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      The Conduit series is set in a secondary world that shares many common traits with our own. The divergences in language, governing bodies and countries, technology, and geography are all intentional choices by the author.

      

      Content of Note: Adult 18+ violence (on the page), explicit language, kidnapping, imprisonment, sex and sexual situations (on the page), attempted incest (recounted, not children, one unwitting partner), eventual why choose (MFMM; half-brothers but no MM).
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      Warp is the third book in the Conduit series, which is set in the same universe as the Mirth duology. While it is not necessary to read all the series, in order to avoid spoilers the ideal reading order of the Conduit World is as follows:

      
        
          	
        Awry (Conduit 1)
      

      	
        Grand Romantic Delusions and the Madness of Mirth, Part 1
      

      	
        Grand Romantic Delusions and the Madness of Mirth, Part 2
      

      	
        Snag (Conduit 2)
      

      	
        Warp (Conduit 3)
      

      

      

      

      (Chronologically, Snag comes before Mirth Part 1 in the series timeline, as does part of Warp.)

      

      Adult 18+. Specific content of note and a list of tropes can be found on MCD’s website: www.madebymeghan.ca/warp
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        So thankful that you’re my anchor. In every lifetime.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Ignoring the near-frantic promptings of the universe, I’ve allowed the person who was meant to be soul bound to me to drive me — quite literally — into a trap. Though I want to believe there’s the slightest of possibilities that he didn’t know who has ultimately set that trap. That he didn’t know he’s once again trading my life for the safety of his siblings.

      Because who would be capable of containing the Conduit?

      But even though I’ve died to protect Presh from her fate and would be willing to do so again, I’m not prepared to face the entity at the center of the worst trauma I’ve ever experienced. A trauma that reshaped the course of my childhood, that left me adrift in a world that only ever loved or feared me for my potential.

      Then the last of my aunt’s secrets unfold — all the choices she made decades before I was even born, all the fixes she tried to apply far too late. I unravel my past down to its rotten core. Yet I have no idea how to start weaving it all back together.

      I know now I will never be the person, the power, I was meant to be. That I’ll never regain everything I’ve lost. But in the end, I can refuse to have anything more taken from me. Even if I need to defy the universe to do it.
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      ZAYA

      

      A boom followed by a blast of energy reverberates through the parking lot, yanking my attention away from the half-dead dire awry on the ground at my feet.

      I straighten, pivoting in the direction of the blast. Beside me, Reck bows his body over Presh. And Bellamy. Inadvertently, I assume, due to the younger awry hovering over her newly discovered half-sister. The residual of that energy churns through dust and loose gravel across the cracked pavement of the small parking area next to the outpost in the middle of the barrens, ruffling Presh’s pastel-rainbow-colored hair and the lapel of Reck’s black suit jacket. It doesn’t touch me or Muta — presently sunbathing in his bushmaster form on the blood-spattered pavement — at all.

      Essence, then.

      Not just random energy.

      And likely malignant. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have noticed it.

      While we’ve been distracted with saving the dire awry, Bellamy, storm clouds have gathered on the western horizon. Well, not so much saving Bellamy as Presh healing her, maybe even realigning her half-sister’s life force. The storm is at least twenty minutes away by car, at best estimate. I can actually see rain streaking down from the now-darkened sky.

      The unnaturally dark sky. Given the bright sunshine we’re standing within.

      Clad only in sweatpants, his dark-gray hair falling over his eyes, DeVille stumbles a few feet away from Reck’s black SUV, his gaze also fixed to the stormy horizon. All the doors of that hulking vehicle hang open behind him. The seventeen-year-old has barely recovered from transforming into his beast — a sabertooth tiger — for the first time.

      The Authority-issued nature of the SUV — with all the protection that implies, both mechanical and essence-based — is about to be seriously tested.

      I know that fact without any prompting from the universe. I knew it in some form the moment I defied the universe and climbed into that vehicle with Reck not even two hours ago. But now I’m not at all certain that those protections will be of any benefit to me. The opposite, in fact.

