you seen it before?”

      “No.” She placed the arm on the table and leaned in close. “The jackal suggests an underworld origin, but the snake for a head? That’s new. Do you know it?”

      “No.”

      She’d known me long enough to recognize the half lie but didn’t push it.

      “What are you going to do with this place when we move on?” I asked. And we would move on, probably soon if we couldn’t pay the rent on the business. Neither of us had roots anywhere. Nobody and no place Osiris could use against us. This apartment, the commitment—it wasn’t like Shu to make such an obvious mistake.

      She sighed harshly. “I don’t know. Maybe I’ll sell it or rent it out. Do you want to know about my living arrangements or your witch’s arm?”

      “You know it’s from a witch?”

      “The background magic is fading, but it’s there.”

      “Can you tell me if there’s any additional magic?”

      “Besides the witch’s personal brand, I presume?” Turning the arm, she probed at the long, painted nails and noticed one had snapped off. “She fought.” Shu’s nostrils flared, and whatever she smelled was familiar enough to pique her interest. She moved down the forearm to the cut. “It’s very clean. Straight through. Takes a lot of strength to sever an arm without hacking at it.”

      She’d know.

      “You brought this straight here, to me?” she asked. “No detours?”

      “Straight here, but my new friend Kenny might have shared it with his coven.”

      Her sharp sorceress’s mind whirred behind her eyes. She straightened and leaned back against the counter. “I can see whose magic touched her. But first I’ll have to separate any additional touches and that might take a while.”

      “How long?”

      “A few hours if Mafdet has the few ingredients I need.”

      “Can you trace the arm’s owner?”

      “Yes. You think she’s alive?”

      “We get paid either way.”

      Shu’s blood-red lips curved up. “So you did agree to work for the witches?”

      Shu didn’t know about the witches’ attempt to trap and bleed magic out of me. We’d tolerated each other for centuries, but I didn’t go around telling my enemies about my weaknesses. Shu was stuck as human, but that didn’t make her any less the demon sorceress she’d been when I condemned her soul. Time heals a lot of wounds, but not all, and revenge festers the longest.

      “The client had a gun to Cujo’s head.” The mark had sealed the deal, but Shu didn’t need to know my interest in the symbol was personal.

      Her smile tightened, verging on a scowl. “How did he know Cujo’s connected to you? Cujo’s careful to bury his tracks.”

      “Witches,” I grunted. “As much as their magic is borrowed, sometimes they get lucky.” Like the time they got lucky with me. “I’ll leave the hand in your hands.”

      “Funny,” she deadpanned.

      Stepping around the chaos toward the door, I added, “Let me know what you find, and when I get back, I expect all five fingers to be intact.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “To take Osiris’s tablet back and ask why a bunch of priests went to all the trouble of stealing it last night.” And convince him to let me out of the deal to kill a god, I added silently.

      “Priests?” I heard the frown in her voice but didn’t look back. “Are you sure? I didn’t think the gods still sought out worshippers at least not in the last few centuries.”

      “You do your job.” I waved over my shoulder. “And I’ll do mine.” And we’ll meet somewhere in the middle, like always.

      The rain had started up again, pattering against the steel steps and lifting dry dust smells off the street. I closed Shu’s apartment door and lingered on the top step, letting the cool drizzle streak down my face.

      Shu’s apartment, this building… I didn’t know Shu had bought a property and I should have. Just because she hadn’t gotten up to any mischief in the last few centuries didn’t mean she wasn’t working on something. I needed to pay more attention to her. Complacency could turn even the most powerful into fools.

      The back of my neck itched, senses prickling. The errant gaze was back.

      I could head back to my office, pick up the tablet, and make my way to Osiris’s mansion. Whoever had taken a liking to me would either follow me or not. Or I could take a walk and see if they were brave enough to get close. Then we might have ourselves a discussion involving Alysdair. Since I’d prefer to watch paint dry than go to Osiris’s, a walk it was.

      The rain had driven most of the pedestrian traffic indoors. Those left shielded themselves with umbrellas. Nobody noticed Alysdair’s obvious handle sticking up from my coat collar. If anyone did, they’d likely dismiss it. This was modern New York, where anything went. These days, I didn’t even have to grow my hair out to hide the handle. Cops were more worried about abandoned backpacks and no-fly lists. Still, I didn’t want to invite trouble unless I had to.

      I strode down Thirty-Fourth Street, passing hotel entrances flanked by neatly trimmed potted shrubs, and slowed alongside a row of high construction panels. Inside, heavy machinery sat idle in pools of murky water. I checked the street both ways and pulled at the gate, straining the padlock and chain. Certain no one was eyeing me, I stepped through the gap.

      The clatter and burr of construction in other plots joined New York’s background noise, while the rain muffled the rest. I ran a hand through my hair and flicked water from my fingers. Let whoever was tailing me show themselves.

      A rock was pitched over the fencing and landed with a thwump in a puddle. I got enough of a look at it to realize it was in fact a canopic jar before it exploded in a blast of furnace-like heat and blinding light. Small pebbles from inside the jar peppered my coat and buried themselves in the mud at my feet. Then those black pebbles started twitching and digging themselves to the surface.

      Scarabs.

      If I gave them a chance, they’d burrow through my clothes, into my skin, and drill deep, eating their way to my heart. Once there, they’d turn themselves, and my flesh, into stone.

      I reached for Alysdair but stopped, knowing the sword wouldn’t do any good against hundreds of scarabs. What I needed was fire, not a blade.

      A scarab scuttled over my boot. I kicked it off. Another moved by my shoulder. I shucked off my coat and flung it aside. The scarabs chittered loudly, their clicks and gristly chewing audible over the rain. I stomped on one and then another.

      “Ace Dante.”

      Three of the four priests I’d met last night were back. I pulled Alysdair free as a second jar shattered behind me and more scarabs swarmed toward me.

      I thrust out a hand. “San!” Stop!

      The scarabs did, all of them, frozen in the mud. But the short, sharp spell had left me exposed to something far worse.

      The priests’ words rose up in unison. “Truka sros dvarr em sra imdarvurrd, I bemd aeui, bae raors, bae kuir, bae kemd.”

      A binding spell designed specifically for trapping underworld monsters. Its coils wound around me, pulling tighter and holding me rigid. The spellword I’d thrown at the scarabs held, but it wouldn’t for much longer, and once my magic snapped and my spellword failed, those scarabs would overwhelm me.

      I’d tried to prevent this. I’d warned the priests off. What was about to happen was their own doing.

      The power buried deep inside me rose up. So much of it…too much. New York, the priests, the rain, the mud, the scarabs—it all fell away until it was just me and the soul-pounding pressure to devour. I fixed my gaze on a priest, the nervous one who’d done all the talking before, and let the words come: “Tra k-dae amcru-kak sra ksork, kosec amcru-kak esk kassrakamsk, omd kae kuir amcru-kak aeuirk.”

      With the sound of the ages-old spell falling from my lips, the pressure built.

      The priest glared back, his words—the binding—tumbling over and over, but he wouldn’t win. He could have a hundred priests beside him and he wouldn’t win. You can’t beat the Soul Eater at his own game.

      My words sounded in one long endless stream, burrowing deep into his soul, where I hooked in. He wasn’t entirely good, not this one. Had I weighed him, it would’ve been a close call. Had I followed the rules, the judgment would’ve been up to Ammit, but she was gone and I wasn’t my mother. I yanked, pulling back in body and mind, and tore both the light and the dark from him. He didn’t scream, didn’t make a sound. He just collapsed as though someone had pulled the plug. He wasn’t dead, just empty. Undead.

      Down his soul went, sinking inside and filling me up with power, so much power. It throbbed through me, dark and heady. And I needed it. Gods, it felt good to be me again.

      A blur of movement dashed so quickly it appeared to carve right through the second and third priests. Their lives were sundered before either could utter a scream. I reached for their souls, hungry for more, but a wave of fire poured around me. I recoiled, and the stop spellword ceased.

      The scarabs? I braced, expecting them to scurry out of the flames, but nothing emerged from the fire, and as quickly as the flames had come, they were gone again, fizzling out in the muddy puddles, having wiped away all evidence of the scarabs, but not the bodies.

      And not the woman with the close-cropped black hair standing over me, hand planted on her hip, and an eyebrow arched over familiar cat-green eyes.

      “Cat?!”

      The cat. The one who’d taken it upon herself to make my office her home. I’d know those eyes anywhere. She’d spent months glaring down at me from my top shelf. Only now, she was without a doubt a person, with all the correct female parts in all the equally correct places.

      “My face is up here,” she said in a rich, smooth voice like well-aged bourbon.

      Power trilled through me, the newly devoured soul buzzing in my veins. I should have lifted Alysdair and demanded to know everything about the shifter, but all I could do was laugh. My black office cat was a person, and the priests had tried to trap me. Me?! It was all pretty damn funny.

      Cat tut-tutted at my hilarity and searched through the pockets of the dead priests. “Nothing. No ID. No wallets.” Her growl was all cat and curiously familiar. “Who were they and why did they attack you?”

      I’d regained some composure, but the high still blurred through my thoughts, scattering what little common sense I had. I should have been asking her the same questions, but she was naked, and wet, and bloody, with glistening fingernails like razorblades. “You were a person, all this time?”

      “Still am,” she said, her tone dry and deeply unimpressed.

      A car horn blasted right outside the construction site, and all at once I remembered we were at risk of being discovered next to two dead bodies.

      The first body had four deep gashes running from his groin to his gullet. She’d disemboweled him. Clearly, Cat had claws. I kept her in my peripheral vision as I plunged Alysdair into the body and let the sword devour the soul before it was lost. Resisting taking it for myself was harder than it should have been. I cursed Osiris for knocking me off the wagon months ago.

      “Daquir,” I uttered. Embers burned up the body, and the breeze tossed around the ashes. The second body went up the same way. The third lay face down in the dirt. Not dead, but he might as well have been. I’d yanked out his soul while he was still alive. Something I hadn’t done in a long, long time. Something I’d once enjoyed in the underworld.

      I plunged Alysdair into his heart. “Daquir.”

      Cat was watching me. If she wanted an explanation, she wouldn’t get one because I didn’t have one. Devouring the souls of the dead was one thing. Devouring the souls of the living was exactly the sort of “accident” that had landed me cursed for all eternity.

      We stared at each other the way we had many times since she’d arrived. She looked as unimpressed now as she had during the last three months. Her green eyes clashed with the blackness of her hair and milky white skin. Her mouth probably hid a dazzling smile, but I was getting nothing but a severe line of disapproval.

      “Do you have a name?” I asked. “Or shall I continue calling you Cat?”

      She turned her head away, apparently bored. Her personality hadn’t improved since turning into a person. She’d probably continue to shove stuff off my desk while I watched.

      “They were following you since last night,” she said.

      “So were you?”

      Slowly, dangerously, that green-eyed gaze found mine again. “I’ve been watching you for three months.”

      It sounded like, in her head, there might have been a “peon” tacked on to the end of that sentence. Could it be I’d met someone who hated me more than Shu?

      “These priests? That was a binding spell they were using? Why were they trying to capture you?”

      “They’re priests, so who knows? I probably pissed off their god. I have a knack for doing that.”

      They probably wanted Osiris’s tablet back, but Cat wasn’t a cat and I was on my back foot, reeling from that revelation. I kept my eyes front and center on her smooth little nose because I couldn’t look at her eyes for long without digging into them, and I damn well couldn’t look at the rest of her if I wanted to string a coherent sentence together.

      “You’re welcome, by the way, for the fire.” She turned her back and retraced my tracks in the mud, heading toward the gate. For a second, I wondered if she’d forgotten she was naked, but in the last step, the air popped, a light flashed too brightly, forcing me to look away, and she vanished. Scooping up my soaked coat, I followed, just a few steps behind, but by the time I was back on the street, there was no sign of Cat, on four legs or two.

      I worked my hands into fists, trying to quell the high buzzing through me, and then flipped up my collar and headed back to my bike. I had to get the tablet back to Osiris and find out why these priests wanted it so badly. Then maybe I’d figure out what the hell was going on with me and why I’d so easily devoured a man’s soul before killing him.

      Three months. Cat had been sitting on my top shelf, watching me, for three whole months. Why?

      On the ride back to the office, I tried to recall all the things she might have seen or heard. Nothing out of the ordinary came to mind, or at least nothing beyond the out of the ordinary things Shu and I usually encountered. A few wayward spirits, a summoning gone wrong, black-market spells changing hands. We’d had a spate of missing pets, but they’d turned out to be snacks for one of the many alligators roaming the sewers. I’d been meaning to talk with Osiris about those. Maybe I’d bring it up when I handed his tablet over and told him I wasn’t killing Thoth.

      I opened my office door and found Cat sitting on the edge of my desk, naked, again. I didn’t know how she’d gotten back so fast, and at the sight of her, I lost the ability to ask.

      “You’re very distracting.” I closed the door, hoping we didn’t get any unexpected clients dropping by, and strode to the tablet resting where I’d left it on the shelf. It occurred to me, as I tucked the tablet under my arm, that she’d seen more of me in the last three months than anyone else. We’d had many one-sided conversations where I’d discuss a case, or blow off some steam, or drink my way to the bottom of a bottle while she peered down at me from her shelf.

      “Where’s Bastet?” she finally asked in that long, drawn-out drawl of hers.

      “How should I know?” I spared her a glance, making sure I kept my gaze from wandering into unknown territory. She had a look about her that deemed me unworthy. “You’re one of hers?”

      Cat, predictably, didn’t answer, but she did bounce her bare foot off the floor and drum her pointed fingernails against the desk. If she were Bastet’s, that likely meant she’d learned to disembowel more than priests. Bastet trained warriors, not pussycats.

      “I’ve been trying to reach her…” I continued, skirting around my desk and working hard at ignoring Cat’s lack of clothing.

      “I know. I saw your emails.”

      “You snooped through my emails?”

      She twisted at the waist, moving the way a snake might uncoil. Her slow, measured breaths lifted her breasts. Her face, though, that might as well have been carved from stone for all the expression it showed. “I know everything about you, Ace Dante.”

      I highly doubted that. Leaning back against my filing cabinet—I couldn’t sit in my chair while she was sprawled two feet away at eye level—I scratched at my nose. “That porn was research.”

      Her pink lips didn’t even twitch. Cat was hardcore.

      “Three months ago, my queen came to your office. I came with her.”

      I thought back and remembered Bast leaning against my desk, telling me about her missing women, but as I fought to recall more, the memory shied away. One thing was for certain: my ex-wife had been alone.

      “People ignore cats,” Cat explained. “Though I do recall you almost shut the door on my tail.”

      Ah, the nuisance cat I’d almost kicked right before meeting Bast. That had been her.

      Cat hopped off the desk and cruised around my office, looking around as though this was the first time she’d really seen it on two legs instead of four.

      “Bastet asked for your help. You refused. She left.” She poked at a plastic potted plant and watched it shift sideways, almost—but not quite—pushing it off the edge. “As far as I can ascertain, you were the last person to see her.”

      Gods disappearing was nothing new. Cat gods were forever wandering off, returning on their own terms years or decades later. Besides, Bastet could look after herself. She didn’t need me hunting her down, and I’d argue she didn’t need Cat on her tail either, but I quite liked my guts on the inside.

      “Three months isn’t long. She’s probably—”

      “The murders stopped,” Cat interrupted and continued her tour of my office.

      The light from the window behind me trailed over her figure, smoothing over her hips and waist. Training had honed this woman into a weapon. She walked like one, choosing every step, every glance, for maximum distraction. At least there wasn’t anywhere she could conceal a weapon, not counting her claws.

      “But she did not return.”

      She came to a stop in front of me. At my height, she looked me clean in the eye, knowing full well what would happen if she let her gaze linger too long. Cat was no Bastet fangirl. She knew who and what I was. She’d spent three months in my office, watching, listening, spying. And here she was, revealed in all her glory. If she so much as flicked her nails in my direction, I’d have my hand around her throat and Alysdair pressed against her heart in seconds.

      “Something happened to my queen,” she said with gravitas. “I will not rest until I discover what.”

      My gaze tunneled deep, and she still didn’t look away. “Then go do that. I’m not stopping you.”

      I pitied the poor bastard who ever got on her wrong side. She’d probably bite his head off and leave it on the neighbor’s doorstep.

      “I do not trust you, Ace Dante. Nameless One. Liar. Soul Thief. Godkiller.”

      For someone with no name, I’d sure collected a few. I caught a flash of brightness inside her and quickly averted my gaze. She’d been about to let me see her soul—she had nothing to hide—but given the unease and restlessness crawling beneath my skin, I didn’t want to risk looking and wanting.

      “Then don’t.” I shoved by her, tablet still tucked under my arm.

      Suddenly, going to see Osiris seemed like a grand idea. I’d already devoured one soul today, I didn’t need another, but with the way my unhinged thoughts were headed, Cat’s brightness had plucked at my hunger pangs.

      “I’m taking this back to its owner. Follow me, if you like. Just know that Osiris is a twisted fuck, and if he sees you with me, he’ll screw with us both.” I opened the door and felt her breath tickle the back of my neck. I only had to half-turn my head to catch her looming over my shoulder. “What are you doing?”

      “Coming with you.”

      “You may want to put some clothes on.”

      She stepped back, and in one sudden, blinding flash, she vanished. Or so I’d thought until the black cat whipped between my ankles, out the door, and disappeared down the stairs. I scowled after it.

      “I could stuff you in a sack and throw you in the Hudson!” It was an empty threat—mostly.

      Cat wasn’t beside my bike, and I wasn’t about to wait for her. Hopefully she’d changed her mind about visiting Osiris. Cat had already seen enough of my life. I didn’t particularly relish the thought of her witnessing the god yank on my strings for her.

      I fired up the Ducati and carved through New York’s glistening streets, my thoughts filled with the events of the past few hours: attacking priests, a severed arm, missing witches, and now a shifter spy. No doubt about it, New York was getting crowded. It used to be that Shu and I were lucky to see anything magic related in a month, but in the last few years, the frequency of “events” had increased. Instincts warned me change was in the air, but gods and change didn’t happen overnight. Whatever was coming, we’d have time to prepare… I hoped.

      As I skidded the bike to a halt outside Osiris’s mansion, Cat was already on site, standing naked at the foot of the steps. Bathed in liquid firelight, she watched the flames gush from the house.

      “What the—”

      “It was like this when I got here,” Cat reported as if a blazing inferno was an everyday sight.

      The fire roared, driven by an isolated, magic-infused wind. No sirens wailed. Nobody rushed in to help. Osiris had staff, security guards, cleaners, but the grounds were deserted.

      “There are people in there.”

      As much as I would’ve loved to see his house burn, I couldn’t stand by if there was even the slightest chance that people were trapped inside.

      Abandoning the bike and the tablet, I pulled my damp coat up, shielding my face from the waves of heat, and dashed up the steps, toward the roaring inferno.
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      Smoke funneled into my lungs, burning me from the inside out. I hunkered down, keeping low, and breathed through my sleeve. Heat and noxious gasses stung my eyes. If the fire hadn’t killed the staff, the smoke would. Nobody could survive this.

      A security guard appeared out of the swirling grey in front of me. Tears streamed from his eyes and sweat glistened over his blistered face, but he looked at me as though I was the surprise. I recognized him. He’d been on Osiris’s staff for years. What the hell was he doing wandering around the smoke-filled entrance hall?

      “Hold on.” He pushed out a palm, blocking my path. “You can’t just walk in, Mister Dante.”

      “Get out of here!” Smoke clogged my throat. I coughed and brought my arm up to filter the air.

      “Come right on over and we’ll search you, just like always.”

      I looked again at the guard, who was eyeing me as though I was the biggest problem he had right now, and then to where he was motioning. His companion stood behind a security podium as flames lapped up around him and ate at the wall. A section of the ceiling fell behind me and smashed against the floor.

      “Are you all insane?” Sweat crawled down my face and neck. “For Sekhmet’s sake, get out! Before this whole place comes down.”

      “You’ll have to leave the sword with us,” the guard grumbled like I was the idiot.

      This was ridiculous. I cracked a fast right hook across the guard’s face. Then I snatched his arm before he could tumble back and shoved him toward the doors where Cat’s frame blocked the light. She caught hold of him and vanished from sight.

      The remaining guard tackled me side-on, whipping me off my feet and slamming me face first into the hall floor. My chin smacked against the soot-covered tiles, snapping my teeth together and igniting a dull ache through my skull.

      A knee sank into my back. He obviously didn’t see the fire raging a few feet in front of us and riding up the stairs. The roaring, cracking, snarling sounds of the blaze destroying everything in its path was also lost on him.

      I didn’t see the section of ceiling fall, but I felt the hot, jagged debris pummel my arms and head.

      “I thought we’d gotten over this, Mister Dante.” The guard grunted and yanked me upright onto my feet. “You can’t bring edged weapons into this house. You know the rules.”

      Orange flames snaked up his arm and his shoulder and licked at his hair and ear. He didn’t notice. There was no way he could not notice. Something had hold of the staff, either blinding them to the danger or simply leaving them without a care. A curse or an enchantment? Someone out there was pissed off enough at Osiris to spell his staff and risk the god’s wrath? They’d better be looking for suicide by god, because Osiris wouldn’t let this go.

      “Listen…you’re not in your right mind,” I wheezed. “You can’t see it, but you really need to—”

      Cat cracked a bronze statue of Isis over the guard’s head and caught him under his arms as he collapsed into her. She dragged him through the smoldering debris and out the door.

      I followed and broke free from the smoke, spluttering ash from my tongue. Where the hell was Osiris? He could stop all this with a click of his fingers.

      Cat had dragged the two unconscious men to safety and was starting back up the steps. “Call the fire department.”

      “No.” I turned and glared into the broiling smoke. “Osiris can fix this.”

      “We should leave.”

      “You can go.” I pulled up my singed coat once more and ducked back inside. Heat pushed down from all sides, and the smoke billowed so thick and black I could barely see more than a few feet ahead, but I knew the layout of this house and dashed into the back hall, toward the study.

      “This is insane!” Cat hissed. She followed close behind, weaving around smoking debris and bubbling walls.