      On the far side of the parking area, the bodies of the two other Authority agents — the shifter Shaw and the mage Wilson — lie inert on the cracked pavement. The blood-spattered pavement. Mostly due to the aforementioned sabertooth tiger’s mauling of Shaw, but also from the dire awry who stupidly insists on flinging her blood around to fuel her spells.

      Well, more like her curses, though Bellamy does have an annoyingly robust essence-wielding skillset. Too bad it comes with a side of homicidal mania and a seriously fucked-up moral compass. I doubt her long-lost possible twin, Reck, will ever forgive her for pretending to be me while trying to goad him into fucking her.

      Nothing else moves on the horizon.

      No one leaps through another invisible barrier to attack us.

      But I already know, don’t I?

      I know there’s something coming that the universe doesn’t want me anywhere near.

      A whisper flits across my mind. A telepathic call … a plea? I try to open myself to it, to loosen all the natural defenses built around my mind, because I think it might be —

      Miles away, a bolt of pure energy streaks skyward from the ground into those dense, rain-filled clouds. A projectile weapon of some sort, but clearly essence enhanced. Targeted on … what? Or who?

      My stomach bottoms out. I strain to hear that telepathic whisper, that voice, again. Because I know … even though the connection between us is thread thin … I know that voice. It’s anchored within me.

      “Fuck!” Reck shouts, grabbing Presh’s shoulders and hauling her to her feet.

      “What?!” the young awry cries. “What is going on?”

      That bolt of energy hits something rapidly heading our way while hidden within the storm, exploding and lighting up those dark clouds from within.

      It takes a moment for the boom to reach us a second time, right before more residual energy floods through the barren landscape. It resonates across the parking lot and around my legs. Around us.

      At the same time that residual hits, I also watch a massive wingless creature with a long serpentine body fall through those same storm clouds.

      A celestial dragon. Limp bodied and plummeting unimpeded to the earth.

      “Zaya!” Reck shouts, half-dragging Presh to the SUV. “Move your fucking ass!”

      “What is that?!” Precious struggles to free herself from Reck. Or to at least look past him. She’s so much smaller than her eldest brother that her view of the skyline is blocked by his body. “Is that …? No! Is that Rath?!”

      As I watch, oddly stuck in the moment, a large flying creature — a bronze gryphon with golden-tipped wings — streaks through the sky in a sharp dive, trying to reach the falling dragon before he hits —

      The dragon — Rath — impacts the ground so hard that a plume of dirt and dust rises, visible even from miles away. It takes another moment for the echoed crash of that landing to audibly reach us.

      The gryphon’s golden-threaded wings snap out, talons raked downward to land by the dragon’s crash site. Not that my eyes are keen enough to see anything at ground level.

      Another of those energy bolts discharges, angled lower across the ground now. The shooter has clearly repositioned. A mage, maybe? But I’ve never seen that sort of firepower in action before.

      The gryphon — Rought — veers away from the projectile aimed his way, but he still gets clipped hard enough to be driven into a spiral fall. Then he too crashes to the ground.

      That voice whispers across my mind again, then snuffs out.

      “Zaya?!” Presh cries.

      I can’t tear my gaze away from the horizon. From where the storm is now rapidly clearing, sunlight and light-blue sky filtering through the clouds as they lighten. Because the celestial dragon has been —

      I press my hand to my chest, forcing myself to focus on the now, on what I know. I can feel the thread knotted into my rib cage over my heart, the soul bond that connects me to Rought. It’s steady, though quiet.

      Rought was the source of the telepathic whisper that brushed my mind. But either I was too far away, or touching me telepathically is still complicated despite our soul bond. Not only because my essence is naturally resistant, protective, but also my bond with Rought, and with the gryphon, is newly anchored.

      But I’m not bonded to Rath. So I have no idea if —

      “Please, please,” Presh sobs, confused more than terrified, as she tries to look around Reck’s shoulders. He’s struggling to load her into the SUV without actually hurting her.

      DeVille is still standing a few feet away, staring in disbelief at the horizon with his hand forgotten on his head, as if he’s brushed back his hair to clear his sightline and just left it there.