      I stopped by the bookcase and pulled the spine of a large, leather-bound book titled, Tra Sudk omd Sraer Sokak -The Gods and Their Games, opening up the hidden passageway. Cool, clean air beckoned from below.

      “You shouldn’t be here,” I told Cat.

      Black smudges marred her body and a few grazes wept blood, but she wasn’t the type to let a little smoke inhalation stop her. She looked me over as though I’d offended her cat-honor. “You’re my only lead as to my queen’s whereabouts. I need you alive, not buried under tons of debris. I’m coming with you.” Her glare had set as hard as concrete. Arguing would just waste time.

      I jogged down the stairs, Cat’s almost-silent footfalls keeping up behind me, and entered the underground portion of the house that few people saw or remembered seeing. The air was clean here. No smoke, no heat. Just plush couches and flowing white drapes.

      “Osiris!” I bellowed, striding through a curtained doorway into a hall.

      “Is this wise?” Cat asked. A quiver of concern undermined her words. That was the first sign of fear I’d picked up from her. And she should be afraid.

      We passed through one of several entertainment chambers. Usually, I’d find it filled with people, most out of their mind—godstruck—and lost in the throes of ecstasy in some form or another, but today, the chamber was empty.

      “Maybe he isn’t here,” Cat suggested.

      “He’s here,” I growled, sweeping through thin, near-transparent drapes into another hall. The halls, chambers, and antechambers switched left and right like a damn maze. The god was here. I knew it. I could feel it.

      “Osiris!”

      There was a chance he didn’t know his staff were burning alive above him. Or perhaps he did know but was somehow incapacitated? A little skitter of adrenaline quickened my heart. As unlikely as it was that Osiris was trapped, or worse, I could hope. I’d let him squirm. Him and his bitch wife.

      I followed the pull of magic and shoved through a pair of double doors into the main bedchamber, finding the ancient pair sprawled on their vast four-poster bed, Isis riding her husband’s cock, her back arched and her hands knotted in her liquid-smooth black hair. I was already striding toward them with a sneer on my lips before it occurred to me that they might not care about what was happening above. That thought twisted the adrenaline into rage.

      “Your house is on fire.”

      “Oh, yes, we know!” Isis laughed, hips rocking. “Isn’t it wonderful?”

      “Wonderful? No, it’s not wonderful.”

      Osiris had his hands on his wife’s thighs, his fingers denting her muscles. His devotion-wide eyes drank down the sight of her. If he knew I was there, he didn’t show it.

      “Your people—” I began.

      “Are fools,” Osiris hissed through his teeth, not taking his eyes off his wife.

      She fell forward, pinned his hands under hers, and kissed him long and hard.

      None of this should have surprised me, but somehow, it did, and it boiled the rage inside. I knew they were insane, I knew I’d lost my argument before I even began, and I knew I should walk away before the pair of them got their claws into me, but those guards would have died as surely as the rest of his staff must have. “Those people are in your employ. The least you can do—”

      Isis reared up and turned her head.

      “Are you ordering us, Soul Eater?” she asked in that oh-so-innocent way of hers, but the sweetness in her voice was barbed like razorblades in candy.

      She roamed her hand up Osiris’s chest, spreading her fingers wide, her rhythm intoxicating, but her gaze had settled on me, almost as though she knew my dreams—my nightmares were filled with scenes just like this one, only in my dreams, it wasn’t her husband she was screwing.

      “No, I…” I broke eye contact, afraid she’d hear my heartbeat kicking up or see the heat in my glare, and found Cat watching the gods, her lips parted, pupils wide, nipples erect.

      “Cat.”

      She didn’t answer.

      I clicked my fingers at her. “Cat!”

      She jerked and looked at me like I’d slapped her.

      “Get out of here!”

      She was mortal, and Osiris—the fucking God of Fertility—wasn’t holding back. Any longer down here and she’d be godstruck by them both and I’d have to fight her to keep her from starting a threesome—or worse. Any second now, this would turn ugly.

      “No, stay…” Isis purred. “I adore cats. Join us.”

      I didn’t look her way—she’d entrap me with that gaze of hers all over again—and snapped at Cat, “Go!”

      If the gods reacted badly to me sending away a potential new toy, they could react badly with me. I didn’t break as easily as mortals.

      Cat blinked, and fear flooded into her gaze. She dashed from the room, leaving me alone with my nightmares. At least she wouldn’t be here to see what might happen next. I discreetly stepped back, got away with it, and tried another step.

      “Stay.” Osiris slowly turned his head. “Watch.”

      The command fell over me, heavy like wooden stocks locking me down.

      Isis’s laugh coiled around my body and thoughts. I couldn’t look away, couldn’t close my eyes longer than a blink, couldn’t move. I could, however, grit my teeth and consider all the places I’d like to stab Alysdair into them. The sword was snug against my back. So close…yet it might as well have been a cardboard cutout for all the good it did me here.

      Osiris flipped Isis over, spread her legs, and drove himself inside her. His wife groaned and shifted her ass. I gave up fighting the warring urges and accepted I was stuck here. The worst of it was that part of me wanted to be here. That part wanted to be right where Osiris was, pounding into Isis, and Isis’s side-eyed glare told me she knew it. Monster, she’d called me before, but I couldn’t recall when. And I heard it again as my own need grew hot and hard.

      Osiris began speaking the old language, smoother than most, uttering words of union, of life, of celebration and love. And all I could think about was screwing his wife into the bed and making her cry my name.

      Sweat tickled the back of my neck. I could blame it on the fire raging above or on Osiris’s power, but it was neither. This was all me. When my magic rose, summoned by the play of the two most gloriously ancient beings ever to walk both worlds, it was all I could do to hold everything back.

      Higher and higher they pushed to the sounds of their ragged panting and the relentless slap of skin on skin until they climaxed together. Osiris’s hand locked into his wife’s hair, and her nails sank into his thigh. I mentally clung to the threads of my own cresting pleasure, the power pushing to be free. I wouldn’t lose control, wouldn’t give Osiris or Isis the satisfaction. They could make me watch, but that was all. They couldn’t make me enjoy it…

      Cool, slick sweat rolled down my face.

      Isis’s lazy, sex-sodden gaze rode down my length, eliciting a shudder. I thought I’d won, but I hadn’t. Her smile told me so.

      Osiris rocked onto his heels, throwing his head back. His entire body shone—not with sweat, but with the glisten of power and life.

      Why, I wanted to ask. Why make me watch? What did it matter to him? When would his games end? I wasn’t sure I could endure another five hundred years under his control.

      Isis rolled onto her side, dragged her long fingers up her thigh, collecting the wetness, and then brought it to her lips and licked. I swallowed hard and wished I hadn’t when her eyes brightened.

      “I have your tablet.” My voice came out much clearer than I’d expected. At least I sounded like this was all in a day’s work.

      “Send the cat in.” Isis propped her head on her hand and looked me in the eye. “I want to play.”

      “Go get her yourself,” I snarled. If Cat was foolish enough to still be here, she’d have to manage Isis on her own.

      Osiris climbed from the bed and beckoned, “Come.”

      “I believe he already did.” Isis’s smile ticked, but she stayed sprawled on the bed, looking like an all-you-can-eat goddess buffet. With this high racing through my veins, if she moved from the bed and came anywhere near me, I’d probably do something suicidal and get myself strung up. As long as she stayed right where she was, I was safe.

      “Did you enjoy watching, Monster?”

      “People are dying above us, and you’re fucking each other’s brains out. No, I didn’t enjoy it.”

      Her smile crawled higher, and her jewel-like eyes widened. “Liar.”

      Osiris gathered a plain cotton gown from the back of a chair and threw it over his shoulders, apparently oblivious to Isis’s game.

      “Husband, are you going to allow the Soul Eater to speak to me in that manner?” Isis’s sweet-as-honey voice, the same voice that had begged me for more in my dreams, rose.

      My heart rate spiked again. Sekhmet’s ass, my head was a mess. If Osiris knew the thoughts I’d had, I might as well say farewell to my life in New York, because I wouldn’t see the city again, not for a few centuries.

      “Fight your own battles, my dear,” Osiris replied. “You always do.” He nodded as he passed by, indicating I should follow.

      I trailed behind him, relieved to be walking away from Isis relatively unscathed. We passed through chamber after chamber and up a flight of stairs until we’d somehow doubled back and emerged in the vast greenhouse. A few strides in and Osiris stopped inside a clearing among high palms and verdant undergrowth. A tea set had been laid out on a waiting table. I hadn’t seen any staff, and wondered if he conjured the tea. There were no signs of smoke or fire here, nothing to indicate anything was amiss. And Osiris still didn’t seem to care or even remember that I’d barged into his sex session.

      He poured himself some tea from an embellished silver jug and offered me a cup. I nodded, wondering if it was hot enough to throw in his face and scald him. I could think it, just not do it.

      Pulling a chair out from the iron bistro set, Osiris sat and breathed in deeply through his nose. “These scents evoke memories of the great river after the rains.”

      The small clearing sat among giant ferns and papyrus grass, hidden from the house, from everything remotely modern. Many people assume ancient Egypt was a desert like they see in brochures today. It wasn’t. Fed by the river Nile and Osiris’s fertile magic, the land was rich and fertile with life. Some had called it paradise.

      This greenhouse, with its humid air and broadleaved plants, was a poor comparison, but the lush vegetation and earthy smell was probably as close as you could get to revisiting the old world in New York.

      I pulled out a chair and sat before he could compel me to.

      “Why did you let them die?” I asked. The thick, sweating foliage absorbed my voice, sealing our conversation inside the clearing.

      “If they were foolish enough to allow themselves to be bespelled, they are no good to me.”

      “Is that what happened?”

      His brow quirked. “It would appear so, would it not?”

      He pushed my tea across the glass tabletop. He could compel me to drink, but he took a perverse pleasure in knowing how I waited for the words to come.

      I picked up the glass teacup and tasted the beverage, washing the taste of smoke off my tongue. Peppermint mixed with a warming spice, something like clove. I gulped it down, wishing it were two parts vodka.

      “You don’t know what spelled them?” I asked.

      “I have my suspicions.” Which meant he knew exactly who was responsible, and it was none of my concern. That was fine by me.

      Osiris had many enemies, but few would be so bold as to spell his staff and burn down his house with him in it. Another god seemed like the only possible candidate. Either way, I had enough trouble keeping me occupied. If he already knew the answer, then it was one less job he’d throw my way.

      “How long has it been burning like this?”

      “Since the early hours of the morning. It’s not important. I’ll get around to fixing it. Why are you here?”

      He’d let his house burn, let his people die, for hours. The functions, the parties, seeing him butter people up on a weekly basis—I’d deliberately forgotten how cruel he was behind the act. The truth was easier to swallow that way.

      I turned my thoughts to the tablet and away from what I couldn’t fix. “A group of priests want your tablet. Any idea why?”

      “Priests?” His frown was genuine, as far as I could tell. “How…archaic.”

      “Then you don’t know of any god who’s taken a fancy to being worshipped again?”

      “In New York? Who would dare?” But something moved beneath his frown, an almost indiscernible twitch, but I’d caught it. He didn’t know about the priests or who they worshipped, and that sat about as well with him as a scarab up the ass.

      “Why would priests want your tablet?”

      “It’s a tablet of Resurrection and Rebirth,” he said with a flick of his wrist. “Powerful in any magically inclined hands. I assume you brought it with you?”

      “It’s outside. Saving your people distracted me.”

      He smiled at that, and genuine humor lightened his eyes. “So eager to do good? What has become of the Soul Eater?”

      Oh, he’s here. I smiled right back. “Would you recognize a hieroglyph of a jackal with the head of a snake?”

      A surprised flinch. He knew it all right.

      “Do you know what it means?” I asked.

      He sipped his tea, hiding the fading smile behind the movement. “No.”

      I seldom caught Osiris in a genuine lie—he deemed himself above lies—but I was pretty sure that had been one. I wasn’t about to push the subject, given I was still trembling from the last compulsion. I had no wish for him to force me to watch the pair of them go at it all night. There was also the chance he’d drag any surviving staff down here and burn them alive in front of me. It wouldn’t be the worst thing he’d done.

      A brief quiet settled between us, interrupted only by the patter of droplets falling onto fat leaves.

      “You desire my wife.”

      My heart twisted and a whole array of possible answers filled my head, all of them useless. Just like with Isis, if I answered incorrectly, I’d either insult or enrage him. I smiled what I hoped wasn’t a wooden smile, tasted my peppermint tea, and looked him in the eye. “All men desire your wife. She is the light, the Goddess of the Sky.”

      “Yes, she is. But you want to fuck her.” He said it so casually. He’d told me Thoth was screwing Isis in that same flat tone.

      The pounding in my chest might have been the onset of panic. Thoth hadn’t so much as looked at Isis in a sexual manner and he’d gotten himself marked for death. Thoth, for Sekhmet’s sake. Ra’s son. In the next second, Osiris could decide that I was too much trouble and be done with me. A single word—a simple command—and he could kill me. I didn’t age, but I could die. Wherever Shu was, she’d find herself suddenly wrenched back into the underworld, where the spirits would torture and destroy her. And all because I couldn’t get Isis out of my head.

      “Yes, I do,” I said. The words tasted sour and wrong, but he’d know a lie. “But she only has eyes for her dearest, of that I am certain. What am I compared to the likes of you?” I smiled a cheap smile. “I’m nothing. Worse than nothing. She is life, and I’m a monster who was raised by river beasts.”

      He considered my words carefully as the seconds ticked by. He couldn’t push the point. To do so would mean he considered me—a monster with no name—a threat to him, one of the most powerful deities to have ever existed. Clearly absurd.

      “It’s been three months,” he said, his tone lifting, “and you have not fulfilled your promise.”

      Ah. That. “I cannot kill Thoth.”

      The world tipped on its axis. The air shifted, the chair and ground vanished, and glass shattered. In the next second, I was against a wall, with Osiris’s warm fingers locked around my throat. His golden eyes glowed, while his energy crackled around us like lightning in a bottle. “You gave me your word. Your word is binding.”

      “Thoth isn’t…sleeping with…your wife,” I garbled out.

      “Aeuir vurd, Mokarakk Oma!” Your word, Nameless One!

      The greenhouse panes rattled, some groaned, and a few cracked.

      “Deal was…find evidence…kill him…” By Sekhmet, he’d break my neck. I knew it. No more New York. No more watching the sun set behind the Manhattan skyline. No more walks along the pier in the dark. No more sniping at Shu. If I died, my soul would land in Anubis’s lap and the suffering would never end. “No e-evidence,” I spluttered.

      “They are meeting in secret. That is enough. Thoth dies by your hand!” Had he been able to cast a compulsion, those words would’ve done it. But not even Osiris could compel someone to kill Ra’s son.

      His fingers unclamped, and I dropped to my feet, gulping down precious air. This was about more than my word. He couldn’t admit I was a threat, couldn’t get to me any other way, and so demanding I kill Thoth was the next best thing. He’d compel me, control me, and continue killing until Thoth was dead by my hand.

      “Leave the tablet and make sure your task is done in the next three days.” He waved a hand and strode into his garden, his gown rippling from his shoulders like a white cloak.

      Sweat soaked, smoke covered, and beaten, I flipped my coat collar up and took the nearest door outside, grateful I could walk away. Plenty of people in the past hadn’t.

      Three days to kill Thoth.

      And likely my last three days to live.
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      After returning to the office to find Cat nowhere in sight (I checked under the desk), I shrugged my coat and sword off and slumped in my chair. Shu was down the hall. I could hear her heels punching holes into the hardwood floor. I’d ask her about the arm, but not yet. Just for a few moments, I sat in the quiet and listened to the not-so-steady beat of my heart and the sounds of New York’s streets throbbing with life outside my window.

      Witches were going missing, which I could live with if I didn’t have a severed arm with an odd marking that Osiris recognized but wouldn’t tell me about. The same marking was on a box I’d found in my mother’s chamber. A box warded against me, prohibiting only me from sensing the magic it contained.

      Bast was missing—also something I wouldn’t need to get involved with, if not for the six-foot-tall warrior cat with daggers for fingernails who appeared intent on shadowing my every move.

      And I had three days to kill Thoth or risk Osiris’s wrath. If I failed, he’d likely see that I lost all my current freedom. I’d probably find myself locked in some gods-awful compulsion for the rest of my days. It didn’t help that he’d called me out on being hot for his wife. That was out of my control. Isis had somehow gotten inside my head and was screwing with me. There was no other explanation. Somehow, sometime, she’d gotten close and she’d planted that damn seed of a thought in my head so it was all I could think about. She’d get me killed, which was probably her plan.

      Add to that the fact I couldn’t go home, my only possible sanctuary, because the underworld and its denizens believed I’d killed Ammit. Anubis would skin me alive. Right now, I had no proof of my innocence, only my word. The word of the Soul Eater, a known liar so bad even the underworld had kicked him out. Home was out of bounds.

      So, what options did I have?

      I had Shukra, my ex-demon sorceress, Cujo, and a witch’s arm.

      As though summoned, Shu strode in, suited up for a boardroom we didn’t have, and dumped the ripe-smelling arm on my desk. “You won’t like it.”

      “I never do.”

      Four-legged Cat leaped onto my desk and parked her feline rump on my planner. Then she proceeded to lift a paw and lick it clean. Either she’d survived Isis, or she’d left before the goddess could have her fun. I wasn’t sure whether I was relieved or annoyed.

      “Decided to join us, did you?” I drawled. “Shu, meet Cat. Cat is a shifter, one of Bast’s.”

      Shu eyed the cat and then turned her frown on me. “I know.”

      “What do you mean, I know?”

      “You didn’t know?” Shu’s red lips curled at their corners, inviting a grin. “She’s been in your office for months, and you didn’t know she’s a shifter?”

      I opened my hands. “How was I supposed to know? Look at her.”

      Cat continued to clean her paw, obnoxiously ignoring us. The tip of her tail twitched.

      Shu shrugged. “It’s obvious.”

      “You knew I had a woman curled up on my desk and you didn’t say anything? What the hell, Shu? She could have been an assassin sent to kill me.”

      At that, Cat sprawled sideways and spread her hind legs and forepaws as far apart as possible, soaking up all the desk space.

      “She doesn’t look much like an assassin.” Shu pursed her lips, suppressing a laugh. That laugh…oh, that laugh told me the truth. She’d known all this time and deliberately kept it to herself. I’d kill her for that, when I had the time to think of something creative.

      “Tell me about the damn arm,” I grumbled.

      “Okay, so I tried to trace the witch, but she’s gone.”

      “Thank you for stating the obvious. Without your astute observations, I may have missed the fact that there isn’t a witch attached to that arm.”

      “You missed the cat shifter bunking with you.” I gave Shu the silent death stare, and she continued with a smirk. “There’s nothing left of the body belonging to this arm anywhere on earth.”

      “Burned?”

      “No. Gone. No earthly remains at all. Had there been anything left of her, I could have traced it, but the spell bounced back. Which makes sense when you consider the magical residue coating the arm and who it belongs to.”

      “Who?”

      “You.”

      “What?”

      “It’s yours.”

      “It’s obviously not my magic. I brought you the arm. Are you confused?”

      “What kind of ten-cent sorceress do you think I am? Your magic is all over this arm. It reeks of you. I could smell it as soon as you brought it to me, but I needed you out of the way to be sure. If we had access to a forensics lab, I bet the thrust pressure and signature of the cut would point straight back to that.” She pointed at my sword, currently sheathed and leaning against the filing cabinet.

      I glared at Shu, at my sword, and at the damn cat. “That’s impossible. I didn’t kill the witch, and I definitely didn’t cut off her arm. Why would I?”

      Shu sighed and crossed her arms. “Did anyone have access to your sword while you were at the museum?”

      “It was here.” Osiris had broken in to leave his gift basket of body parts. He could have taken it, but why would he cut off a witch’s arm and bring the sword back without telling me? None of this was making sense. Although he had reacted to my mention of the snake-headed jackal mark.

      “If someone did steal Alysdair, it wouldn’t account for my magic being all over the arm. I must have been there…”

      “Could anyone be drawing magic out of you?”

      My memory flashed to the witches doing exactly that, but that had been years ago and I’d know if someone were feeding off me. I’d feel the drain. If anything, I was restless and bloated with power, not weak from a lack of it. “No, but it wouldn’t be the first time witches tried.”

      Shu leaned in closer and peered into my eyes. “Your eyes are dark.”

      After too many tainted souls, my eyes turn black, a reflection of the darkness within. I hadn’t looked in a mirror recently, preferring to avoid my gaze altogether, but considering the slippery uneasiness crawling over my skin, I’d take Shu’s word for it.

      I calmly blinked back at her. “I devoured a priest earlier. Cat and I killed three more.”

      Shu rolled her eyes. “Whose priests?”

      “No idea. They wanted Osiris’s tablet.”

      “Are you sure it’s the tablet they wanted? Could it be connected to the arm, to you? Could a priest have gotten to you and made you kill the girl this arm belonged to?”

      “No, no way. Priests are a pain in the ass, but that’s all. They can’t make me do anything. Besides, I didn’t kill her. I’d know if I had. It’s not something I’d forget.”

      “Isn’t it?” Shu asked. “You’ve been acting like a dick lately, more than usual.”

      “Just come right out and say it, why don’t you.”

      “Irritable, twitchy. Last week you threatened a client, and I quote, ‘I’ll tear out your guts and serve them on a platter to the river beasts.’ You said those words to a paying client whose only crime was a false alarm, and you’ve been lax on keeping your power wrapped tight. Too many times I’ve felt you flooding the hallway. It’s creepy, and I know creepy. Five hundred years, Ace. I’ve been tied to you too long. I know you. I know when something isn’t right, and right now, you’re not right.”

      I’d also thrown a witch against a wall and said something about carving him up to feed to Cat. And then there was the restlessness, the shifting sense of unease as though I were missing something right in front of me. Something obvious, with claws and teeth, that might swallow me down if I didn’t figure it out.

      “What did you do last night, after the museum?” Shu demanded in that business-like tone of hers.

      Leaning into my chair, I thought back. “Took the tablet home.”

      “Walk me through it.”

      I scowled at her, but Shu glared right back. She wasn’t giving in.

      “Got home, ditched the suit, had a shower, and fell asleep.”

      “Did you dream?”

      “No, I…” I hadn’t dreamed. For three months, give or take a few nights, I’d dreamed of Isis and her honeyed words, her poisonous mouth, and other parts. But not last night. Last night, there’d been nothing. A hollow nothing. Not empty, but more a sense that something had been there but was taken away.

      Shu cocked her head. “What is it?”

      “I need to get to Mafdet’s.”

      I was around the desk and scooping up my sword when Shu blocked the doorway.

      “I’ll take you.”

      “I will need you there.” If someone, or something, had gotten to me, I’d need Shu as a witness, but what I wanted was a blast through the streets on my bike to clear my head. “But I’d prefer to take the bike—”

      “I’ll take you,” she said again, this time weighing the words down with a clear threat. She didn’t trust me not to walk out the door and vanish. My life was her life too, and there was no way she’d let me leave without her.

      We’d fought before, many times. In the early days of the curse, we’d tried to kill each other on multiple occasions, but as time wore on, our arguments became fewer, our battles less bloody.

      We’d fight again, but not today. “All right.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      An electronic bell buzzed as Shu and I stepped from the rain-soaked street into the warmth of Mafdet’s Curiosities store. The bell wasn’t to alert Mafdet of her customers’ comings and goings. It chimed as a warning. Something or someone of power had crossed her threshold, and that someone was me.

      Mafdet acknowledged me over the top of her wire-rimmed glasses. She had a customer at the counter gushing over a personalized papyrus. I nodded, confirming I wasn’t about to throw my weight around, and let her finish her transaction as I wandered down one of the store’s many overflowing aisles. Kapet, a heady blend of cinnamon, myrrh, wine, and a dozen other spices, burned somewhere out of sight. It was a traditional recipe, and one that had my memories bubbling with images of old-world temple ceremonies.

      Shu picked up a squat lapis lazuli statue of the minor god Bes from an array of tiny trinkets and ornaments. She turned it over in her hand as though examining it for faults. The small measure of power emanating from the egg-sized artifact hummed pleasantly against my senses.

      Shu had remained silent during the entire car ride over, likely wondering if any of this would touch her. Dead witches, strange marks, my magic all over the evidence, clear as a smoking gun.

      I hadn’t yet mentioned Osiris’s demand. Oh, hey, Shu, by the way, I agreed to kill Ra’s son. She’d probably kill me herself as a last hurrah before the gods ripped me to shreds.

      “Bes was good for a laugh,” I said. “He once inspired a whole village to dance through the night. Nothing malicious. Just wine and merriment.”

      She grunted. Frolicking gods didn’t usually show up on her ex-demon radar.

      “Good times,” I added with a smile. That had been before I started stealing souls, before the curse, when I’d sneak out of the underworld and revel alongside the people.

      “Still in slumber?” Shu asked, placing the statue back down among its fake counterparts.

      “As far as I know.”

      Most of the old gods slept the eons away. Immortality takes its toll on the soul. The majority of the ancient pantheon waited, at rest forever or until something woke them. The location of the most ancient slumbering gods had been lost through the shifting sands of time, buried by the priests’ deliberate misdirection and fantasies. Then the generations of priests all died out, and the years turned into millennia.

      “Some days, I’m not sure what tales are real or spun from myth.” My gaze snagged on a crude glass skull. Many of the pieces in Maf’s store hummed and sang in the background, their magic alive and needy. But the skull’s tone was jagged and discordant. It wasn’t naturally infused with magic. The skull had stolen its song.

      “It’s a witches bane,” Shu remarked, seeing what had hooked my gaze.

      “Don’t they use them to anchor their rituals?”

      “Without it, their stolen magic would escape.” After a few moments with only the sound of Mafdet’s happy customer filling the store, Shu added with a snort, “Humans wielding magic. It’s not natural.”

      “It started with the priests,” I said, mostly to myself as I listened to the skull whine. I wanted to pick it up and throw it against a wall just to stop the nails-on-glass noise. “Some of the gods imbued their most devoted followers—pharaohs and temple priests—with magic.”

      “It’s always the gods’ fault. All the fuck-ups, right back to when Nut’s cunt squeezed out Isis and Osiris. And they call demons monsters. At least we don’t screw our siblings. Even demons know that’s a bad idea.” Shu noticed my frown. “What?”

      “Is nothing sacred to you?”

      She screwed up her face, my question having offended her. “Life is sacred. Mine, mostly. Not a bunch of inbred assholes with too much power. Take the witches. Gods let loose their magic, and now, conveniently, they look the other way while silly humans go chasing after power, but it’s not woven into their souls like it is with us, so the little people with their little lives don’t stand a chance. Once they get a feel for magic, they can’t go back. They hoard more and more until they’re overwhelmed and obsessed. And where are the gods, huh? Nowhere. Half of them are asleep. Who’s cleaning up their mess?”

      I waited a beat. “Me.”

      She clicked her fingers. “Exactly.” Picking up a pewter ankh, she weighed it and then replaced it on the shelf. “Is that why you hate the witches? The addiction?”

      “No.” I understood addiction all too well to hate anyone or anything for falling into its trap.

      Shu finally turned to me and asked what had really been on her mind since we left the office. “What did the witches do to you?” Her whispers had lost their usual cold-as-stone edge, softened into something more friendly, if such a thing were possible.

      I stared at the skull’s eyeless sockets, listening to remnants of an old world’s magic croon throughout the store. I hadn’t wanted Shu to know about my weaknesses or how bad it had been. Or maybe, just maybe, I didn’t want her realizing how, even today, I wondered exactly how far I would have slipped had Osiris not stepped in.

      “I was investigating an active coven from Portland. They’d moved their operation to New Jersey.”

      “I remember,” Shu said. “They were selling a batch of magically infused coins on eBay.”

      Just a few coins, but they’d been genuine and older than me. As far as Shu knew, the job didn’t pan out and the coven’s presence in New York disappeared. No coven, no investigation. Case closed.

      “It was a trap,” I admitted. “They lured me in, right over a summoning circle. I didn’t feel the spell snap until I was already inside. Once in, they summoned all my magic and yanked it to the surface.” My magic, dark as it is, is woven deep inside my soul. I can’t survive without it.

      “What did you do?” Shu asked, probably suspecting she knew the answer or at least part of it.

      Her words brought me back to the present, and with a tight smile, I said, “I slaughtered them and went right on killing.”

      The earth-shattering high and monumental sense of power—it had started with the coven but hadn’t ended there. Human souls, hundreds of them, and they’d all slipped down as if I were drinking a river of life. I remembered it well, the taste, the ecstasy, the sense of rightness, as though the killing—the devouring—was how my life should be, how everything should be. Just like it had been in the Hall of Judgment when I lied and feasted on life like the monster I was.

      I reached for the skull, noticed my fingers were trembling, and clutched the glass orb in my grip. Its stolen magic recoiled, peeling back, as well it should.

      “All I knew,” Shu said, “was that Osiris brought you back all beat up and drained. I thought he’d done it. It wouldn’t have been the first time he’d dumped you on my doorstep.” She righted a small offering cup that had toppled over. “In seven years, I never asked what happened.”

      “It was all me.”

      Isis’s whispers rode alongside the haunting memories: Monster.

      After a few moments, Shu turned her head and tried to catch my eye, but I kept glaring at the skull.

      “The Englewood chemical spill,” she said, spiking my heart rate. “That was right around then.”

      The spill was what the authorities had pinned the massacre on, likely thanks to a lot of persuasion from Osiris.

      I squeezed the skull and watched veins crack through its glossy surface. “Nothing was left alive. Women, children, animals…anything with a heartbeat, gone. Just ash remained and a sand so fine it flowed like water.” I set the skull back down before I could crush that into dust too. “So you can see why I prefer not to work with witches.”

      I offered her something of a smile, and she bought it, returning one as equally shallow.

      “Does anyone else know about this?” she asked.

      “The witches know one of their covens encountered me and were never seen again. Osiris knows, but Ozzy isn’t doing this. Playing games, cutting off arms, it’s beneath him.”

      “He did send you a basket of body parts.”

      “With a note. Osiris doesn’t do subtle.”

      “A witch, then? Using remnants of your power their coven trapped seven years ago to create a ka? A ka could do this, and it would leave a touch of your magic behind.”

      A ka—a spirit double—was a very real possibility. A ka wasn’t intelligent, but it could carry out simple instructions, like killing a few witches. Kas didn’t usually last long and were notoriously unreliable, but they did look convincing. “It’s possible they captured something of me and built a ka.”

      “And now they’re killing and pinning it on you as revenge?” Shu asked.

      Killing their own to get back at me was extreme, even for magic-addicted witches. “First, we need to rule me out. I might not remember anything, but you’re telling me my magic is all over the arm, so that’s where we start. Memories can be tampered with. Mafdet will know if I’ve been compromised.”

      “She will?” Shu looked past me at the old woman ringing up the sale behind the counter.

      Mafdet smiled like she meant it, and her eyes, behind those large wire-rimmed glasses, were kind. She was chuckling at something her customer had said, her swollen fingers counting out the change. In her prime, long before my time, she’d walked the homeland alongside Thoth, her brother, as his advisor. But her godly ways were long behind her. Running this store, living this little human life, was her own kind of slumber.

      I smiled at Shu’s surprise. “Don’t let the old-lady act fool you.”

      The happy customer left with her newly painted papyrus rolled up in a clear tube. Shu followed her to the door, flipped the sign in the window to closed, and turned the lock with a heavy clunk.

      Mafdet huffed a resigned sigh and teased her beaded necklace through her fingers. The many lines crowding her lips and eyes hinted at a life well lived, but now those lines were bunched with annoyance. “Well, don’t the two of you look intimidating? And before you ask, I haven’t seen any more of those scrolls.”

      “That’s good to know, but not why we’re here.”

      Her attention wandered to Shu hovering behind me. Shu and I often visited Mafdet’s store. Shu to purchase ingredients for the spells she was selling on the side, and me to keep an eye on Shu’s spending habits. A few good luck or weak love potions were harmless, but if Shu started selling more potent and potentially life-threatening spells, I wanted to be the first to know about it. Mafdet and I had an understanding. I let her sell genuine trinkets as long as she kept me informed.

      “There are some uncertainties regarding my whereabouts last night. I need to know exactly where I was and what I was doing. If it was nothing, I need to know that too.”

      Mafdet’s watery eyes turned shrewd. “You suspect someone has tampered with your memories?”

      “Or, for whatever reason, I’m blocking them. Can you do it?”

      “Yes.” Her gaze flicked to Shu again, leading me to wonder whether there was something she didn’t want to tell me in front of the sorceress. “Come out back with me.”

      Mafdet turned her substantial self around in the small space behind the counter and passed through a curtain of beads.

      “Stay here,” I told Shu.

      “Do you trust that old woman?”

      A small laugh slipped free. Trust a god? Last time I checked, I wasn’t an idiot. “No.”

      “Then let me do this.”

      Parting the beaded curtain, I called over my shoulder, “I trust you even less.”
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      The back of Mafdet’s store appeared part living room, part storage room. Marked papyrus and ceremonial jewelry covered the walls from floor to ceiling. The one small window was stuffed with potted plants and herbs that soaked up all the natural light.

      “I can’t imagine anyone would be foolish enough to manipulate you, Soul Eater,” Mafdet said, already busy collecting various leaves and seeds from her countless herbs and containers. She retrieved several glass spice jars from high up on a top shelf and then took a pinch from each one and sprinkled it into a bowl.

      “I’m sure you can imagine a great many things, Maf.” I ambled closer, peering over her shoulder. “Any progress with the box I gave you?”

      “Rest assured, you’ll be the first to know when there is.” She snapped a twig in half and tossed the larger piece into her mixture. “It’s a puzzle all right. And that symbol…” A quick flick of her gaze was all I got before she refocused on her bowl. “It’s an unknown, and I don’t like unknowns. I like to know everything.”

      “Like Shu,” I mumbled, scanning the clutter. Finding the little box in a filing system that rivaled the disorganized chaos of my office would be impossible, especially since I couldn’t see it. “Is it here?”

      “It’s safe. I don’t leave sensitive items out for anyone to stumble upon, you know.” Plucking and pinching the contents of her jars, she didn’t pause while selecting her ingredients and hardly seemed to think about what she collected.

      “What ingredients are those?”

      “The young ones are always so curious.” She chuckled and met my expectant gaze. “It’s better you don’t know.”

      She grabbed a bottle with no label and added a splash of something red and watery, possibly wine, into her bowl. The liquid lifted the mixture of scents, tickling my nose.

      “How is this going to work?” I asked.

      “I’m going to put you to sleep. The subconscious knows more than our conscious minds. With your consciousness and all its baggage out of the way, you’ll discover what you’re looking for.”

      “Is my subconscious trustworthy?”

      “More than you are.” She swept her hand at me, shooing me away. “Stop crowding me, now. Let me work.”

      I eased back, but kept close enough so I could still see the powders she was adding. Different colors went in, and then a few spellwords fell from her lips. I’d never had a knack for spellwork. My magic was raw. It didn’t respond to incantations or potions, just spellwords and my will. But Shukra could do this, probably with her eyes closed. Letting Shu inside my head seemed a whole lot worse than letting Mafdet, the Slayer of Serpents. Last time I checked, I wasn’t a serpent and Maf had a healthy respect for me. Shu would probably eat my heart right out of my chest the first chance she got.

      “Do you ever think about taking your slumber?” I asked idly.

      “No.” Maf chuckled. “There’s too much still to do.”

      This store, her customers, that didn’t seem like enough to keep a god as old as her from resting. Bored gods were dangerous gods. But Mafdet had been on the straight and narrow for as long as I could remember. She sold a few hot items, and occasionally, I paid her a visit to remind her this wasn’t the glorious city of Waset, where you could summon dust demons in the street and get away with it. Different times, different rules.

      “Do you see much of Thoth?”

      Her chuckle quickly turned into a sharp bark. “He and I went our separate ways before the great sundering. I can only hear so many prophecies before they take away the specter of free will.”

      As the God of Law, Thoth collected prophecies like most people collected paychecks. I could see how having your future written before you decided it might dampen your will to live.

      “Thoth doesn’t believe in free will?”

      Her shoulders tensed, and I knew I’d asked too much. “Never you mind my brother. It’s Anubis you should be more concerned with. He’s looking for you.”

      My blood chilled, and on reflex, my gaze shot to the beaded curtain. Shu was out there. She’d alert me to any trouble.

      “He’ll have to grab a ticket and get in line.”

      I shrugged off Alysdair and sat on the edge of Mafdet’s plump couch, resting the sword within easy reach.

      “You’re safe in the city, for the moment.” Mafdet picked up a mortar and pestle and ground her ingredients together. “No matter the crime, he won’t breach this realm. But I’d be careful who you trust.” She turned, cupping the bowl in one hand. “Drink this.”

      I took the bowl and eyed the brownish, lumpy mixture inside. It looked like a hazardous puddle you’d step around on the subway. “Do you have any suspects in mind?”

      I sniffed at the concoction and wished I hadn’t.

      “Just because Anubis doesn’t walk this realm, doesn’t mean he can’t reach out to those who have a vested interest in the God of the Damned. Those who may be long damned and desperate.”

      Those like Shukra? I wondered.

      “You wouldn’t poison me, now would you, Mafdet?” I asked the old god, allowing a smile to pull on my lips.

      Shukra parted the beaded curtain and stepped inside the room. “If he dies, old woman, I’ll drag you back into the underworld with me.”

      The cool steel in Shu’s gaze guaranteed the threat.

      “Hush, sorceress.” Mafdet looked at me, her face as calm as always, but she’d heard Shu’s threat and knew it wasn’t empty. “Drink and discover what it is you lost from last night.”

      I upended the bowl and drank down its cool, slippery contents. The wine couldn’t mask the bitter foulness coating my throat, but it did make it easier to keep the liquid down.

      Besides the churning in my gut, I didn’t feel any different and certainly not tired. Mafdet took the bowl from my hand and started clearing away her jars. I waited for the weariness to hit, for my eyelids to grow heavy, but as the seconds ticked by, nothing changed. This wasn’t working. I raised an eyebrow at Shu. She returned a frown.

      Blackness rolled over me, sucking all life, all feeling from my bones, and then dumped me unceremoniously into a world without edges. Numb and silenced, I gathered what senses I could hold on to and scanned the room for clues. A cozy apartment. Women’s clothing draped over a drying rack. Something wholesome and warm was cooking while the TV chattered in another room, and as I turned, I noticed the front door hung open. Dread kicked me in the gut. I’d been here before. I knew this little apartment, these smells, the noise. I’d walked through that door with Alysdair aglow in my hands. A memory.

      The lights flickered or the memories did, and in the next second, I saw myself in the kitchen, standing over the body of a girl. Her face was a blur, like I’d tried to erase her features from my mind or replace her face with someone else’s. She had snapped a nail while clawing at my coat. I hadn’t given her a chance to beg. Echoes of her screams sounded now from so far away.

      A witch. My thoughts burned from now and then. She’s a witch. She deserves it.

      The past-me lifted the sword above his head.

      “San!” Stop. I shouted, but the spellword fell flat. I didn’t have my magic. This wasn’t now; this was before.

      The sword came down and cleaved through the girl’s arm.

      I’d done this.

      I’d killed her.

      The sword sank in deep, and then the words came. My words, my gift. Alysdair fed, prying out the girl’s soul.

      “Daquir,” I heard myself say. Devour.

      The girl broke apart, turning to sand and ash. Gone, all but the arm.

      I watched myself stagger and fall against the kitchen counter. I remembered that too, the doubt peeling back to reveal the horror of what I’d done. That’s when I snatched a kitchen knife from the counter and cut the mark into her palm. A mark only I’d know. Proof of my crime. Evidence that I’d been here. A warning to myself in a moment of clarity. But the doubt fluttered away, and once more, the darkness inside my soul swallowed me.

      The world shifted, blurring like a melted painting, and I stood outside Osiris’s mansion. The darkness clung to me here, wrapping me up in power, and not just from the girl, but also from all the other witches I’d killed…so many others. I could feel them now, their bright souls fuelling my wrath and driving me on.

      I walked up the steps, through the door, and stole the souls of those inside. All of them. I left them alive but empty. I did it because it felt good, because this was how it was always meant to be, because this house and these people were Osiris’s and my hatred for him burned brighter than any soul. I couldn’t kill Osiris, but I could destroy everything that was his.

      There’d been other nights, other souls taken. Power devoured, on and on, night after night. I’d stalked New York rooftops and targeted those I’d judged as deserving obscurity.

      Monster.

      Some I’d fed to Alysdair. Others I’d made mine.

      I was everything the gods feared, everything they despised, and everything they’d accused me of being. Liar. Thief. Monster. Everything Osiris had stopped when he cursed me to walk this earthly realm.

      I’d killed dozens, and I’d kill again. This was who I was. This was my right. Soul Eater.

      “More than darkness.” I heard Bastet’s smooth, purring whisper in my ear and snapped open my eyes.

      Shukra was here. Mafdet too. They were talking about herbs and something else I didn’t care for. This was Mafdet’s store. Reality. The now.

      I had Alysdair in my hands and was off the couch and striding from the store before anyone could stop me. Rain beat down, soaking into my hair and dripping down my neck. I didn’t care. I wanted to feel cold, feel reality all around me, filling my lungs and head. No matter how fast I walked, the memories chased me down. The girl…just an innocent girl.

      “Ace!”

      Shu. I couldn’t face her. She’d see it on my face, in my eyes. She’d know I’d killed them all.

      “Hey, don’t walk away from me!” Closer now.

      A car rumbled by, splashing through puddles. I kept on going, turning down a sidewalk that broke up alongside a fenced-off warehouse.

      “You killed her,” Shu called out.

      There wasn’t a question there, but I answered anyway. “Yes.”

      Her heels beat against the sidewalk, coming faster, racing like my heart trying to pound its way out of my chest.

      “How many?” she asked.

      I’d lost count. Too many screams, too many memories. They all blurred into one. Was it any wonder I was crawling out of my skin with power? I flipped my collar up, ducked my head against the rain, and kept walking.

      “Ace Dante, your shit is my shit! Stop right there!”

      I stopped and stared ahead at the quiet intersection. Traffic signals quietly blinked in the mist.

      “I killed the witches because I wanted to,” I said, raising my voice above the hissing rain. I could feel it. Remembering had unlocked it all, and the sense of rightness was back. This was how I should be, not shackled, not hiding, not Osiris’s toy. That wasn’t me. I was the Godkiller, and for the first time since the name had been uttered, I felt like I deserved it, like it belonged to me.

      “More than darkness.” Whenever Bastet had said that to me, she’d been wrong.

      Shu circled around to block my path. She looked at me, my head tipped down, collar up, rain pouring down my face.

      “I knew you were devouring,” Shu said. “Your eyes. Your power leaking all over the office. And I don’t care about the witches, they had it coming, but I do ca—”

      “She was young, the girlfriend of the witch who hired me. Julie Carter. That was her name. She worked in a health food store and watched Netflix.” My voice came out flat, but inside, a fragmented rage grated against the frustration. “I don’t remember her face, but I remember the terror in her screams. Her soul was light. The young have bright souls, even the bad ones. They’re resilient, but not against me, Shu. I’ll take anything. Even yours, given half the chance.”

      “That right there is proof someone’s got to you. The Ace Dante I know wouldn’t touch my soul with a ten-foot barge pole.”

      It would be easier to believe that. “No, this is me. This is all me. It’s just like before the curse.”

      “I know you—”

      Slick malice distorted my abrupt laugh. “You don’t know me. You were tied to me as punishment. You only knew me after I’d hunted you down and condemned you. I was your enemy. That’s all you knew when Osiris dragged you out of the damned and bound your soul to mine. I’ve always been your enemy, and that’s all you know today.”

      “Five centuries and that’s what you still believe?”

      “Five centuries is nothing. Before you and the curse, there were wars that saw thirty thousand men slaughtered, and I was right there, gorging on the dead. Before you, massacres had turned Waset’s streets into rivers of blood. And I was right there. Women, men, children—they all taste the same. If you truly knew me”—I threw my arms wide, flicking rain from my fingers—“you’d know this is exactly what I am.”