      “They’re not dead,” Reck shouts at Presh, trying and failing to moderate his tone. “But we have to fucking move because whoever took them out of play did so to stop them from reaching us.”

      At my feet, Bellamy rolls over on her side with a groan. “He’s right,” she rasps. Her naturally dark-olive skin is pale, her lips thin and blue-hued, features hollow.

      Being reborn, even if Bellamy wasn’t all the way dead — or perhaps I held her on the edge of that death — seriously fucks with your entire system.

      I know.

      I do it often enough.

      “The Authority asshole is right,” the dire awry mutters, meaning Reck. “You have to run. You should have run ten minutes ago.”

      “I never get to run,” I say, repeating my words of just a few moments before. As a reminder to myself, again.

      Also, I can’t run. Not even if the universe starts tugging me away.

      Because I’m not the only target just standing out in the wide, wild open, watching two extremely powerful shifters get taken down. Possibly even two demigods, at least as far as I’ve figured out.

      Presh has no offensive capabilities. I’m not certain she could manage a shield or barrier spell even if I had taught her one. Not with her slowly awakening healing-focused abilities. DeVille is still shaky on his feet from his first transformation. He’ll heal faster now. But whatever enhancements his beast will lend his human form, he’s months, even years, away from learning how to purposefully harness any of them.

      And there’s no guarantee that Bellamy will fight for us, even if she weren’t currently half-dead and not using her power properly to begin with.

      Reck is unarguably powerful. But he’s only one person against whoever just took both his half-brothers out of play, if only for the few moments it will take for that assailant to focus on us. Plus, the cu-sith Reck holds at bay only skin deep is … unpredictable, at best. I don’t even need to meet his beast a second time to know that.

      I’m not certain the cu-sith’s energy can be directed. I’m not certain his bark — a literal death sentence — can be targeted away from Presh and DeVille. And whatever Reck can harness of that voice while in human form seems inadvertently done. Though his earlier command to ‘stop’ during the skirmish with his Authority agents didn’t touch me, it affected everyone else.

      A twist of energy close by draws my attention away from scanning the horizon. Despite Presh’s cries and Reck’s demands, my eyes have been riveted to the skyline. With my heart thumping in my chest and all these thoughts tumbling around in my head, I need a glimpse of wings. Just a glimpse. So I can move on from this moment.

      Hovering over Agent Wilson’s prone body to my far left, that pulse of power tightens, resolving into a swirling shadow of blackened molten energy about the size of a fist. As if someone has punched through the fabric of existence.

      No, not a shadow. A sucking, writhing void.

      Wilson’s body is still situated within the perimeter of the essence barrier the mage previously erected to hide herself and Shaw, then drained of energy in an attempt to capture us. The shadow void continues to writhe, seething and sparking, about five feet above her shoulder blades. Her face is twisted away from me, staring sightlessly at the once-again cloudless horizon. Her life force snuffed out by Reck’s hands, her superior in the Authority, while in the middle of begging for amnesty and without answering any of my questions.

      Not that I had voiced any questions at the time.

      Still, Reck’s actions might have seemed unpredictable in the moment, but I don’t doubt each move he makes is thoroughly calculated. He’s as untrustworthy as his two dead agents — and even more so than the cu-sith with whom he shares a soul. Except for the fierce loyalty he shows when it comes to his youngest sibling, Presh.

      Someone knew that Rought and Rath were heading toward us, chasing after us.

      Someone knew what it would take to neutralize a celestial dragon and a gryphon, even if only to bring them to ground but not mortally wound them.

      That someone will also be ready for the cu-sith, unpredictable or not.

      And me?

      The universe doesn’t want me here, in this moment, at all.

      The shadow churns, widening. It stretches, energy writhing and snapping.

      Reck gives up being gentle, bodily shoving Presh into the back passenger seat. He darts forward to grab DeVille by the arm, dragging him back to the SUV. “Get the fuck inside with Presh. The SUV has protections against —”

      I lose the rest of his words as the shadow energy yawns wide open. The invisible edges of that energy press against me, momentarily dampening my senses as the core expands into a seething maw of twisted power. It’s about the width and height of a double-wide doorway, but with rounded edges.