      “But it’s not…” she said more softly. The rain had plastered loose strands of her dark hair to her pale face, washing away some of her hardness. “I know evil. I ran with demons that would make your hardened soul whine like a bitch.” Coming closer, she lifted her chin. “I’ve seen what evil does when it shreds the wandering souls. I’ve heard the endless screams of the sacrificed innocents. Maybe you reveled in that once, but the man you are today, this Ace Dante, he’s sticking it to the gods and proving them wrong.”

      Her words meant nothing, they were just words, but the way she said them, and how she stood shivering in the rain, her fur coat soaked through, and how the fire of defiance burned brightly in her eyes, she believed.

      “Ace Dante is a lie,” I replied, but Shu’s testimony had dulled the heady mix of rage and fear.

      “It’s late,” she said. “I’m going back to the office to raid your vodka stash. Be a coward and walk away if you like. Go on and prove all the bastards right. Or come have a drink with me, and we’ll figure it out.”

      I wanted to argue, to walk away from Mafdet, the business, New York, but I wouldn’t get far. I couldn’t walk away from Shu. She would follow. She didn’t have a choice in that.

      Shu turned and marched back up the sidewalk.

      I looked down at my wet hands. The rain dripping from my fingers might as well have been blood. Accept my nature or fight it? Those were my choices. I’d been fighting for a long time, but if I hated anything, it was proving the gods right.

      I followed Shu with Isis’s whispers of “Monster” in one ear and Bast’s words of “More than darkness” in the other.
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      Night had blanketed the office building by the time we returned. Cat was AWOL, and I was glad for it. My relapse had to stay between Shu and me. If word got out that I was feasting on New Yorkers, the pantheon would bay for blood, and Osiris would be forced to act—again.

      I hung up my coat and shrugged Alysdair off. My hand lingered on the sword’s grip. Julie Carter’s scream sliced through my thoughts all over again like I was back in her apartment, tearing her innocent soul from her body. I’d felt the sword bite and shudder as I plunged it into her chest, same as another time, another place, with another woman. My memories wavered, voices spilling forth. “More than darkness,” Bastet had told me not so long ago… I couldn’t recall when.

      Nothing made sense. How many people had I slain, and why hadn’t I remembered any of it? I knew what I was, what I’d been in the past. My hatred for witches ran deep, as did my hatred for Osiris, so why would I hide from my sins? If this was all me, why hadn’t I dropped the Ace Dante act altogether? Too many questions and too few answers. A dull ache radiated through my skull and down the back of my neck. I set down the sword and rubbed the muscles, chasing the pain.

      “Here.” Shu dumped a glass on my desk, poured the vodka, and slid it my way.

      Light from the hallway crept across the floor, illuminating Shu from behind. She’d discarded her coat and rolled up her sleeves. Her wet hair clung to her face in places, but she didn’t appear to care. She had a determined line to her lips and an intense motivation in her eyes. I’d seen that look many times, usually right before someone got their asses handed to them.

      Her scowl, when she met my gaze, left no room for bullshit.

      I dropped into the chair behind my desk, craned my fingers over the glass, and watched the vodka swirl inside.

      “I’ve been thinking,” Shu said.

      “Dangerous.”

      “Have you blacked out in public?”

      “Not to my knowledge.”

      “Just at night then, when you’re alone?”

      “It would seem so.”

      “Don’t you think that’s suspicious? If this was all you, why would you forget it the next day?”

      I looked up. Clearly, her thinking was in line with mine.

      “I know what you are. I saw all of you when you captured me, weighed me, and condemned me. If this was all you, you wouldn’t forget. You’d relish the memory. You got off on the power, the control. If this was all you, you’d be out on the street, cutting down commuters like a biblical plague. You have enough juice dripping from your veins for it, but you’re here, with me, drinking vodka.” She raised her glass in a brief salute, proving her point. “Someone has their claws in you, but not all the way.”

      I wet my lips with vodka, let the alcohol bite, and then took a drink.

      Shu leaned against my desk, scrutinizing me, waiting for my explanation. I didn’t have one.

      “This has all the hallmarks of a curse,” she said.

      “It does, except…” I kicked my boots up onto the desk. “I can’t be cursed.” I tipped my glass at Shu. “Osiris got there first. His influence covers my soul like wrappings on a mummy.”

      “I want to do a spell that will go deep into you and your power to look for threads that shouldn’t be there.” Uncertainty flashed in her eyes. “Will you let me?”

      My heart, shriveled as it was, beat a little faster. “Oh, sure, let a demon sorceress into the deep, dark recesses of a soul eater? What could possibly go wrong?”

      “I promise not to do any damage,” she added with a wholly inappropriate grin.

      The damage didn’t worry me. I devoured, and, apparently, I did it in my sleep too. If she got too close, went too deep, I’d likely do the same to her. She was the most skilled sorceress I’d ever hunted, but her magic came from her soul, and if she got too close, that’s exactly what I’d rip out of her, putrid and black as it was. These days, I wasn’t a fussy eater.

      “Is this like the tracking spell you did on the girl’s arm?” I asked, keeping my thoughts to myself and my gaze lost in my drink.

      “More like what Mafdet attempted, but this time, you’ll be active instead of a passenger in your own mind, and I’ll be coming along for the ride. You wouldn’t trust my results, so you’ll have to see for yourself, but—”

      “There’s always a but.” More vodka went down, burning all the way and getting into those hard to reach places.

      “It’s not vital, but ideally, you’d need someone here, someone you trust to keep you anchored, because you don’t trust me.”

      That narrowed it down to an amount of people I could count on the thumb of one hand.

      “What does my trusted person have to do?” I asked, failing to keep the suspicion from my tone.

      “Nothing. Just be here so you’re not alone. Someone you can come back to if you get lost in your head.”

      That sounded comforting. “And they won’t get hurt?”

      “No. It’s strictly babysitting. I can do it without…”

      Time was running out. I needed this done so I could focus on surviving Thoth. “Cujo’s the only person I trust this side of the underworld.”

      Shu smiled a little, secret smile and poured herself a drink. “Call him. Let’s get this done so I can go back to snarling at you through the door.”

      “You do that?”

      “A better question would be: when don’t I?”

      I eyed the phone on my desk. It was late, but Cujo would come. It’d take him forty minutes to call a cab and make his way over. Forty minutes to tell Shu that all this was probably pointless because I’d bargained our lives away when I agreed to kill Thoth.

      I picked up the phone and dialed Cujo’s cell. When he didn’t answer, I left a brief message for him to call back and hung up. “There’s something else.”

      She pulled the guest chair over and draped herself into it. I’d seen her relax like that once—right before whipping up a spell that turned a man’s insides into soup.

      She waited for me to elaborate. This was going to hurt.

      “I agreed to kill Thoth for Osiris.”

      She blinked once. Twice. And pursed her lips. The silence grew thick and so cloying I could taste it. It tasted like burning asphalt, like restrained magic. Hers.

      She smiled, but it wasn’t a pleasant smile. More like the type of smile you’d see on a crocodile. Her cool, calm response was the frosted layer over a lake of pain, and the floodgates were about to open. Her stillness, the level rise and fall of her chest, said she was holding back. “And when did you agree to this?”

      “Three months ago,” I said. “Osiris wants it done in three days—two now. He’s pissed at me, more than usual. I may have…brought that on myself.”

      She looked at me with a wholly unsettling calmness. Were she a person, I would’ve said she was about to snap, pull out a gun, and aerate my body. But this was Shu. She had imagination.

      “Apparently, I ate the souls of his staff and set his house on fire, and he knows I’ve had impure thoughts about his wife.”

      Shu’s top lip twitched. “You wanna bang Isis? Since when?”

      I needed more vodka. “Since…since she somehow got inside my head. She hit on me months ago. I refused, which, by the way, I should get some points for. I thought I got away unscathed, but now I’m not so sure.”

      “Did she touch you?”

      “She cupped my balls.” I shifted a little in my chair and cleared my throat, prompting Shu to arch an eyebrow. “Does that count?”

      “Are you trying to get yourself killed?” She sloshed a lot more vodka into her glass. “I thought you were crazy, but not batshit crazy. Making deals to kill gods and trying to bed the Goddess of Light? Anyone would think you had a god complex.”

      “I’m not a god.”

      “What’s a god but a magically endowed epic asshole with a pedigree?”

      “I don’t have the pedigree. Besides, soul eaters aren’t gods. We’re the monsters the gods try to kick under their Persian rugs.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You can’t kill Thoth, and you can’t fuck Isis.”

      I reached across the desk, took the bottle back, and refilled my glass. “That’s what I told Ozzy. He threw me against a wall.”

      Shu breathed in, held the breath, and then looked around my office, probably imagining all the ways she could tear into me. “Three months? Right around the time Bastet was here?”

      “Yeah, I guess,” I replied, wondering what Bastet had to do with any of this. “Osiris lifted part of the curse, allowing me to walk freely in the underworld.”

      “I wondered how you’d managed that,” she murmured, thinking.

      “In exchange, I have to kill Thoth.”

      “Why does Osiris want Thoth dead?”

      “Thoth and Isis have been meeting in secret. I’m not entirely sure Osiris trusts his wife.”

      “Yah think?” Shu’s eyes widened. “Were they screwing?”

      “I spoke to Thoth when the cops hauled me in. He and Isis have been meeting in secret—that part’s true—but whatever they’re talking about is important enough to keep from Osiris. Maybe Thoth’s her psychiatrist, or maybe they share book recommendations? How the hell should I know? I warned him Ozzy would retaliate.”

      “You warned him?”

      “I didn’t come right out and say it, but I may have hinted at it. I owed him for getting me off those trespassing charges.”

      “Are you fucking Isis?”

      “Only in my head.” I swished vodka around my mouth, letting it burn my taste buds, and swallowed deep.

      Shu pinched the bridge of her nose and sighed. “So, let me get this straight. You set fire to Osiris’s house and told him that not only are you not going to kill Thoth, thereby breaking your word, but you also want to fuck his wife?”

      “That about sums it up.”

      “I should never let you leave this office alone. After this, you answer the phone and I do the jobs.” Shu threw back her drink in one go, and with a hiss, she added, “We’re doomed. If Osiris doesn’t kill you, Thoth will, and I’ll get an extended vacation where I’ll have my guts torn out.”

      “That was my conclusion too.”

      She was taking it well. No spells, no throwing things.

      She tapped her fingernails against her glass. “I may as well call Anubis and book an eternity of torture.” Her glare narrowed. “Could you kill Thoth?”

      I spluttered my drink. “I could try and get my ass handed to me. He’s Ra’s son. He could throw a word and boil my blood. What am I going to hit him with? My bad attitude?”

      “You are gorged with power.” She leaned forward, looking deeper into my eyes, searching for that dark inside of me, the kind I kept buried deep. “There won’t be a better time to test out that new name, Godkiller.”

      “I didn’t kill Ammit,” I shot back on reflex. I was getting the feeling she didn’t believe me. “I don’t know if I can kill a god, and trying seems like a great way to die.”

      “Okay, so we have two days to come up with a solution. I need you coherent, not running off on some personal vendetta to kill all witches. You need to let me do the spell so I can figure out what’s fuelling your witch-killing spree.”

      She still hadn’t launched into a vicious tirade, which was almost worse. I’d expected her to be angry, but her calm clarity was more unsettling.

      “Ace Dante! Open up. I know what you did.” Kenny the Witch pounded on the door. “Open this door or I’ll—”

      Shu jumped to her feet and yanked the door open. “Huff and puff, witch?”

      Kenny barged past my business partner and stabbed a finger into my face. “I know what you did. Where is she?”

      There were many answers to that question, some more painful than others.

      Behind the witch, Shu lifted her hand, cupping nothing but air. Her lips moved and her magic stirred. Sprites of energy crackled at the tips of her fingernails. I gave my head a slight shake—a near indiscernible no—and her lips stopped moving, but her eyes shone with the emergence of power, as did the witch’s glare.

      Kenny hadn’t looked like much at Cujo’s, just a wide-eyed kid without a clue, but desperation rimmed those wide eyes with rage, and what little juice he had fizzled in a thin aura around him. He might have stolen his magic, but it could still pack a punch.

      Shu cocked her head, waiting for my signal. Kenny had no idea of the danger he was in just by showing Shu his back.

      I carefully set my drink down, planted my boots on the floor, and slowly got to my feet. There was no easy way to tell him that I’d killed his girlfriend. I was guilty. I remembered her scream, the confusion and fear in her eyes, and I remembered how I’d cut her down as though she was of no consequence. Thanks to Mafdet, the memory was clear as day.

      Should I tell him straight, like a slap to the face, or let him down gently? Dressing it up with pretty explanations wouldn’t help Kenny. I’d never been very good at the gentle approach anyway. “For what I did, you have every right to be angry.”

      Kenny pulled back and straightened, as though surprised. “The coven says you made eight of us disappear a few years back.” Before I could reply, he begged, “P-please, I don’t care about that. Just…just tell me you found her?”

      “I have—”

      “Ace,” Shu interrupted, drawing my eye. She shook her head. Don’t tell him, her dark eyes said. But I had to. Not knowing, waiting for her to return, his hope false and brittle, was worse. I couldn’t look him in the eye and lie.

      “Julie Carter is dead,” I said. “I stabbed her through the heart and stole her soul. Nothing of her spirit remains in this realm or the next. She’s gone, in the truest sense of the word.”

      I’ve seen men crumble before my eyes, watched their faces fall and their fears widen their eyes, and I’ve heard men wail as grief tore out their hearts. Kenny did none of those things. He took a step back and looked me over, or as much of me as he could see behind the desk. Another step back almost brought him into contact with Shu. He muttered something guttural under his breath, and the next thing I knew, my back hit the wall and I fell to my feet, facing a man with murder in his eyes as magic boiled the air around him.

      Kenny flung out his right fist, his instincts pulling on the man to fight with his fists, not magic. I saw the punch coming and could have avoided it, could have hit back, could have stopped him with a single word.

      His knuckles struck my jaw, whipping my head back, and then a fist buried itself in my gut. I wrapped around the pain, letting it throb hot and deep. It wasn’t enough. A knee landed in my gut, driving the vodka back up my throat.

      “More.” I spat to the side and met the witch’s eye.

      Tears swam in his eyes, and finally, the pain started to feel real inside. He’d lost someone, someone he loved. I knew that feeling, the intangible pain of loss. I’d felt that grief claw at my insides too. My own pain grew heavy and twisted its barbs in deep. It felt raw, as though the grief was right there with me. So many years, so many dead. Time marched over the bones, turning them to dust.

      “Ace?” The dark shadow that was Shu moved in behind Kenny.

      I lifted my hand, palm out. She wasn’t to stop this.

      “More!” I growled at Kenny. “I killed your girl. I’ve killed others, too, just like her.”

      Tears fell in tacks down Kenny’s cheeks.

      “Why?” he moaned like his heart was crumbling.

      “Because I’m the monster everyone fears I am.”

      His power burst to life, rippling the witch in a cool blue glow. His whispers started, building his power.

      “Ace?!” Shu yelled.

      Wind swirled around us, whipping up trash and papers as the spell gathered force. I stared deep into Kenny’s eyes, felt the heat of his vengeance burn into my gaze, and saw how bright the man’s soul was. More and more his spell poured inward, filling the witch’s mortal body. His chanting grew louder. He was gathering his power, building a spell that would hit like a truck once released. But his efforts were wasted on me.

      My attention wandered. His soul glowed, a brilliance that summoned my instincts to take, to devour. I couldn’t deny it; the need in me was soul deep. As the witch’s fury crested, I sank mental claws into him, felt his stolen magic stutter, and spoke the words that would forever make him mine.

      “Tra k-dae amcru-kak sra ksork, kosec amcru-kak esk kassrakamsk, omd kae kuir—”

      A blast barreled out of nothing, slamming me from both sides and lodging the words in my throat. Harder and harder the burning power pushed, crushing my arms against my chest and the air out of my lungs. Steel-like bands closed around me, sealing in my power as it spilled from my soul.

      Shu stepped around the now-quiet witch, one hand out, threads of power rippling from her fingers. Her voice wove her spell, turning it to steel and closing it around me. Her loose black hair lashed her narrow face, and her eyes glowed a deep, bruised purple. The spell was hers.

      “Go!” she growled at the witch.

      Kenny staggered, buffeted by warring magic he had no hope of competing against. “That son of a bitch killed Julie!”

      “Walk away.” Shu pushed the demon equivalent of a compulsion, its touch thick and choking like oil. “And live.”

      Kenny stumbled over his feet in his haste to get to the door. Cat was there, standing beside the doorway, braced to attack, but I only had eyes for Shu.

      “This will not hold me, sorceress.” My voice—my old voice sounded like metal on glass, like the words were double-edged weapons. I could make them weapons. I could shred her human flesh and tear her to pieces. I had in the past.

      “You know it will, long enough.” She came closer and lifted her free hand, twisting it in a way that drew my gaze and held it. Still the wind tore through us, but the power was all Shukra’s. “Someone got to you. I’m going to discover who.”

      “And as soon as I’m free I’ll drink you down like I should have centuries ago. A blight on the worlds—you’ll cease to exist.”

      Her soul was a fetid, rotted thing, but I wanted it. I’d take it all. Once I got free of the bindings, I’d take the souls of anyone who crossed me, of everyone. Wouldn’t that be delicious?

      I flexed my power, breathing it in and sending it out, pushing hard against Shu’s restraints. Her magic held, but the strain showed around her eyes. This was all she had. It wouldn’t be enough. I was more than her, more than anyone in this pitiful world.

      She came closer and lifted her left hand, this one cupping a small orb of green light. “Mokarakk Oma, imbirdam aeuir kuir. Orruv ka su vord vesr aeui.” Nameless One, unburden your soul. Allow me to walk with you.

      I pushed against the pressure holding me still. In her eyes, her soul was a play of liquid black and molten greens—a slippery, poisonous stain filled with sin, and I yearned for it. Just like with the witch, I drilled in through her gaze, but Shu was no novice witch. She slammed her palm against my forehead, splashing the green light over my face and into my mouth, coating my tongue and throat with a thick, cool liquid. It tasted like decay and poison.

      “Sra ruod ek rums. Aeui ora serad. Raks muv.”

      The road is long. You are tired. Rest now.

      I held her gaze as long as I could, but the spell sank in, numbing my need, my anger, and hollowing out the desire to devour. Beneath everything, a heavy tiredness dragged me further into the dark.

      “Raks muv,” Shu said again, closer now, her gaze lost in mine, her words laden with power.

      My eyes shuttered, sleep dragging me down.

      “I roqa aeui.” I have you.

      I fought the weariness, the binds forgotten, but the embrace of her words wrapped me in seductive comfort, and finally, I let go.
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* * *

      I woke up on my knees beside a lake of flaming oil. This was no normal fire, nor was it a normal lake. The smell of hot oil and minerals reminded me of another time, another place: home. The kera lakes were abandoned and forgotten parts of the underworld. You couldn’t find them if you sought them out. They found you. Few got to see the lakes and survive.

      “Still want to devour me?” Shukra said from behind me.

      I turned my head and saw her as she truly was; not a human woman held together by business suits and the mundane nine-to-five job, but a seven-foot snake-like beast made of scales and two pairs of furred wings. Her eyes glowed green and black, just like her soul.

      “Why are we here?” I scooped up the red sand and let it flow between my fingers. So fine, like wine. It wasn’t the type of sand you’d find on a beach. This was the same dust that had been left behind when I killed the witches seven years ago, the same dust and ash left behind when I spoke the word daquir. All around, as far as I could see, the red dunes made of the dead marched across the horizon in frozen waves.

      “We aren’t.” Shukra slithered forward, her scales whispering across the sand. “This is your mind and your memory converging on one moment in time.” Her cheeks were sunken, her facial bones jutting. Silent lightning split the sky behind her. It had been centuries since I’d seen the real Shu, long enough to forget the beast she really was. I’d hunted and condemned hundreds like her. Twisted, corrupted, and molded into the foulest of creatures unrecognizable as souls: demons.

      “What did you do to me?” I asked. The blanket of quiet had wrapped around us, sealing us in a bubble, reminding me that none of this was real.

      “Stopped you from devouring a witch and cast the spell to trace whoever has their claws in you.” She swept a claw-tipped hand toward the burning lake. “Your mind brought us here.”

      On the opposite shore, a black obsidian tower rose like an obelisk toward the sky. Its smooth surface shimmered, reflecting the firelight. I’d never seen it before. If this was my mind, I should know everything inside it. Shouldn’t I?

      Rising to my feet, I brushed the sand off my clothes and walked along the edge of the lake. Thick, black water lapped at the shore, bubbling where the liquid ate at the sand. No wind, not a whisper. In the underworld, these lands were known as the mu moka—roughly translated as nothing or no lands—where restless souls were driven to face their fears. If those souls survived, they were ushered into the afterlife or offered rebirth by the active gods. Mu moka was my backyard.

      “There’s no place like home,” I muttered.

      “What do you see?” Shu asked, slithering beside me. She noticed my half frown and added, “I see nothingness. No air. No life. We see through different eyes.”

      “I see the kera lakes and a tower, and you…as demon.”

      “Interesting.” The forked tips of her tongue flicked out, tasting the air.

      “I’d forgotten how ugly you are.”

      “That must have been a blessing. I’ve had to look at your ugly face every day for five centuries.”

      I chuckled and kept trudging through the sand. “If this is all in my head, shouldn’t I know that tower?”

      “You do, you just don’t want to.”

      “So, whatever is going on with me, it’s likely in there.”

      “Do you see anything else?”

      I swept my gaze around the barren lands. Lightning danced above and cracked the skies, but no thunder sounded, and farther away, the backbone of mountains rose up. Between here and there? Miles and miles of nothing. I’d tried to walk to those peaks once, determined to beat the land. I’d lost. The mountains had stayed stubbornly on the horizon, and all I’d gotten were sore feet. “Just the tower.”

      “Then that’s where the answers are.”

      After several minutes of solemn marching, I asked, “If there’s nothing inside?”

      “There’s always something.”

      She’d done this before. How many others had she guided toward answers—or whatever waited inside that tower? It could be a trap. I hadn’t forgotten Mafdet’s warning—how those who were damned may find a way to aid Anubis’s hunt for me—but Shukra hadn’t tried to attack or subvert me in centuries. Why go back to her old ways now, after years of peace between us? And yet my mind didn’t trust her, not the true demon sorceress—the creature that walked beside me. Only a fool would trust a corrupt soul like hers. She had patience and she had the knowledge, and her magic was strong enough to temporarily bind me.

      But, if everything she’d said was true, she’d helped me get this far. She’d traced the witch’s arm while already suspecting I was the killer. Above everything else, I trusted her to be Shukra, nothing and nobody else. She’d never pretended to be anything other than an ex-demon packed into a human body—a breath of fresh air when you deal with gods who talk in circles.

      “Where are our bodies while we’re on this metaphysical jaunt?” I asked.

      “Back at the office. Cat’s watching over you in Cujo’s stead.”

      An image flashed in my mind, clear and bright, of Bastet reaching across a table, her hand on mine. “More than darkness.”

      My footing slipped on the loose sand and rocks, and in a blink, the image was gone, cut from my thoughts with scalpel-like precision. Bastet. After this, after the witches, after Thoth, I’d help Cat find Bastet and I’d tell my ex-wife the truth, that the problem had never been her. Loose ends. I hated them.

      The tower loomed impossibly high ahead. Its black walls glistened as though they were wet, and there, at its base, was a broad, elaborately arched doorway.

      “Any idea what’s in there?” I asked my demon companion.

      “If I knew that, we wouldn’t need to be here.”

      My hands clenched, seeking Alysdair, but the sword wasn’t here, and my imagination refused to throw me a bone. I ventured closer and noticed Shu was hanging back. “Not coming?”

      “Those are your answers, not mine.” She dissolved into dust, and a brisk wind swept the motes away before falling back into silence. A shiver trickled down my back. Mu moka was a lot more unsettling in my head than in the underworld.

      I clasped the door’s large iron ring and pushed. Air escaped from inside in a smooth gasp, and the warm smell of old papyrus tickled my nose. The door gave way to a hollow chamber that spiraled too high to see its end. Unrolled scrolls covered the walls, their hieroglyphs aglow. Spells ready to be stoked and ignited anew.

      I didn’t know this place, and the deeper I walked toward the center, the less any of this made sense. A staircase hugged the wall, winding higher above me. I stopped at the first step and ran my fingers over the nearest scroll. Dust lifted off the papyrus and whirled in the still air. The glyphs spoke of the mundane and looked like a list of household items.

      Scrolls and towers? Shu had said there would be answers here, but if there were, how was I supposed to find them?

      “My advisors warned me—”

      I spun around and found Osiris standing in the center of the room, a shaft of light spotlighting him from above.

      “—against taking you in. The Nameless One, they said, cannot be controlled, cannot be tamed, and he should not walk this realm or any other. He is beyond the influence of the gods. He is a force of nature.”

      Designed to be seen on the battlefield, his traditional scaled battle armor shone like gold, but it wasn’t gold. It was a trap. The strength came from the god’s magic, not the metal. The armor could have been made of paper and it would still be impenetrable.

      “Condemn him, they cried, for your sins were great. But to condemn such power, to destroy it and prevent it from living again? I could not. I do not destroy. I am the god of life, of rebirth and resurrection.” He cast his gaze high above us, and I caught sight of the bare khopesh strapped to his back. A deadly weapon, and unlike his armor, it wasn’t ceremonial. The edge could kill.

      “You’re not real.” I’d hoped that saying it might dispel the apparition, but instead, he cast me a sideways smile and started a slow, purposeful walk around the room, admiring the scrolls as he passed them by. “I am your fear, your enemy, and the source of your soul-deep hatred. I guard that which you’re afraid to face.”

      “This would be so much easier if you told me what I’m missing. What do these scrolls mean? How does any of this relate to my vendetta against witches?”

      “I am not here to give you these answers.” He stopped several strides away from me, his armor almost blinding. “I’m here to prevent you from finding them.”

      Great. Not only did I have to contend with Osiris in reality, but my imagination just had to concoct him kicking my ass in my subconscious too.

      Osiris reached behind him and retrieved the khopesh. The blade had a hooked point, designed to rip away an opponents shield. I didn’t have a shield, didn’t have a sword either. All I had were my fists and my wits, which had been lacking lately.

      “Is my imagination going to help me out with a weapon?” I called into the quiet, sidestepping Osiris as he began circling me.

      I shook out my hands and rolled my shoulders. Maybe this was a good thing. I couldn’t die in my own head, could I? I curled my hands into fists, ready for his attack.

      “You really want to do this?” I grinned. “Because I’ve been waiting five centuries, one month, two weeks, four days, and fifteen hours to kick the immortal shit out of you.”

      Osiris charged, time slowed, and my heart pumped a too-fast beat. I knew he’d open his attack by swinging his sword left to right the way he always did in battle. I watched his stride, the slight tilt of his head, and the track of his gaze, and I shied right, swinging around and lifting myself out of the blade’s way at the very last second. He pulled up and tried to turn, but I sank my fingers down the back of his neck and yanked him off balance. My elation didn’t last. He pivoted, faster and stronger in this unreality, and clocked me in the jaw with a gauntleted left fist. Fireworks and heat exploded over the right side of my face, knocking the sense right out of me.

      I staggered but still had hold of his back plate, and when he thrust his sword upward, I hooked his leg out from under him. We clattered to the floor in a messy scrap. Osiris slashed the sword through the air. The god was damn fast for a figment of my imagination. I thrust a hand up and locked my arm under his jaw, holding him back. His attack jolted to a stop. I punched up with a loose left fist. My knuckles struck home, jarring my arm. I hit him again, still holding his sword away from my neck, but my shoulder burned and was about to give out. Again, I hit him, this time delivering a few centuries’ worth of searing rage into the punch.

      Blood splattered and smeared across his cheek. He glared down at me and laughed, and that’s when I knew I couldn’t win this. Not head-on. No weapons, no magic. He was holding all the cards and all the tricks. My subconscious wasn’t playing fair.

      The sword trembled inches from my face, and Osiris pushed down, but behind him, way up high where light poured into the tower, a flicker caught my eye. The stairs. Whatever I needed, whatever the truth was, it was up there.

      My arm gave way. I turned my head and twisted, expecting the worst. Osiris’s sword dug into my shoulder, peeling the flesh apart and sinking bone deep. Pain sparked to life and left a blessed numbness in its wake. Though none of this was real, it sure hurt like it was.

      “The day the curse lifts, I’m coming for you!” I slammed my left forearm into the sword’s handle, driving it back into Osiris’s jaw, where it struck with a satisfying crunch. He grunted something archaic and then received a jab to the nose that cracked his face open like a nut, revealing the stark white bones of something very un-Osiris-like beneath.

      I kicked out, shifting Osiris’s armored bodyweight to the left, and rolled right. Then I scrambled to my feet and bolted for the stairs. I made it up the first few steps just as the sword twanged off the wall behind me, close enough that I’d felt its passing whisper across my neck. Whatever that thing dressed up like Osiris was, it wasn’t going gentle on me. Only I would have a subconscious hell-bent on murdering me.

      I took the steps three at a time, spiraling higher until the ground was a long way down, but the top of the tower still wasn’t in sight. What if I didn’t make it? What if I couldn’t beat this? I’d keep on killing, and it would get worse. It had before. I’d never known when to stop.

      Osiris, with his broken face, appeared on a small landing in front of me. I skidded to a halt and watched his body collapse into a mound of writhing, scuttling scarabs.

      And no fire in sight.

      “Oh, c’mon! I can’t hate myself this much!” I tugged off my coat, tossed it over the stream of bugs, and then kept right on running.

      Head down and arms pumping, I beat my boots against the steps, ignoring the dull throbbing pain in my shoulder.

      “I get it!” Clearly, my subconscious and I were in agreement. I deserved this. Hell, I deserved a whole lot worse. Wasn’t that what everyone had been trying to tell me? Osiris, Isis, and even Shukra when she got the chance. Monster. The witches would agree.

      With still no end in sight, I slowed on a landing and braced an arm against the wall to catch my breath.

      More than darkness. Those words were important, and maybe if I could remember when Bast had said them, I’d know why. I heard them now, trying to fight the good fight, but Bast didn’t know me. Shukra was the only being that had come close to knowing me, and even she was a long way off. These days, I wondered if I knew myself. Killing witches, devouring souls, turning Osiris’s staff into soulless undead—that had been the truth of me from before the curse tied me to this earth.

      Was Osiris’s curse weakening?

      At that thought, my heart rate kicked up its tempo. To be free again? Free of Osiris, free of Shukra, free of these earthly bindings? That was the dream, wasn’t it?

      I flicked my gaze up to Isis as she descended the stairs. Her body was clad in ceremonial scales, the likes of which you wouldn’t find in the history books. Made of gold and precious gems, her armor glittered as she moved, her approach too compelling to ignore.

      “I wondered when you’d show up.” At least the race up the stairs hid how my heart pounded and my blood flowed too fast through my veins.

      “Did you miss me so?” she crooned, her smooth, musical words pouring into my ears like poison.

      “It wouldn’t be my fucked-up dream without you.”

      She circled around and stopped between me and the ledge. One quick shove and I’d solve a lot of problems. Of course, it wouldn’t be that easy. Just like the unreal Osiris, this Isis played by her own rules.

      She was armed with twin bejeweled daggers strapped to her hips—not that she needed those blades. Her words had always cut deeper than any blade.

      “This is all wrong,” she said, sweeping her gaze around the middle of the tower before settling her inquisitive eyes on me. “There are no answers for you here.”

      “You would say that.”

      “Did your demon sorceress tell you there were?” She didn’t need me to answer. This was all happening inside my head; she already knew all the answers.

      “What does my warped subconscious have planned for me now? Most of my dreams with you involve some kind of BDSM, but your husband introduced me to his sword”—I gestured at my throbbing shoulder—“so I’ll take a rain check.”

      “Why are you here?” she inquired.

      “You know why.”

      She waited, and the quiet stretched on. Like all gods, she’d wait forever. “Fine, I’ll play. I’m killing again, and I need to know why.”

      Her eyes sparkled. “You didn’t need a reason before.”

      “It was different then.”

      “You were different?”

      I pushed off the wall, feeling somewhat steadier now that I’d rested and didn’t have her husband or the scarabs on my tail. “Yes, I was. But time and the curse have changed me.”

      “You’re afraid the curse is fading?” Lifting her head, she looked me in the eye.

      I stopped close enough to see how the light scattered in her eyes, drawing me in.

      A warm, familiar heat radiated through her armor, and I caught the sweet scent of cinnamon in the air. We’d been this close before, many times in my dreams but only a few times in the real world. An image flickered before my eyes: Isis this close, her dagger in my gut. But in a blink, the image was gone. It couldn’t be a memory; she’d never debase herself by attacking me in such a crude manner. So, what then?

      “Why would I be afraid of freedom?” I brushed my fingers along her jawline, marveling at her glossy smoothness. Touching her like this in reality would’ve earned me a string of punishments, but this imaginary Isis was different. She leaned into my touch, seeking more.

      “You don’t want to be the monster again. You like being Ace Dante. You like that my husband controls you. That’s why you stopped looking for a cure. The responsibility for you falls upon his shoulders, not yours. That is your freedom. Without the curse, Soul Eater, you’re a slave to your desires.” She caught my hand and held it still. My fingers rested close to her lips. “I killed Ammit”—she leaned in closer so that her next words brushed my lips—“so that you may rise from her ashes.”

      She wasn’t real. This was a fantasy in my head. A lie, a dream, and nonsense.

      I locked my left hand around her throat. “Where are my answers?” And squeezed.

      “Are these answers not the ones you’re looking for?” She laughed a beautiful, tinkling sound, my grip having no effect on her.

      I pulled her from the edge, switched places, and shoved her against the wall.

      “Here’s how it’s going to be. I’m done with all this vagueness.” I took a step back, sensing the yawning nothingness behind me. “There are no answers up there, because there’s no end to this staircase.” Another step and my heel slipped off the edge. “Why am I killing again?”

      Isis tilted her head. The laughter had faded from her eyes. She didn’t think I’d do it. “Because it is who you are.”

      I already knew that. I knew it the second Shukra had told me the magic on the dead witch’s arm was mine.

      “There’s more. There has to be. If it was all me, I wouldn’t hide from it. I’d embrace it. New York’s streets would be full of ash.”

      “There’s more.” She lowered her chin and looked at me through soft, dark lashes. “You feel it. An influence. A guiding hand.”

      “A curse?”

      She smiled. “You fought so long to avoid the gods, and yet they use you like a pawn. You could be great again, Nameless One. Monster. Godkiller.”

      “Which god is using me?” I felt the nothingness pushing at my back. Wavering on the edge, I lifted my hands for balance. A breeze that hadn’t been there before ruffled my shirt and breathed coolness against my back.

      “You are bound by your word to kill him.” Isis lunged. Her palm struck me in the chest, rocking me backward. I reached out, snatching for her, but my hand sailed through air, and then I was falling. The wind rushed by, howling inside my head.

      I had my answer.

      Thoth was behind this.

      The walls rushed by, the staircase spun, and then I hit the ground, punched through it, and snapped awake with a gasp—surrounded by anonymous faces and the bitter taste of stolen magic.

      A strike to the head plunged me back into nothingness all over again.
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      When you’re wrenched out of a dream consisting of your own subconscious kicking your ass, it takes a while to believe your own eyes again. It didn’t help that I appeared to be back at the Met, sprawled on my side on the dais beside the Temple of Dendur. I’d woken up hungover in a few temples over the years, but the throbbing in my arm and head had nothing to do with alcohol and everything to do with my head screwing me over.

      The faces I’d seen before I lost consciousness peered at me from the dais’s edges. Witches, all of them. Their collective gazes crawled over me like the scuttle of scarab legs.

      I pushed up onto my arms and wavered. Shadows tipped and swayed. My arm buckled, dropping me onto my shoulder. Cold shivers rolled over my body, sweeping nausea through me. I had to get a grip. This was real, not a screwed-up pseudo-dream. The floor felt solid, the air smelled of old, dry stone—the temple—and there was something very wrong with me. I knew I should stand, but that seemed like too much effort. If I closed my eyes, I could pretend this was right after the Festival of Drunkenness, and maybe I could take a nap.

      A smile touched my lips, even as my gut dry-heaved. I hadn’t eaten in a while, which was probably for the best. Otherwise the witches would be watching a whole other show.

      “Murderer,” the whispers rose up. “Killer.”

      I tried to get a good look at the witches, but their faces swam as their whispered curses dug in. They all looked the same in their brown hooded gowns, like a forest of stunted trees. That image brought on a dirty chuckle.

      “Ace!” Shu’s shrill voice sailed over the whispering crowd. “Get up!”

      That was easy for her to say. Didn’t she notice that the floor was moving?

      Colored lines scrawled across the dais caught my eye. It took effort to focus on them, but I eventually got my arms under me again and pushed myself onto one knee. The lines formed a pattern, and that pattern encircled me, true as prison bars. That explained the weakness. The witches were finishing what their kind had started seven years ago. They were draining my magic right out of me. Panic rapped against my fuzzy thoughts.

      While Shu and I were out cold on my office floor, Kenny the Witch must have brought his friends back for round two. Cat obviously hadn’t stuck around. Some guard cat she was. I lifted my head to the temple. The old magic was still potent here. The perfect place to trap a soul eater.

      “This…” I paused, the slurred word rebounding in my head. “This is all a…misunderstanding.”

      At least that’s what I’d tried to say. It came out more like, “Fish…ball…standing.”

      The witches scowled back at me. Tough crowd.

      “Godsdammit, Ace. Get off your ass!” Shu, so helpful.

      On my knees now, I lifted a finger, something very important on my lips, but whatever it was, it flitted away before I could get a grip on it.

      The circle of witches shifted, and I caught sight of Shu. They’d strung her up on the back wall, behind the exhibits. She was human again, not the demon from my dream, and trapped in her own summoning circle, this one painted on the wall behind her. She’d fought. Blood splatters covered her smart clothing and dashed her wheat-pale face. But whatever she’d done to fight back, it hadn’t been enough. If she’d been out cold with me, the witches had probably gotten to her before she could utter a single spellword to stop them.

      I turned my head and watched, oddly detached, as the summoning lines channeled what looked like oil toward a canopic jar. All I was made of wouldn’t fit in that one little jar. They’d need fifty, a hundred…more. These witches had no idea what they were dealing with. Whispers. Rumors. The Nameless One. Did they think I was a child’s fairy tale, someone to be trifled with?

      A small chuckle bubbled free.

      Some of the witches didn’t appreciate my laughter and looked at each other, probably wondering why the Nameless One wasn’t curled up in a pool of his own leaching magic.

      I climbed to my feet, swayed, and got a good look at their faces under their hoods. Just normal folk twisted by their lust for forbidden magic. What they didn’t know, what they couldn’t know, was that my magic wasn’t like a god’s magic. Mine would eat them up from the soul out. I wouldn’t be around to witness it though. Without my magic, I was nothing but dust—dust like these witches would become if I could just collect myself enough to focus.

      “Stop this,” was all I could growl out. I didn’t want to kill them, but give it a few more minutes, and I would want it. If it was anything like last time, I wouldn’t stop with this mob either. Why should I?

      Shukra’s gaze hooked into mine.

      What are you waiting for? Destroy them, she snarled inside my head, her voice grating against my battered psyche.

      I didn’t have the energy to answer her and broke away from her glare. Besides, she wouldn’t understand. Killing was an easy decision for Shu, but I didn’t want this.

      If I let them live and they captured all of me in their jars, the damage my unfettered magic could do would be immeasurable—until Osiris cut them down like reeds on a riverbank. But Osiris wasn’t here. This was all on me.

      “You killed our wives, husbands, children!” Kenny spoke up. I hadn’t noticed him in the crowd, but there he was, right at the front, hatred and scorn distorting his young face. “You are an abomination.”

      I worked my jaw, carefully forming the words so they came out clear and precise and not the snarls the real me would have preferred. “And what do you think my magic will do to you, a power-hungry witch?”

      “We’re taking it so it can never be used again.” He jutted his chin in defiance. He believed it—believed he could control the old magic, just like all the witches before him. They never learned.

      “That’s sweet. Admirable, really. And how long do you think that’ll last before one of you gets curious, gets greedy, and takes a look-see inside the jar?” I turned a little, hands at my sides, feeling their summoning circle leaching the warmth from my bones and the free-flowing tingle of magic deeper inside.

      “We won’t.”

      “You will. You can’t help yourselves.” Moving closer to Kenny, I pinned him under my glare. “It whispers. It teases and taunts until you can’t deny it. You’re already thinking of it, wondering what it would be like to hold my magic in your bones.” I pointed at the canopic jar and the black veins pulsing my life into it. “That will destroy you. It’s not meant for this world.”

      “Neither are you,” Kenny growled.

      “I’m not denying that.” I stepped toward the edge of the dais, and the invisible bars of the summoning circle pushed back. If I reached out a hand, the circle would deliver a shock that would likely knock me on my ass. People and objects could get in, but monsters like me couldn’t get out—yet. I’d pushed through many summoning circles like this one before. I already had my senses probing for weaknesses in the frequency. There would be one. No witch trap could hold me for long.

      “If I’m an abomination and you want my magic, what does that make you?” I asked Kenny and his crowd.

      They were checking each other’s faces and murmuring among themselves. I was not weakening as quickly as I should have been. They knew I’d wiped out a coven seven years ago. But they had me, the elusive Nameless One, caged, didn’t they? There were forty of them and one of me. What could possibly go wrong?

      I stepped back and circled my cage, admiring the neat, little swirls and hieroglyphs marking the floor. I could feel a small fracture in its design that wobbled the resonance. It was close. A few more minutes and I’d find it.

      “He’s not dying,” someone muttered. “Why isn’t he dying?”

      “Oh, I’m dying.” There. I knelt beside the edge of the circle where a crack in the floor had been refilled. This was the source of the dissonance and my exit. “Dying to meet you.”

      I flashed the witches a smile, deliberately peeling back some of my apparent normalcy so they got a good look at the blackness flooding my eyes.

      A few of the witches got spooked and hurried from the room. They’d be the lucky ones who got away. The rest were fair game.

      I danced my fingertips along the crack and said, raising my voice, “I am leaving this cage, and when I do, I’ll hurt you. I didn’t want to kill your kind or destroy the coven all those years ago, but when you cage a wild animal, expect it to bite. When you cage a monster, you’d better expect a nightmare.”

      That was all the warning I’d give them. I’d done my part. No more chances. I eased my fingers through the shield, sending visible ripples through its surface. The witches’ background chanting grew louder as panic skittered through the crowd. They should run, run far away and hope they never crossed my path again. But they weren’t running. How bad could I be?

      Kenny fought his way to where I was easing open the barrier. He saw me peeling back the spellwork, and our gazes met. Murderous intentions lent his gaze an edge that might have cut, had I cared. But I was beyond caring. The temple around me, my magic unchained—it was almost like home. And at home, I was everything the gods and their denizens feared me to be.

      “Run,” I breathed the word so it was barely more than a whisper, but Kenny heard. As soon as he turned, disappearing among the witches, I wrenched up their pitiful barrier and dropped the pretense of being anything other than the Soul Eater. I sloughed off my humanity and let the blackness in my soul rise up, fill me out, and wrap me in magic. To them, I was a storm of night and dust.

      The witches’ screams fluttered around me, mingling with the tickling, little spells they flung my way. Their efforts were pitiful.

      They should have left me well alone when they had the chance. Now the genie was out of the bottle.

      Scooping up the canopic jar, I flung it hard against a temple column. Black threads exploded from inside. Those threads rose up, curling and knotting, and then speared into me—through me. The souls I’d devoured centuries before howled and wailed. So much power. All the souls, the lives I’d stolen, they filled me out and made me whole. In the shadow of the temple, the truth of me was revealed. Home, my soul crooned.

      I turned and eyed the fleeing crowd.

      I’d start with these witches. I’d drink them down, but I had no intention of stopping there. A whole city of souls slumbered outside these walls, and this time, Osiris wasn’t here to stop me. I wasn’t sure Osiris could stop me.

      “Tra k-dae amcru-kak sra ksork, kosec amcru-kak esk kassrakamsk, omd kae kuir amcru-kak aeuirk.”

      The spell fell from my lips. I could feel their lives—bigger and brighter than what each person could account for. The little mortals and their precious, immortal souls. They were all mine.

      “Ace!” My name, flung at me through the chaos.

      The crowd parted, and in that fraction of a moment, I saw Shukra freed from her summoning circle. Cat stood beside the sorceress. They regarded me as though readying for battle.

      “You are Ace Dante,” Shukra yelled. “You have a name.”

      She strode forward through the people. Her black hair whipped loosely and wildly around her face, and her eyes glowed bruised purple, stirred by magic.

      “You are not this creature.” She spoke with ferocious passion, throwing her words like knives. They struck through my madness and sank in deep.

      The people, their souls, each of them glowing bright in the dark—I would’ve killed them all. I wanted to. She was right. This wasn’t me. I did have a name, and I needed to be the man, not the monster.

      The skin on my fingers shifted and settled like desert sands revealing something terrible and hidden and forgotten by time. I wasn’t too far gone. I could get myself back. I just needed to hold on to my name: Ace Dante, the cursed one. I liked it this way. I needed the control so I could live the life I’d carved out for myself.

      “Ace?”

      Shukra was close. I lifted my head, but it wasn’t a human woman in a suit I saw in my mind. She was demon, her fingers clawed, her snout bristling with teeth. She’d tried to trick me by appearing human. I knew her. I’d hunted her down and condemned her soul. She was my enemy.

      Too late I realised the memory of her as demon was in my head. Power burst through my body, exploding what was left of my human act and turning me into darkness threaded with burning sand.

      Shukra launched a spell. I’d tasted its like before. It struck me, sinking its barbs in, but it wasn’t enough. I lunged at the sorceress—and immediately rebounded. A barrier rippled between us. I circled her, flowing through the air like water. The witches were forgotten. Everything was forgotten, but not the sorceress. Shukra should have been condemned. This time, I’d destroy her soul for all eternity. I’d held the power of judgment in my hands, and her condemned soul was mine to take.

      She spun in her protective cage, keeping her eyes locked on where mine glowed in the storm of shadow and dust. I could taste her fear and feel her poisoned soul recoil.

      “Ace, this is who you were, not who you are. What did you see in the tower?”

      The tower? A memory sliced through my thoughts: an obelisk reaching high into a lightning-filled sky. Not real, but real enough. Shukra had been there. I’d fought Osiris and Isis… Thoth. Thoth was behind this. The god’s touch—no more than a tiny golden thread—slithered away from the spark of recognition.

      Shukra was right. I wasn’t the Godkiller. I was Ace Dante: cursed, but free because of it. I leaned on vodka and helped those who’d crossed the gods. Ace Dante—that man was me.

      “Remember who you are. Rakakbar.” Remember.

      Shukra wasn’t my enemy. She hadn’t been for centuries.

      I stopped circling Shu’s cage and reformed, pulling myself into a being, turning from the dark and the sand into a figure and a form. A man, not a monster. I looked at my hands, now solid and real.

      A pale hand touched my arm, and I looked up to see Cat with something like concern on her face. Concern and fear.

      Shukra stepped through her shielding spell so that it crumbled away. Fear shone in her eyes, and the same fear writhed in me. That had been close. Too close.

      “I have to get to Thoth.” I swallowed, washing sand from my tongue. “Before it’s too late.”
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      The three of us strode into the stone-and-glass foyer of T&T Law, Shukra to my left, and Cat wrapped in my coat to my right. They radiated tension, both watching me like I was wired to explode. I was. The need to devour shifted beneath my skin like the timeless sands I was made of.

      I am Ace Dante. I am Ace Dante. I am Ace Dante. Over and over I repeated it, overriding the twisting restlessness and the need to grab hold of anyone nearby. I’d look into their eyes, sink into their souls, swallow their minds, consume their lives, and take every last drop of—

      “Ace?” Shu shot me a querying glance.

      “I’m good,” I snarled back through gritted teeth. All I had to do was get to Thoth and stop this itch to devour. I’d stopped it before. I could stop it again.

      It was early, and the foyer was virtually empty except for a hawk-eyed receptionist who peered at us over the top of her smooth marble desk. She waited until we were almost past her before announcing, “Good morning. Please sign in.”

      I stopped, planting my boots on a small section of the T&T logo inset in the polished floor. Columns of early morning daylight stretched across the floor toward the elevators. That’s where I needed to go, but my feet weren’t moving. The receptionist glowed faintly in my peripheral vision. I already knew, without looking, that her soul would be light.

      “Lady, we’ve had a rough night,” Shukra was saying. “Is the boss man here? Tall, skinny guy. Looks like an undertaker.”

      I headed for the desk, acutely aware of Cat hovering close to my arm. On the way over, we’d arranged for her to gut me the way she had those priests if I started to devour. The look in her eyes had told me she’d enjoy doing it too. I wasn’t sure whether she liked killing or relished the thought of killing me. Either way, she’d get it done.

      I snatched the register, took the receptionist’s pen, scribbled Godkiller on the visitors’ page, and shoved it back. The receptionist flinched at something in my smile or my eyes—probably their blackness.

      “Call him. Tell him I’m here,” I said.

      She looked at the name and then back at me. Her shrewd eyes flicked over all three of us before she picked up her desk phone.

      “Mister Thoth, it’s Lucy at reception. Yes, I know it’s early, I just…there’s a man here to see you.”

      I heard Thoth’s dead-flat tone as he asked, “Who?” and a twitch pulled something inside tighter. Dammit. There it was, the unmistakable sensation of a hook snagged inside my psyche. He had me at the end of a string.

      “Godkiller, sir,” the receptionist replied and then hung up the phone before I could catch the reply.

      “He’ll meet you on the twelfth floor. He said to tell you you’re late.”

      I smiled back at her and watched fear crawl over her expression, taking pleasure in the uptick of her heart and the flush of blood to her cheeks. Would her soul taste sweet? You could never tell by appearances alone.

      “Ace Dante…” Shukra warned, mindful to use my full name to yank me back.

      I slid my gaze toward the sorceress. Cat stood beside her, ready to pounce. The two of them together could slow me down and perhaps even stop me. Or I could stop them both right here before we took another step.

      “Don’t say it,” Shu warned. “If you tell me to sit this one out, I’ll turn you into a snake, tie you in a knot, and pick your scales off one by one. Don’t think I won’t.”

      That was more like it. A real smile teased across my lips. “All right, let’s move.”

      The elevator music tinkled out a painful rendition of “99 Red Balloons” as the door rumbled closed and the mirrored walls closed in.

      “How are you going to play this?” Shu asked, staring at my reflection. She’d lost her slick, not-a-hair-out-of-place appearance. Her dark hair was fanned over her shoulders, her pantsuit was creased and splattered with what could possibly be blood, and her eyes were fierce and determined. Whatever my answer was, she’d follow it through. Our shared curse guaranteed that. But there was more to her resolute gaze. She knew this elevator was only going one way for us.

      “Let me talk to him. Whatever game he’s playing, he’ll undo it or I’ll bring Osiris into this.” I was betting on the chance that Thoth didn’t want Osiris involved in this any more than I did. We could come to a resolution, Soul Eater to God of Law.

      “Are you going to kill him?” Shu asked.

      Cat flinched and frowned at us. “What?” she snapped.

      I waved a hand at her. “I promised to kill Thoth for Osiris. Keep up.”

      “Imbecile.”

      I added, “Why couldn’t you have been a useful shifter? Something big with claws. What good is a house cat against a god?”

      She glared back at me, a muscle pulsing in her pale cheek. “People tend to keep quiet when there’s a tiger sitting on their desks. A house cat, not so much.”

      “Reconnaissance is your speciality?”

      She arched an eyebrow in response, which I assumed meant yes.

      “In that case, make yourself useful by reconning Thoth’s office and stay hidden until…well, until shit gets messy.”

      “I don’t take orders from you.”

      Wow, it must be cold up there on her pedestal.

      “Did I mention how I hate cats? Do you see Bast here? She’d tell you to do the same.”

      Cat focused on her own reflection. The floor numbers counted up—nine, ten, eleven—while she chewed on my order.

      “Fine.” Shrugging off my coat, she handed it back. The second I took it, she disappeared in a flash of light and crackle of energy, leaving the tiny, green-eyed black cat. The elevator dinged, the doors opened, and the cat dashed ahead, disappearing down the hallway.

      I pulled my coat back on, soaking up Cat’s residual warmth. A familiar scent—summer meadows mixed with a heated hint of musk—snagged on my memories. Bast. More than darkness. I could taste her on my lips and feel her close, but I couldn’t recall from when or where. The scent was Cat’s—being a member of Bast’s clowder, their scents were mingled—but the memories seemed new and so close I could almost see them.

      “Ace?” Shu stood in the hallway, eyes patient.

      The doors began to close, jolting me into motion. “Shu, listen.”

      We ventured slowly down the hallway. Windows on either side revealed empty offices. Either it was too early for the working day to begin, or Thoth had cleared out his associates.

      “I’ve met Thoth a few times. I figured he was more interested in staplers than godly games, but clearly, I was wrong. I don’t know what he’s scheming here. I need him to talk, to tell us everything, so don’t rile him up.”

      The hallway ended at a vast open-plan lounge and office, complete with couches, presentation dais, and, of course, the sweeping desk at one end, behind which Thoth sat, back straight with his fingers steepled in front of him.

      The last time I’d seen the god, he’d gotten me out of jail. Here, in his building, surrounded by the business he’d moulded probably for centuries, he seemed to be larger in stature. He still looked like he’d snap in two if you bent him over your knee, but a low-level undercurrent of power that was almost undetectable filled this room. Had I not been jacked up on souls, I probably wouldn’t have sensed it.

      It took Shu and I too long to walk from one end of the room to his desk, and all the while, Thoth watched us approach, his grey eyes unblinking. It didn’t escape me how the gods had once sat proudly in throne rooms and watched their supplicants walk toward them, head bowed, feet shuffling.

      “You’re a hard man to incentivize, Mister Dante.” Thoth reached down, opened a drawer, and lifted Alysdair onto his desk.

      The unsheathed sword glowed a dull green. It wasn’t just the unexpected appearance of my sword that unbalanced me. As soon as I rested my gaze on the naked blade, my thoughts fogged over and my fingers itched. I wanted nothing more than to leap onto the desk, snatch up the sword, and plunge it into Thoth’s chest.

      I clenched my hands, crushing the rampant killing desire. “You wanna tell me what’s going on?”

      Alysdair had secrets for me. All I had to do was pick it up and those secrets would be mine. I found myself stepping forward and straightened, pulling back.

      “Gods do not like to fashion curses,” Thoth said with a flick of his long, bone-thin fingers. “Meddling in minor magic is beneath us, and I prefer to wield the power of words, but on this occasion, I made an exception with the assistance of some eager priests.”

      The priests worshipped Thoth? “I met your priests. It didn’t end well for them.”

      “Unfortunately, it hasn’t ended well for many of their kind over the years, but the old magic is stirring, and the devoted are rising. They came to me, begged to be in my service. I agreed on the understanding that they would curse you. But, as we have all witnessed, curses can be unwieldy and unpredictable at the best of times.”

      “I hate to upset your ego trip, but I can’t be cursed,” I said dismissively. “It’s a one-time deal. Osiris owns my soul.”

      A razor-edged smile alighted on Thoth’s pale, thin lips. “Osiris recently killed three seers, all of whom accurately predicted that you had no intention of killing me.”

      “You’re well informed.” Other than Shu and Cat, only Osiris knew about my deal to kill Thoth, and he never would’ve told Thoth that he’d ordered me to kill him, but Isis? It didn’t take much of a stretch to believe that Osiris would mention the deal to Isis, or that she might pry the information out of her husband. Isis had been meeting with Thoth.

      Isis had been sharing her husband’s pillow talk.

      Thoth’s gaze slipped away from me and fell to the sword. “What would the seers say now?”

      “They’d tell you to shut up and give me my damn sword back.” I sounded nonchalant, and I was. For the first time in weeks, the restlessness I’d been battling with had vanished. This was the most content I’d been since Bast had walked into my office and I turned her away. This desire, this hunger felt as though it belonged. It felt right. If I could just get my hands on Alysdair, everything would all click into place.

      I reached out a hand but snatched it back. There, that need to kill…

      “You cursed me?” I asked.

      “No.” He tapped a fingernail against Alysdair’s naked blade. “I cursed this remarkable weapon.”

      He cursed my sword? Cursed Alysdair. Some things are sacred. If I didn’t want to kill him before, I did now.

      His lips ticked—not from a smile, but from something sharper and slippery. “Every time you held this sword or wore it close, the curse ate at your subconscious. For weeks, since we met at the police department and you warned me of Osiris’s intention, it’s been chipping away at your complacency and worming its way inside your mind to find the creature within that lets nothing and no one stand in the way of the hunger, Soul Eater.”

      At least Osiris hadn’t gone behind my back when he cursed me. His curse had been a public display, an example of what could happen when you crossed the God of the Underworld. Thoth’s curse, however, had been underhanded and sly. But what had I expected from a god apt at bending the truth to suit his laws?

      “Why?” How far had his curse dug in? Were any of my thoughts my own? I was used to Osiris yanking my strings, but this…this undermined all of me and poured doubt over everything I’d said and done. He’d gone too far.

      “To make you truer to your nature and turn you back into the monster you are. You had no intention of killing me, Mister Dante. Your warning months ago and subsequent delay made that clear. Now, however, the desire to kill consumes you.”

      “You want me to kill you?”

      “It’s what I’ve been waiting for. Unfortunately, the curse isn’t precise. The priests were confident you would eventually find your way to me, but you’re unpredictable by nature. You hunted the witches first, drawing attention to yourself in the process.” Those thin lips ticked again. “I prefer discretion.”

      Had he completely lost his mind? “I can’t kill you.”

      “You killed Ammit,” Thoth said matter-of-factly.

      “No, I didn’t. That rumor just won’t die.”

      His steely eyes dropped to the sword. “In order to curse the sword, I imbued it with power—my power. That sword, when in your hands and your hands alone, will kill me.”

      I curled my fingers around the handle. Alysdair tingled in my grip, as hungry and eager as the truth of me Thoth had awoken. A small sigh slipped from my lips. Now I was complete.

      “Why not do it yourself?” I asked. Pieces of me shifted and settled, completing the picture the curse had sketched.

      Thoth hesitated and a shadow passed over his face, briefly revealing the skeletal deity beneath. He didn’t want to answer, but Thoth could not—or would not—lie. He wouldn’t give up the truth if he could help it, but I needed to know what was at stake. Osiris wanted Thoth dead because he believed the god was screwing Isis. Thoth wanted himself dead for reasons unknown. And I was the chump caught in the middle, holding the murder weapon.

      “Why do you need me at all?” I asked, lowering Alysdair to my side. “Why not walk up to Osiris and ask him to kill you? Tell him you’ve been screwing Isis and he’ll happily oblige.”

      “What does it matter?” Thoth replied. A non-answer and the closest I’d come to the truth.

      There was more to this than a bored god looking for an adrenaline hit to pass the time. Something about me was important, or something about the sword in my hand or the timing. Too many unknowns rattled around in my head. When a god asks you to kill him, the reason can’t be good.

      “It matters because there’s more to this—more than you’re telling me. I haven’t survived this long by happily marching to the gods’ every tune.”

      “Don’t do it,” Shu whispered sotto voce beside me.

      A trap, she was probably thinking. And she’d be right. But right here, right now, I held all the power, all the odds. If I could kill Thoth, could I kill Osiris? Thoth said he’d fed some of his power into Alysdair. Could that extra hit cleave through the God of the Underworld? The thought was enough to tempt me. And temptation and I? We got along like a spelled scroll on fire.

      The god was smiling as if I’d placed his winnings at his feet. I was missing another angle here.

      “The tablet…?” I asked, recalling how the priests had stolen it and almost ignited the spell it contained before I got to them.

      “After you started slaughtering any witch you could find, I needed to move events along to refocus you—like one might set a hound on the correct scent. I tasked the priests with stealing the tablet and retrieving you once they awoke its power.”

      The missing pieces slotted into place. “It’s not death you’re looking for…” The Tablet of Resurrection. “It’s rebirth.”

      He bowed his head in agreement. “Rebirth, at the tip of your blade.”

      The God of Law reborn as who or what? He wasn’t doing this to come back as a lowly mortal who worked a nine-to-five job. Thoth was Amun-Ra’s son, making him one of the most powerful deities alive and awake today. To go to all this trouble just to be born again? All my instincts told me to back off. This was wrong, and it would surely come back to bite me in the ass.

      “Why me, Thoth?”

      “Osiris will punish you and yours if you do not kill me, Mister Dante. This solves both our problems.” He stood, straightened his tie like he was heading out to lunch and not about to meet his final moments, and looked me dead in the eye. “Be done with this. Cukkomd.”

      The word tickled somewhere inside my chest, buzzing like a scarab in a jar. If it was supposed to affect me, it failed. “For an ageless god, you seem in an awful hurry to die.”

      “Cukkomd!” he said again. Command. His eyes widened, and those thin lips curled up over his blunt teeth.

      This was spellword 101. He should’ve known he couldn’t compel me to kill a god, yet he seemed surprised his word was bouncing right off me.

      “What will you come back as?” I asked, enjoying watching the infallible Thoth come apart at the seams.

      His wide-eyed glare sharpened into something more sinister. “That I cannot tell you…” he said, but his thoughts were elsewhere, trying to riddle me out.

      “Can’t or won’t? I’m the one this will all come back on. I’m not getting personal with your insides until I know what’s at stake. Who do you think Osiris will punish when he realizes what’s happened here? Not your reborn ass. I’ve been Osiris’s whipping boy long enough to know not to make the situation worse. And it can always get worse.”

      Whatever was bothering him, he seemed to shake it off. Squaring his shoulders, he said, “I am, in fact, helping you fulfill your agreement. Why is this so difficult? Just kill me and be done with it.”

      “Helping me? Thoth, I didn’t know you cared,” I drawled. “The pantheon may not be as active as before, but all that means is whatever you’re brewing is big. I’ve lived a tumultuous life, but one thing’s remained constant: gods serve their own interests. So lie to me again and tell me how you’re helping me, because you forget I’ve been around the block a few times. I’ve seen the worst shit you can fling at each other, and I don’t want any part of it.”

      Thoth blinked, looking affronted. “I do not lie. You need to do this, and I need it to happen. It is the most logical recourse.”

      Said by a god who’d slaughter people if he thought it was the most logical recourse. “I ask again: why me?”

      “Is it so difficult to believe our desires are aligned?”

      Talking to Thoth was like trying to catch water in a sieve. I wasn’t getting anywhere. If he didn’t want to tell me, I couldn’t make him. And threatening him wouldn’t help.

      Unless I threatened to walk away.

      I eyed the nearest door. I could walk right out of here and be done with him. I’d have to leave cursed Alysdair, or else I’d sleepwalk myself into devouring more witches or anyone unfortunate enough to cut me off in traffic. In two days, Osiris’s deadline would be up. He wouldn’t bother torturing Shu and me together; the novelty had worn off centuries ago. He’d go for Cat. And while Cat and I barely knew each other, Bast would have my hide if one of her warriors was flayed alive because of my screw-up.

      Kill a god to please another god and avoid the wrath of a goddess. The downside? I didn’t know what house of cards killing Thoth would topple.

      “Why can I not compel you?” Thoth asked, genuinely surprised.

      I shrugged. “You can’t compel anyone to kill a god.”

      Micro lines appeared around his eyes and lips. “I am the God of Law. Words are my weapons.” He paused, realizing no one in this room cared for his ego. “There was a time when you wouldn’t have hesitated.”

      “There was a time when I was a soul addict who presided over the Hall of Judgment, and we all know how that turned out.”

      Shu snorted, likely thinking I was still a soul addict, especially after what she’d seen at the museum.

      Thoth strode out from behind his desk and approached us with intent. “You were more than that.” He kept coming, backing Shu and me up a few steps. “My command, cukkomd, should have gripped you. Why didn’t it?” Closer.

      I planted my boots and squared up against him.

      “You’re not one of us…” he said. “What are you really, Nameless One?”

      “I can tell you I’m not a pawn in your godly mind games, so don’t bother trying to compel or command me.”

      Thoth might not lie, but he sure knew how to shovel bullshit.

      “The truth has been taken from you.” He announced it like it was fact.

      Gods and their drama. I was sick of it. “Nobody takes anything from me.”

      “Besides Osiris,” Shu piped up.

      I shot her a cutting glare. She shrugged.

      “You must kill me, Mokarakk Oma,” Thoth demanded, adding a little compulsion for kicks. He opened his arms, presenting a lawyer-shaped target. “As it is written.”

      The windows behind him bowed, and all around, his undercurrent of magic shifted, reminding me whose house I was in.

      As it is written? That sounded suspiciously like a prophecy. The God of Law would know—the writings were his domain—and there was the crux.

      “What is written?” I asked.

      That shadow passed over his face again, and this time, a glimmer of gold flashed in his eyes. I wasn’t playing his game, and he was losing patience.

      “There’s a child as yet unborn. That child will kill a god, a god set to put in motion the end of all things. A god many would like to see abolished before that happens. The prophecy belongs to me.”

      Oh, hell no. I wasn’t getting involved in that recipe for disaster. I should have taken the first flight to Aruba. I could’ve been sipping cocktails on the beach. Instead, Thoth was maneuvering me like an idiot straight into Osiris’s wrath. Prophecies and bullshit. I was done here.

      “No.” I meant it too. The tingling had stopped and the urge to kill was lifting, leaving me solid and real, anchored to this world.

      “You cannot say no,” Thoth blustered. “It is written.”

      “Write this.” I tossed the sword onto his desk, where it clattered and skidded to a stop. “Keep the sword. Fall on it. Pick your teeth with it. I don’t care. Get some other sap to fulfill your prophecy. I’m not your guy.”

      I headed for the door with Shu in tow.

      “You’ve been careful, Mister Dante.”

      I had my hand on the door, ready to yank it open and leave, but a small, threatening thread wove through his tone.

      “Never settling down, never forming relationships, until recently. You’ve been in New York longer than anywhere else you’ve settled, besides Duat, of course.”

      I turned, clocked Shu’s frown, and watched Thoth cock his head, curiously birdlike.

      Sighing, I said, “The day a god gets to the point will be the day I sprout wings and wear a halo.”

      Thoth waited, drawing out his moment. “You know a police officer by the name of Nick Jones.”

      Cujo. For all the good it did me, I buried any sign of recognition beneath perfect stoicism. If Thoth knew Cujo’s real name, he already knew where he lived and probably knew all about his estranged family too. In the ten years I’d known Cujo, not once had I let slip that he and I were friends. I was careful. The past had taught me to be. How did Thoth know?

      Thoth acknowledged my drawn-out silence with an imperceptible nod. “I had my priests follow you. Distracted by dying witches, you really weren’t at your best.”

      They’d followed me to Cujo’s, just like Cat had warned. I should have spotted them. Had I not been battling a damn curse, I would have. And now Cujo was on  Thoth’s hit list. He’d already suffered at a god’s hands, and he’d suffer again for knowing me.

      But not if I could help it. I’d looked gods in the eye and lied. If the rumors were to be believed, I’d killed a god. Godkiller. If Thoth wanted to screw with me, he’d found the right trigger.

      “Nick Jones? Doesn’t sound familiar.” I sounded the same, but I was already relaxing my hold on my power. By the tension holding him still, Thoth had felt the change and could probably feel aspects of me filling this room.

      “So smooth the liar. You haven’t changed, Nameless One. A liar for centuries, covering your misdeeds, and a liar today.”

      Shu glanced my way, but I trained all my attention on the god. “If you wanna play your games with me, you go right ahead, but dragging acquaintances into this? That’s where I draw the line.”

      Thoth clicked his fingers, and right on cue, the doors opened and two suited priests wheeled Cujo in. Cujo’s head lolled as if he were a limp doll. He was conscious but oblivious to the danger he was in. Godstruck. A blessing in disguise. He probably wouldn’t remember how one of those priests had held a gun to the back of his neck, but I would. Rage blasted heat through my veins, and the mental grip on my power slipped. Fine. This was how it was going to be.

      Shu breathed in, hissing through her teeth. “Just kill Thoth already so we can go home. He wants to die. You want to kill him. Osiris wants him dead. We all win.”

      Fury flashed in her eyes, the likes of which I hadn’t expected from her, especially when a few minutes earlier, she’d told me not to kill Thoth. Her glare found Cujo and tension strummed through her. She cared all right.

      “What of your soul?” I asked Thoth, tacking on a crooked smile, one fitting the Soul Eater. I sauntered to the desk and admired Alysdair, waiting for the answer. The blade wanted to kill; it always did. No second-guessing. No doubt. It knew what it was and what it had to do. Wasn’t I the same? Wasn’t I perfectly designed to kill Thoth?

      “I am the son of Amun-Ra. Devour my soul, and the power it contains will destroy you.”

      “How convenient.”

      “I will be reborn.”

      “Yes, yes. To fulfill a priest’s wet dream scrawled onto some papyrus a million years ago. I heard you the first time.”

      Thoth sucked in a small, sharp breath. “You disrespect the old ways.”

      “I disrespect insane fantasies that have destroyed countless lives over the centuries.” I eased my hand around Alysdair’s handle and leaked my excess power into the blade, making the sword part of the monster in me.

      The priests, Thoth, and Shu watched me turn, missing the little black cat that trotted in through the open door behind them. Cat stopped behind the priest with the gun. Judging by the way she’d dealt with the priests at the construction site, these sycophantic bastards weren’t leaving alive.

      “Here’s how it’ll be,” I said. “I am not killing you, Thoth. Me, Shu, and Nick Jones will be free to leave”—I pointed Alysdair at Thoth’s chest—“after your little priests lift the curse from Alysdair.”

      Thoth said, “Kill the man.”

      The priest cocked his gun. His finger slid onto the trigger a second before a very naked, very lethal Cat reached around, yanked his gun arm up, and plunged her claws into his back, punching his heart right out of his chest.

      Shu whipped out a hand, flinging a blinding and deadly spell at the remaining priest. Before he knew what had hit him, sand spilled from his lips. He fell, gagging and clawing at his throat. But he’d live.

      Cujo was safe. That was all I cared about.

      I turned my attention to Thoth, who’d watched everything unfold without raising an eyebrow. “Lift the damn curse!”

      We stood close enough to each other that a double-handed thrust would kill him. And oh, how every part of me wanted to do it. It would feel right. It would be glorious. I’d drink him down and never stop.

      “Lift the gods-be-damned curse, Thoth.”

      “It ends when you kill me.” He launched himself forward and gripped Alysdair’s blade with both hands.

      I tried to pull back, to stop him, but somewhere inside, the message wasn’t getting through. Alysdair sank deep into the god’s chest, plunging between his ribs just like it had been designed to do. Deeper and deeper it pushed, just like another time, with another god. But her eyes had been sorry—

      No, this was wrong.

      Thoth’s hand clamped onto my shoulder, and the god poured all of his inhuman strength into pulling me forward. His eyes—storms of gray, shattered by veins of lightning—locked on mine. “This is the right thing, Godkiller. It was written, so shall it be.”

      Surrendering to the curse, to the desires, to my nature, I gripped his shoulder and drove Alysdair in until the blade had nowhere else to go. The sword hummed, coming alive in my hand, and the insanity that had been clawing at me for weeks released its hold. I was myself again: Ace Dante. Soul Eater. Nameless One. And I was killing Thoth, just as I’d agreed, and damn if it didn’t feel good.

      I switched my grip to the back of Thoth’s neck and pulled him so close that all he could see were my black eyes. Deeper inside I dug, seeking his soul. “If this comes back on me, I’ll find you and I won’t care who or what you’re reborn as, I’ll sunder your immortal soul. Do you understand me? I give you my word as the Soul Eater.”

      Thoth smiled as blood spilled from his lips and down his chin. That smile grew into a knowing grin.

      I was falling into the god’s gaze, and that hungry part of me wanted to test his words and discover whether a god’s soul could truly destroy the likes of me. His soul struck out and tore through me like a bolt of lightning. Heat, noise, chaos, and pain slammed into me, driving my invasion out of him. I cried out and flung myself free of the god and the sword, recoiling from a soul too potent for me.

      Thoth dropped to his knees with Alysdair protruding from his heart. He spluttered and wheezed, the last threads of life unraveling.

      Dread plummeted through my gut.

      I’d killed Amun-Ra’s son.

      Thoth threw his head back and spread his arms, and the power I’d felt when I walked into the room flooded the space. It was blinding and heavy, sharp and cutting, everywhere and nowhere—the same power deep inside him that had expelled me. And then, in a blink, it fled the room, leaving Thoth on his side, gray eyes dull and lifeless—soulless.

      The prophecy, whatever that meant, was in motion, and I’d kick-started it.

      “Sekhmet’s balls,” Shu spat.

      I wobbled on my feet and then bowed over, grasping my thighs for balance and to anchor myself in reality all over again. Drawing my wandering power back into me, I wrapped myself back up as Ace Dante, tucking all the power in tight and getting control over myself for the first time in months.

      Okay. I straightened. This is me. I was back. I’d killed a god and started a prophecy that could result in Osiris’s demise, but I’d be fine. As long as Osiris or any of the other gods didn’t find out, everything would be fine.

      “Acehole?” Shu grumbled. “Clock’s ticking and Thoth isn’t around to get you out of jail.”

      I’d killed a lawyer. Right. There was that too.

      I flipped my collar up, strode to Thoth’s empty body, and curled my fingers around Alysdair.

      “Daquir.” Devour. The embers ate him up, turning his earthly body to ash and dust. Cat’s gutted priest went the same way, but Shu quickly spelled the remaining priest into believing Thoth had taken an unscheduled vacation and we were nothing but a bad dream. She’d have to do the same to the receptionist, if we had any hope of escaping unnoticed.

      “What’d I miss?” Cujo slurred as I grabbed his chair and wheeled him out of the office.

      I clicked my fingers at Shu and without a word, she draped us all in an invisibility shroud, tucking in Cat, who followed along behind us, licking blood from her fingertips.

      “Too much of the bourbon, my friend.” I patted Cujo on the shoulder. “You’ll be right as rain once we get you home.”
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      Cujo didn’t believe my bullshit about our wild night sampling Manhattan’s bars. The last thing he recalled was calling his daughter at her mom’s and getting ready to hit the sack. He had no idea that call to his kid could have been his last, and I intended to keep it that way.

      Ten in the morning, back in my office, I struck Cujo’s name off every document I could find, including my friends list (it’s a short list).

      If my association with the cop got back to Osiris, the god would have a new stick to beat me with. Cujo had done enough. He didn’t deserve to be dragged under the tires of my chaotic life.

      Cat hadn’t returned to the office. I couldn’t blame her. She’d witnessed a no-name mercenary kill a god. I was radioactive in terms of trouble. I’d get as far away from me as possible too.

      Shu didn’t have that option. All white fur coat and with an expression so severe it was almost demon, she stormed into my office and dropped a lidded basket onto my desk, rattling the vodka bottle and empty glass I’d been eyeing for the last thirty minutes.

      “Delivery,” she announced.

      Considering the contents of the last gift basket I’d received, I raised an eyebrow at Shu.

      “No magic signature. Delivered by courier. Weighs a ton.”

      I sucked in a breath through my teeth and leaned back in my chair. “I have five emails from various clients offering vast sums of cash to meet and discuss special contracts.”

      Shu’s eyes lit up. Money was the only thing that motivated her more than spare body parts. “The office, the business, what are you still doing here?”

      Down the hall, her phone rang.

      She kicked the door closed and stood at my desk, hands on her hips. “Well? Urban legends don’t pay the bills. Get back to work.”

      The emails were from a string of minor gods, some more powerful than others. Some knew me personally, but most didn’t. They knew the new name: Godkiller. “I’m not an assassin.”

      “They don’t know that, and you’ve racked up one hell of a kill count in the last few weeks.”

      “That’s not an assassin, that’s a psychopath. I only killed Thoth a few hours ago, and already half the minor pantheon are lining up, asking me to sort out their disagreements so they don’t have to.”

      “A god died today. That doesn’t happen. The ripple would’ve passed through the pantheon, and they all would’ve felt it, including those in slumber. You gonna cry over it, or take advantage?”

      I winced and closed my eyes. Not Ra. Please, by all things sacred, say I haven’t woken Amun-Ra or summoned him back from wherever he’s been hiding for five thousand years.

      “How do they know it’s me?” I opened my eyes, and nothing had changed. I was still the sucker holding the murder weapon and the killer who’d left a trail of dead witches behind me.

      Shu looked at me, then at the basket, then back at me. “Godkiller. You earned the name months ago, with Ammit—” At my glare, she cut herself off. “It happened. Deal with it. Open the basket. I want to see what goodies Osiris sent.”

      “You did destroy the contents of the last basket?”

      “What? Of course. Open it.”

      “The witch’s arm?”

      “I have most of it on ice at home.” She shooed my questions away. “The basket.”

      Shoving out of my chair, I joined Shu on the other side of the desk and cracked the basket’s lid open, expecting something to crawl out. When nothing did, I flipped the lid back and frowned at what looked like a small golden bust of Isis. I would’ve preferred severed body parts.

      Shu made a sound of disgust. “Useless.”

      Scooping a hand beneath it, I tried to lift the bust, but I needed both hands to cradle it. The weight alone told me the bust was made of solid gold—a fortune’s worth.

      “There’s a note,” Shu said.

      I threw the bust at her. She caught it with an oomph, and those money-hungry eyes of hers lit up. “It’s real?”

      While she muttered to herself and turned the bust over in her hands, I plucked up the folded note. The paper was handmade, mottled and thick, and probably cost more than the monthly rent on my apartment. Unfolding it lifted a faint feminine scent into the air, and my instincts tightened. This gift wasn’t from Osiris.

      Isis had added her own artistic flare to the words she’d written, giving them perfect balance.

      “I ded mus duibs aeui, Sudderrar.”

      I never doubted you, Godkiller.

      “Isis,” was all I could say as the implications tumbled around me, just like that house of cards. The private meetings with Thoth and the setup back home that had earned me a name I didn’t want. Had I helped Isis put into motion a prophecy that would end with her husband dead? All of this—the tablet, killing Thoth—had been Isis’s work? A whispered word in Osiris’s ear, a mention at the right moment, a suggestion.

      Was Isis trying to kill her husband?

      Thoth had once told me Isis’s love for Osiris was eternal, and Thoth couldn’t lie. But love wasn’t always white picket fences and kids playing in the yard. Love could be a darker, more potent force. And Isis was right up there on the crazy scale. After a few millennia of loving her husband and brother, maybe Isis had decided their love wasn’t all it was cracked up to be.

      “Oh gods.” I wandered back around my desk and sloshed vodka into my glass, spilling much of it over my planner and blurring the week’s scheduled work.

      “Isis sent this?” Shu asked from somewhere far, far away, in the part of my mind that had existed before the hammer dropped.

      I was an accessory to the future murder of Osiris, and I’d killed Thoth. I had motive, history, and means. It was all on me. And Isis had stood in the background, smiling that small, private smile of hers every time I looked her way. The only reason she had yet to pin all this on me was because of Osiris. But once he was out of the way, I’d take the fall and she’d reign supreme.

      “Fuck.” I threw back the vodka, greeted the burn, and poured another round. “Melt it down.”

      “It’s worth more as it is. It looks new, which goes against its authenticity, but—”

      “Melt it down, sell it, and give the money away. Send it to a charity anonymously. There’s a woman’s shelter in Queens—” I waved a hand, searching for the name. “I can’t remember, but send it there. I don’t want it here. I don’t want it connected to us or anywhere near me, or this office—or you.”

      “Are you insane? This is worth hundreds of thousands of dollars, and you want me to give it away?”

      More vodka. The second glass went down as smoothly as the first, numbing my throat all the way. A few more of those and the rest of me would be numb too.

      “Ace, we need this money or you can kiss this business goodbye. Do you want to start again somewhere else? Because that’s what we’ll have to do.”

      I laughed. The sudden sound surprised me as much as it did Shu.

      “The way things are going, we won’t be around long enough to care.” Lifting the third glass—or was it the fourth?—to my lips, I paused and held Shu’s disgruntled glare. “Do it. Nothing of Isis’s is to stay within a mile’s radius of this building. Don’t cross me on this, Shu. Make it happen.”

      “This is my life too,” she snapped, then whirled and slammed my office door behind her hard enough to crack the glass.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I was leaning back on Osiris’s steps, or, more precisely, I was sprawled out on his steps. He wasn’t home, so I’d decided to park myself in the way until he returned, but now the vodka bottle I’d brought along for company was empty and the sun was stretching fingers of light through the trees holding New York back, hinting that somewhere else would be a better place to sober up.

      I was spectacularly and in every possible way drunk, but that was okay. It made what I was about to do a little easier.

      I’d set Alysdair down on the steps, in plain sight beside me. I didn’t want Osiris to go biblical on me the second he saw the sword. Not that he would, but I wasn’t exactly thinking clearly, and the sword and me had some making up to do. A little distance wouldn’t hurt.

      After too long alone with my thoughts, a black Tesla crept silently up the driveway, the sound of the tires on gravel louder than the electric whine of the car. Osiris stepped out. One fine, dark eyebrow rose at my inebriated state. He could judge; that was, after all, what he was good at.

      He noticed the bottle and then slid his appraising gaze to the sword. “Bad day at the office?”

      I couldn’t tell him about Isis for all the reasons, but mostly because I didn’t have a shred of evidence, and without it, he wouldn’t listen. If I flung accusations at him, it wouldn’t get me anywhere, and Isis would tie me up in knots and stab me in the heart before I could dig up dirt on her. I’d find something on her, but not yet. Whichever way I looked at it, I was stuck between Isis and Osiris, but at least now I knew Isis’s game.

      But this visit wasn’t about her, or Thoth, or the prophecy. It was about me.

      “I did it,” I slurred.

      Osiris wore simple black pants and a black shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. It was the most casual I’d seen him in weeks. A god who held the power of death and rebirth in his hands shouldn’t look like everyone else. There should be a law against gods appearing as anything besides their true form in public. Then we’d see how long he stayed in office. At the very least, the gods should look like me. I carried the years on me in ways people didn’t notice at first. I looked young, until you got to know me. Then the persona frayed at the edges and faded the colors.

      “And the debt is fulfilled.” He tucked a hand into his pants pocket. “But that’s not why you’re here?”

      I looked him in the eye. Your wife wasn’t fucking Thoth. What she’s doing…it’s worse. I couldn’t say the words, and even if I did, what would it get me? Dead, probably.

      “Do you have anything to drink?” I lifted the empty vodka bottle. “This one had a hole in it.”

      He gestured for me to follow him up the steps, which I just about managed to climb without falling on my ass, and then I stumbled back down to grab Alysdair. No guards. I’d noticed that when I arrived earlier and wandered the rooms. The house was as perfect as always, without even the slightest whiff of ash to indicate the place had been reduced to charcoal just yesterday.

      “Did you know I was the one who burned your house?” I asked, trailing down the hall behind Osiris. “I didn’t technically start the fire. One of the staff must—”

      “Yes, but when we last spoke, it was clear you didn’t.”

      “I was influenced. It’s over now. Done with. Kemekred.” Finished.

      He didn’t turn, so I didn’t have to look him in the eye while I danced around the truth. Hopefully, that would be the first and last time it was mentioned.

      Osiris’s library would’ve given archaeologists and historians hard-ons for weeks. He kept his most prized items locked inside glass cabinets, but the floor-to-ceiling shelves held some of the world’s most precious books. Clearly, they’d survived the fire, like everything else. Must be handy to be able to click your fingers and make anything inconvenient go away. Yet here I was, a major inconvenience, still walking and talking. Thoth’s words came back to me, questioning why Osiris protected me. I’d always assumed it was more for entertainment than anything else, but Thoth had also asked what I was. Hadn’t he known? Didn’t we all know? I was the bad guy in the gods’ ancient myths.

      Osiris opened a concealed cupboard and removed a crystal decanter with something so dark and rich inside it painted the glass. It looked a lot like blood, but since we weren’t at the “drinking the blood of our victim” stage of the conversation yet, I figured it was probably bourbon.

      Pouring a glass for himself, he handed me mine after I’d rested Alysdair against the dark leather couch. I took a generous drink and welcomed the renewed heat. If I could stay in a permanent state of drunkenness, I might get away with what I was about to ask.

      He sampled his bourbon and leaned against a desk the size of most folks’ cars. “Did he say anything?”

      My addled brain misfired a few replies before catching up. “Thoth? No. He… I had Shukra, we fought, it was…” The right words were failing me, mostly because they were lies, but I could do lies, especially when I was looking into my glass and not at Osiris. “It was quick.”

      “His soul?”

      “Too hot for me.” I smiled at that. It wasn’t often I met a soul strong enough to repel me. “It’ll be in the River.” Another lie.

      I couldn’t tell whether Osiris had bought it; the room was shifting too much. In all likelihood, he couldn’t get a read off me while I was deliriously drunk—at least that was the plan.

      I parked my ass on the couch, surprised to find it a lot closer than I’d estimated. I’d suffer for this, if I survived, but I’d lived through a few lifetimes’ worth of suffering. All I had to do was get through this without mentioning Isis. If I mentioned Isis, this little gentlemanly drink would turn violent. He already suspected me of wanting to get his wife in the sack, and given the state I was in, I might just say something to piss him off.

      “How well do you know your wife?” And there it was, the complete opposite of my plan, right out there and sounding a lot like I’d spoken it. I eyed the bourbon, laying the blame in its depths.

      “Continents have shifted in the time Isis and I have been together. How well do you know how to breathe?”

      “Breathing is pretty automatic. Is that what your relationship is? I mean, after a few thousand years, it’s gotta be difficult to keep things interesting in the bedroom, am I right?”

      Disdain flashed in his eyes. I really needed to stop talking.

      “You continue to believe she was behind your mother’s death?”

      “Doesn’t matter what I believe.”

      “If those accusations came from anyone else, Soul Eater, I’d have their tongue.”

      Oh, I didn’t doubt that, but I did wonder what had earned me special treatment.

      “Admit it. You like having me around. Like a dumb-as-shit dog that keeps coming back after a beating, hoping its master might pat it on the head instead of kick it in the gut?”

      His fine eyebrows pinched together. “I can’t decide whether you’re more disturbing like this or mildly entertaining.”

      “Both?”

      “You could be many things. A great many of them dangerous.” He paused, probably waiting for me to process that information. “Why are you here?”

      “I need a favor.”

      That earned me a surprised expression. In five hundred years, I don’t think I’d ever asked him for anything. Oh, I’d begged, pleaded, dropped to my knees, and worse, but asked? That was new.

      “Would it help if I said please?”

      He looked down his nose at me, dark eyes puzzling out my angle. There wasn’t one, but gods can’t help feeling around for loopholes and misdirection. Suddenly, feeling like the walls were closing in, I got to my feet and walked an almost straight line to the nearest display case. The artifact inside was a simple clay cup. The tickle and hum of magic authenticated it, but it didn’t look like much. Maybe the cup was just a cup, or maybe it would kill whoever drank from it, or maybe it would imbue its owner with riches. All of these cabinets held similar curiosities left over from a civilization that had once ruled the worlds.

      “What’s the favor?”

      “I’ve been…” Bad, sir. Please don’t punish me. I smiled and tried again, this time meeting his gaze. “The last few months, I’ve been devouring.”

      “The witches.”

      “Yes. Any I could find, and they went down better than this.” I waggled the glass. Kenny’s girl’s screams echoed through parts of my mind I couldn’t shut off.

      “And?” He sighed. I was boring him. What did he care about dead witches, or me for that matter?

      “I came here to ask you to bring them back.”

      Nothing. No surprise on his face. No sign he’d even heard me.

      “You are the God of Resurrection and Rebirth and all things living. You can do this.”

      He carefully set his drink down on the desk and loosely clasped his hands in front of him as though he were about to address a class of imbeciles. Attendees: one.

      “You’re a Soul Eater. Anything you devour is destroyed. You are the very opposite of life and everything I represent. In Duat, you’re feared because you are the end, blackness in a world of color. A god I may be, but not even Ra himself could resurrect the souls you’ve consumed.”

      Monster, Isis’s voice whispered through my mind. “Yes, thank you for reminding me of my great and abhorrent power, but what about the sword?”

      He looked at Alysdair resting where I’d left it against the couch and hesitated. “Why?”

      “The sword is different. It absorbs souls. I don’t know if it destroys them or—”

      “Why bother bringing them back? You must know the price will be great.”

      For centuries, I’d been Osiris’s pet soul eater. There wasn’t anything he hadn’t already inflicted on me. Torture, mental and physical—I’d endured it all. But I knew one thing: he didn’t want me dead. So, the cost would be high, but I’d pay it and live, like always. Human lives were worth more than my suffering.

      “Because it feels like something I should do, like I made a promise to someone …but I don’t remember when or where. Someone wants me to be good, and I can do this. I can ask you and maybe scrape some of the blackness off my soul in the process…”

      “You killed them. Move on.”

      So easy for him to dismiss the lives of men and women he didn’t know. How many had he seen die over the millennia? How many had he killed?

      “I can’t move on. I… I’m trying to be different.” More than darkness. I closed my eyes and listened, waiting to hear more of Bast’s whispers…but it didn’t come.

      I know, Bast. I’m trying.

      After this was done, I’d find her. Whatever it took, I’d go to her, straighten out the lies, and face my fears.

      When I opened my eyes, Osiris had moved to admire Alysdair.

      “Ammit’s, before you?” he asked.

      “I assume so. I don’t remember a time without it. She always spoke of the sword as though it was a great burden, but also an honor. I suspect it’s older than I am.”

      Osiris reached down and wrapped his hand around the grip, and then lifted the sword, holding the blade vertically before him. The warm library light spilled down the blood groove—a valley in its length designed to lighten the blade. It still weighed more than most men could lift with one hand. Osiris twisted it horizontally, testing its weight, and then cradled the tip in his other hand. He’d feel its pull and hear its song.

      “It is a hungry, vengeful weapon, much like its owner.” He set the sword down and stepped back. “It will not give up the witches’ souls easily.”

      “But you can resurrect them, make them live again, as they were?”

      “The witches you killed and had this sword devour? Yes, I can bring them back—if that is what you truly want.”

      I did. I wanted them back. I wanted Thoth’s curse and its manipulation forgotten, taking my hatred and renewed urge to devour with it. The weight of the dead, of the people I’d killed, I couldn’t bear it and still be Ace Dante. I didn’t want to be the Godkiller. Doing this, getting them back, was a good deed. This was right. This was more than darkness.

      I downed the last dregs of my drink. “Do it.”

      “The price?”

      “Anything.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 12

        

      

    
    
      I don’t recall much of the following days. There was blood, and rain like razorblades, and Shu chanting the old words while I dreamed of swimming in the river of souls. Osiris hadn’t killed me, but he’d come close. He had the balance of life and death down to an art.

      Shu didn’t ask. She didn’t need to. She’d scooped me up in pieces and put me back together too many times before, even when I’d told her not to. The curse between us made sure she always would.

      We didn’t speak of my wounds or much of anything. But I did recall asking her about the paintings leaning against her apartment wall. She’d painted them. I wasn’t sure why that unsettled me, but it did. After a few days of her background healing spells that helped my body stitch itself back together, I returned to the office.

      Cat was sitting behind my desk, wearing cropped jeans and a cream jacket, with my phone cradled between her shoulder and ear. She appeared to be filling in my planner. I scooted around the desk and peered over her shoulder. Jobs. Lots of them.

      She hung up the call, scribbled something on the coming Thursday, and then raised an eyebrow at me.

      “Wouldn’t you be more comfortable sitting in a box?” I asked.

      “You have a four o’clock meeting with an apartment owner on East Seventy Fourth.” She ignored my comment like a pro. “The building is infested with cobras. They’re in the walls. Cujo was informed, and that was him informing us, or me, to be precise. I know you decided to ignore Cujo, but he isn’t ignoring you.”

      “What are you…my new assistant?”

      She didn’t hiss, but she came close. “I was helping you while you and Shukra took some time off together.”

      Oh, there were implications all over that sentence. “Shu and me, we’re not—”

      “I didn’t say you were.”

      “We aren’t.”

      Having Cat believe Shu and me were an item was better than her knowing the truth, so I dropped it, despite the slippery, little smile pulling at the corners of her lips.

      “Besides, you need help around here. Word’s gotten out that the Nameless One killed a god and Osiris hasn’t struck you dead. You’re invincible.”

      I reached across her and flicked the pages of the planner. The weeks were full, day after day. Shukra would be happy; we’d get to keep the business, at least for another month.

      “Why aren’t you dead?” Her words tickled my cheek.

      I turned my head and found Cat’s face inches from mine. Her short black hair was a ruffled mess, probably styled that way—or not. What did I know about trends? But her bright green eyes echoed the wildness of her hair, and those eyes were zeroed in on me. “He tried.”

      She swallowed. Her pupils widened, soaking up the green. I caught myself falling in and pulled back. Leaning against the desk, I crossed my arms. Pain sparked in all the places I hadn’t yet healed. It would pass, until all I had left were the memories. Those were what the vodka was for.

      “This all looks great, but it’ll calm down when these folk meet me and realize I’m a grade-A asshole, or when they figure out I’m in Ozzy’s pocket. Then we’ll be back to waiting on the phone to ring.”

      She was listening, but I could tell by her tiny smile that she wasn’t really listening.

      “I can’t pay you,” I said. “At least not in cash. Will catnip do?”

      “There’s been no news of Bastet at home, so I’m staying here until I can pick up her trail.”

      “I could get you a cat tree. Maybe some of those little balls with the bells in them.”

      “Think of me as your consultant.” Cat picked up a pen and twirled it in her fingers, then popped the end in her mouth and pinched it between her teeth. Dangerous Cat had left the building. This was a new, intriguing, playful Cat, one that had me fighting my own unexpected smile.

      “I need a consultant like I need another name.”

      She leaned back in my chair behind my desk, and her smile grew into a thin grin that had a lot in common with the blade of a knife. “You don’t have a choice.”

      “I’ll get a big-ass dog.”

      She might have been about to laugh, but the phone ringing cut her off. She snatched up the handset before I could reach around her and grab it. “Hello, Dante Investigations.” I rolled my eyes. “How may I help you?”

      Maybe it would be nice to have someone around who could rip hearts out of chests with her bare hands, besides Shu. Shu and I could do with some distance. I could split the jobs and give Cat some if she proved her worth. And maybe I’d help her find Bast—if the goddess truly was missing.

      “He’s here…” Cat held out the handset and finally vacated my chair. “The witch,” she muttered and then slipped out the door, letting it click quietly closed behind her.

      I settled into the warm chair with my hand over the phone’s mouthpiece. There was only one witch who would call me, the same witch who’d tried to get me to take the job of saving his girlfriend when no one else would listen.

      I lifted the handset to my ear. “Hey, Kenny.”

      “She’s back. I don’t know—” His voice cracked. I could hear the TV in the background and wondered if they had Netflix streaming whatever it was they’d been planning to watch the night I cut her open and stole her soul. “She walked right in like nothing happened.”

      “That’s good.” I’d meant to sound more enthused, but it was tough smiling when all I could recall were the lashes and burns of a flail digging into welted, bloody flesh. It was worth it, though, now that I could hear the relief in Kenny’s voice as he struggled to stop himself from breaking down. “Does she remember anything?”

      “N-nothing. Nothing at all. I just… I can’t believe…she’s right here watching TV. Can you believe it? It’s a goddamn miracle.”

      “I’m happy for you, Kenny.” I didn’t sound like it.

      Kenny paused, and in the background, I heard a woman’s simple laughter. Was there anything better than a woman’s laugh? Julie sounded alive and free, just like Osiris had agreed. A miracle to some, but miracles come with price tags. I was still paying this one off.

      “All the missing witches came back. You did this, didn’t you?”

      “No,” I lied.

      “But at the museum, what we did to you…you were right. We were afraid. We shouldn’t have trapped you. And what happened with the witches before…did they trap you then too? That wasn’t your fault. You are what you are. You warned us. You told me to run.”

      I braced my elbows on the desk and pinched the bridge of my nose. My empty insides churned and uneasy emotions prickled my skin.

      “I asked you to find her, and you did. So, thanks, man.” The thanks he whispered, words failing him.

      A knot that felt a lot like guilt tightened in my chest. Kenny had his girl back, but that didn’t change what I’d done. Or what I was. Or how I’d enjoyed devouring the light in her. “I don’t deserve your thanks.”

      “Maybe you do, more than you know.” He hung up, leaving me listening to the buzz of a dead line.

      More than darkness.

      I’d undone the sins of the past few months. That was all. It didn’t change who or what I was, but there was a curious warmth inside me that hadn’t been there before. A feeling of goodness that meant, perhaps, my guilt-laden soul was a fraction lighter.

      I picked up the phone and dialed Shu’s office.

      She answered on the first ring. “I’m filing my nails into points so I can score number marks into bone to mark all the times I’ve wanted to kill you.”

      “The bone is significant?” I asked, not entirely sure whether she was joking.

      “Very.”

      “How many marks do you have?”

      “Ten.”

      “That’s not so bad.”

      “I started this morning.”

      I laughed a rich, deep chuckle, and that felt good too, like maybe, just maybe, things were looking up. “You, me, and my new assistant, Cat. Antonio’s tonight. Drinks are on me.”

      Shu paused. Something clattered that made me think she really was carving bone. “Who are you and where’s the real Acehole?”

      “Still me, but a little improved.” More than darkness. I could do this. I had to do this. I’d seen the alternative. The future would be different. I’d be different. There was hope for the damned yet.
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      Do you know what paradise looks like? For some, they find it in their child’s smile. For others, it’s a road trip from coast to coast with no strings attached and no commitments. For me, it’s a beer in one hand, an empty beach, and a star-scattered sky.

      I didn’t know what time it was. I could barely remember the day of the week, and I didn’t give a damn. When the breeze changed, it brought with it the chatter and music from a nearby bar. When it switched back again, the ebb and flow of waves washed the sounds of life away. The ocean, the sky—they were timeless.

      No gods. No magic. No prophecies. No bullshit.

      Just me, a beer, and the Atlantic.

      “I could get used to this.” I raised the condensation-drenched bottle to my lips and took a drink.

      But like all good things, it would come to an end.

      Someone approached, making an effort to be heard. Only Cat had to deliberately make sound as she walked. Her default state was stealth, and her favorite pastime was sneaking up on me and standing close enough to let me know she could have severed my spine with those claws of hers, before I’d had the chance to utter a spellword to stop her.

      She dropped into a sitting position on the lounger beside mine, draped her arms over her knees, and stared in that way she did: unblinking and judging, as though she could see into my soul and found me decidedly uninspiring.

      I’d pinned my gaze way out at sea where the moon was spilling its milky light across the black. This was my moment, and I sure as souls wouldn’t let her stare my relaxed state of mind out of me. She could sit like that all night for all I cared. I’d earned some peace.

      “You turned off your cell,” she finally said.

      I hadn’t noticed her faint Boston accent until a few weeks ago, after she’d settled into her role as consultant/assistant/spy. It was an old accent, probably left over from her childhood, and it only came out to play when she was pissed—like now.

      “Did I?”

      “You brought us all the way out here for a”—she hooked her fingers into air quotes—“‘vacation,’ and then you’re never around?”

      I side-eyed her and took another swig of beer. “You know, most folks would appreciate a week in the Hamptons.”

      “You might have Shukra fooled, but not me.”

      Cat was as sharp as her claws. She’d also spent three months watching me from the top shelf in my office, hidden inside her four-legged housecat alter ego as she learned everything she could about me before deciding to reveal herself as a person and save my ass from some priests in the process. Not even Shu had spent that long in my presence, and Shu and I were soul-bound.

      “Where is Shu?”

      “In the hotel casino. Don’t change the subject.”

      Shukra in a casino? Odds were she wasn’t playing fair.

      Another swig of beer. I turned my head and looked at Cat, and I mean really looked. She had on tight khakis and a loose-fitting sleeveless v-neck top, revealing the type of toned physique the shopping channels employed to sell the latest fad in get-fit-quick equipment. I’d seen her in action, and those muscles weren’t for show. I suspected she kept her black hair cropped short purely to reduce the chances of an opponent grabbing it in a fight. When attacked, she fought back quick and dirty, and did so with vicious efficiency. She was a killer; Bastet had trained her that way.

      “Is that a hickey?” she asked. In the low light, I could just make out where Cat’s gaze had landed, and with it came the memory of Bethany-Jane, the woman who’d finished her bar shift a few hours ago and whose apartment I’d left right before taking up my quiet spot on the beach.

      My lips twitched around a smile. “Like I said, vacation.”

      “What are you, eighteen?” Oh, disgust. She didn’t approve of my choices, which was why my new favorite pastime was rubbing her nose in them.

      “There’s nothing wrong with two consenting adults enjoying themselves. You should try it sometime, or do you prefer shaking your tail at the local tom cats?”

      She barely reacted. My feline quips never got a rise out of her, but that didn’t stop me from trying.

      “Do you know what Ammit gave me for my eighteenth birthday?” I asked.

      She raised her brow at the mention of my surrogate mother, the pantheon’s bogeyman—or should that be bogeywoman? Technically, Ammit had been more crocodile than person.

      “I don’t think I want to know.”

      “She gave me Rameses’s daughter. Do you know the name Rameses?”

      “There were a few pharaohs by that name,” she replied decisively. I wasn’t sure how much she knew about the old ways, but I could assume her queen, Bastet, had taught her the basics.

      “This was the third one. He had twelve bastard children that the pantheon knew of. Not the kindest of pharaohs, but few were. I doubt he noticed the girl was gone.” I drew in a deep breath, bringing with it the briny taste of ocean air and damp sand. “She died of a snake bite. After her soul arrived in Duat, Ammit made her flesh for fourteen nights and bound her to my service. My mother expected me to use her as a slave in every way. The girl…she was terrified.”

      Cat’s eyes widened. She didn’t like the way this story was going. Her mind was already concocting the awful deeds I’d probably committed. She’d seen me lose control. She knew just a fraction of what I was capable of. She might have even heard of my underworld crimes.

      “I showed her the River of Souls, the Halls. In the waning light, the mer, the place of ascension—you’d know them as pyramids—shine as though they’re lit from inside. I took her to the weighing chamber and guided her through Duat, the underworld city in its terrible glory. We walked in the gardens of Ah-dam. She picked a date from the tree of life. Osiris’s tree, of course. He would’ve whipped me raw had he known I was trespassing.” I upended the beer bottle and drank down the remnants. “Her name was Aneksi.”

      “A lovely name.”

      It was. I remembered how it had sounded as I whispered it against Aneksi’s lips. “It means: belonging to me. Ammit probably thought she was fulfilling the girl’s fate by cursing her into my service.”

      After a few moments filled with the sound of the waves and little else, Cat asked, “What happened?”

      “Why should anything have happened?” I asked, bowing my head to hide my smirk. Cat was intrigued—curious, some might say. I had a whole bunch of curious cat quips I’d been waiting to dust off.

      She frowned. “You said Ammit only gave her to you for fourteen nights? What happened after that?”

      “It was a long time ago…”

      She shifted closer. “You don’t remember?”

      “Oh, I remember.” I dragged a hand across my chin and scratched at my bristly cheek. Aneksi happened so long ago that it might as well have been a myth for all it meant to me today, and yet a little something fluttered inside. A tiny stutter of emotion left over from another time, another place, another me. “Eighteen and presiding over the Halls of Judgment alongside Ammit, I was an epic asshole.”

      I waited for Cat to say I hadn’t changed and then remembered she wasn’t Shu. Her green eyes searched my face, and the sadness in them told me she’d already jumped to the end and guessed the outcome. That was the problem with immortality: the past was paved with the dead of those I’d cared for.

      “I didn’t know it at the time, but Aneksi was my first naïve and foolish love.” Love, what a joke of a chemical reaction that was. “I devoured her soul.”

      Cat recoiled, knowing what that meant. I hadn’t just killed Aneksi; I’d destroyed her and any chance she’d had at paradise in the afterlife or reincarnation. Souls are eternal, as long as they avoid soul eaters.

      “Why?” Cat whispered.

      “After our fourteen nights, Ammit summoned her soul to the Hall of Judgment. Anubis, curious son of a jackal that he is, was there. Half of Duat had gathered, so intrigued were they by the soul who’d captured a soul eater’s attention. In Osiris’s absence, and after I’d refused to, Ammit weighed her soul.”

      By the gods, why was I dragging this up? This had started as a way to unsettle Cat, but I’d fallen into my own trap. This was what happened when I indulged in too much alone time. My little smile had long since died out, and I struggled to keep the corners of my lips from turning down. “When Aneksi was sixteen, she was attacked on the Waset streets, robbed and beaten. Her life might have ended right there, but she was a brave girl. With the bone knife she carried, she fought the thief off. Had she run, she would’ve lived and her soul would’ve been lighter for it. But she didn’t run. She cut her attacker’s throat and stabbed him in the chest eight times.”

      “You knew?”

      “She confessed to her sin and begged me to keep her from the weighing chamber.”

      “Ace, I—” Cat’s voice caught.

      I waved her concern away. “This was forever ago. I barely recognize it as my story.” I swung my legs off the lounger and leaned forward, facing Cat’s shining eyes. “Aneksi was already mine. Ammit had seen to that. I devoured her because it had to happen. She stood in front of the crowd, her head up, her shoulders back, and she looked her fate and me in the eyes. She had a warrior’s soul.”

      “I…” She licked her lips and tried again. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “You remind me of her.” I gestured roughly in her direction. “Not the face, but the spirit. In the same situation, you would’ve cut the guy in two.”

      She blinked, her lips slightly parted and her expression the most confused I’d seen it. “Is my soul damned?”

      I smiled, enjoying her fumbling for a response. I could let her sweat, another me might have, but lately, I’d been trying good on for size. “I’ve seen your soul—briefly,” I added after her whole body had tensed to either attack or defend. “I’ve also seen you kill, but you did so for the right reasons. What I saw in you was light. You’re a good person beneath all the homicidal tendencies. You’ve struggled with your moral compass in the past, but it’s steered you right so far.”

      “I…you saw all that?” She laughed a little, awkward laugh.

      I’d thrown her off her stride. I’d have to remember that and try it again. We had a few days left in our vacation. I could fill it with making the warrior cat squirm, especially if she insisted on tracking me down and crashing my alone time.

      “Yah know…” She looked out at the ocean, throwing her face into profile. “I think the housekeepers are trying to summon a demon. I’m pretty sure I heard chanting coming from the room next door last night.”

      Changing the subject. I’d shaken her all right, and considering the weird little ache inside, I’d unsettled part of myself too. When too many memories vie for attention they each stirred the other, lifting old emotions to the surface.

      “They can go right ahead.” I scooped up my empty beer bottle, got to my feet, and started back up the beach. “I’m not on the job. Unless locusts start raining from the sky or some asshole parts the Atlantic, I couldn’t care less.”

      “Ace…”

      I stopped and glanced back. She was still sitting on the lounger, looking at me like I was the mystery here, not her reasons for sticking closer than my shadow.

      “Are we hiding? This place, this vacation…in six months you never once took a day off.”

      “Enjoy your vacation.” While you can.

      I saluted her with the empty bottle and trudged up the beach. Like I’d said, Cat was sharp, and absolutely right. I may have neglected to mention the warning I’d received from a few underworld contacts. Anubis had waited long enough for me to come to him. His jackals were on the offensive, and I was hiding under a resort–shaped rock until I figured out how to survive the God of the Damned and the shitstorm he was stirring in the underworld. Add to that my newfound notoriety as the godkiller, and suddenly the pantheon’s spotlight was on me.

      “Did you feel that?” Cat’s concerned tone halted my steps.

      The breeze continued to toss the bar sounds of laughter and chinking glasses around the beach, but I couldn’t feel much of anything beyond a mild sense of contentment brought on by the beer and Bethany-Jane’s company.

      “I swear, I—”

      A tremble rumbled beneath my boots. Cat shot to her feet and looked down at the sand.

      “Earthquake?” she asked, looking to me for answers.

      It wasn’t an earthquake. I scanned the length of the beach. Stark white loungers tracked left and right. Lights from the hotels and beachfront homes illuminated the sand, stretching long shadow-fingers toward the surf.

      The sand shifted around my boots, sucking me down an inch.

      I bolted for Cat. “Get off the sand!”

      Her eyes widened, and she looked down. All around her, the sand rippled. She lifted a foot. “What the—”

      I caught her by the arm and yanked her onto the lounger behind me. The damn thing rocked, threatening to topple us over. Cat bumped against my shoulder, knocking me sideways. I gave her a shove, trying to maintain some balance, but the seat rocked the other way and tipped like a boat. Cat dropped a foot onto the sand. A fleshy, wrinkled tentacle shot out whip-quick, snagged her ankle, and yanked. She staggered, teetering on the edge of the warped lounger.

      “Hold on!” I hooked an arm around her waist and pivoted, pulling her back.

      The tentacle knotted tighter, its thick skin creaking.

      Magic burned the air—a quick blast I recognized as Cat’s. She twisted and her claws, as sharp and precise as daggers, caught the light.

      Too late I realized her plan. “Don’t!”

      She sliced through the tentacle, cutting clean through it, and then kicked the flaccid appendage off her shoe.

      “What the hell was that?” Cat panted.

      “A vurk, and you just pissed it off.”

      “What’s a vurk?”

      A mound of sand swelled a few feet away, rising up and towering over us. Sand poured down the vast worm-like body.

      It opened its massive circular mouth and loosed a thunderous roar, flinging out countless wriggling tentacles from deep inside its cavernous throat.

      So much for paradise. “Run!”
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