      A portal.

      I’ve never seen or sensed the like.

      A few of my awry ancestors could create and pass through essence-anchored doorways, as can at least one of my living relatives. Usually over short, line-of-sight distances, or to previously marked or established locations. But when those portals were open or connected together, I could see through them to the anchor point.

      This portal is a whirling vortex of malignantly tainted energy. My eyes, my head, ache just looking at it.

      As if it’s simply wrong, foreign. Not natural to this world.

      “Oh, fuck,” Bellamy whimpers. Then she claps her hand over her mouth as if to swallow any further fear. As if fear isn’t something she can indulge in. Maybe ever. Or maybe not when faced with whatever is about to step through that portal.

      Even I’m silently terrified.

      Not enough to run, though.

      Bellamy presses up onto her hands and knees, then settles back on her heels, clearly winded by even that small adjustment.

      “This was all a fucking trap?” Reck snarls at his newly discovered sister as he shoves DeVille into the SUV. The younger shifter doesn’t appear to be fighting him. “Or are we just bait to draw him here?”

      “Can you say no to him?” Bellamy asks, weary. But she’s resolute as she slowly gains her footing to stand beside me.

      Ignoring their squabbling, I beckon for Muta. The bushmaster has already anticipated me. In an invisible snap of energy, the death god trapped in the body of a snake disappears from where he was sunning himself, only to reappear settled around my shoulders.

      Two berserkers in full transformation step through the portal, each easily seven feet tall in their half-human, half-beast forms, covered in patchy fur and with jagged fangs and sickle claws. Practically immortal, invulnerable to steel and fire — but utterly unhinged, even deranged. Berserkers are shifters who have been twisted by the consumption of human flesh. Most packs put them down. They’re usually utterly rabid and a danger to everyone, even their packmates.

      The last berserker I came face-to-face with was something else, though. Something other, something more. Breaker. He could talk, even reason.

      Presh implied that Bellamy had a hand in creating the berserkers with that ‘something more,’ but I hadn’t gotten any details about the how from the source herself. Except I’m fairly certain that corrupted evolution is tied to drinking the blood of one of the awry. Or more specifically, consuming the essence intrinsic to the blood of an awry such as Bellamy.

      The two berserkers have what looks like essence-plated armor strapped across their chests and necks, compensating for what little vulnerability they have. Snarling, they both bite at the air as if reacting to the malignant essence that fueled their transportation. But they don’t lunge for us. They don’t attack. Instead, they step to either side like proper bodyguards capable of following commands, clearing the way for the next two, then the next two berserkers to emerge from the portal.

      The six berserkers stand arrayed across from us, shuffling and snarling — all completely uncharacteristically. Whether solo or as a group, berserkers do not play nice with other berserkers. But these ones simply wait, eyeing us but not outright attacking even though they clearly want to.

      Are they … are they being controlled with some sort of psychic leash? I glance at Bellamy, but I can’t feel her exerting any kind of influence on them. She looks as thrown as I am that they aren’t charging across the pavement for us.

      All the hair on the back of my neck prickles. Not only is something very, very off about the nature of the portal and the nature of these berserkers, but the universe — the energy that usually offers me anywhere from little presses of intent to full-on dragging me where it wills — hasn’t chimed in with an opinion about any of it.

      I actually haven’t sensed the universe’s presence since the final time it half-heartedly tried to move me away from Reck. Though it felt as though it spoke through me when directing Presh about her essence-wielding, indicating that she needed to remove Bellamy’s damaged life force, her essence, to begin healing her.

      Managing to surprise me, Bellamy steps slightly in front of me. As if to shield me. With her hands spread to the sides but held low — placating rather than overtly casting — her attention is riveted to the berserkers. Not that an awry of her power needs her hands to cast essence. Or at least she wouldn’t if Bellamy channeled her power properly instead of insisting on cutting herself or others to harvest life force.

      Apparently that’s still bothering me.

      I press my hand to Bellamy’s shoulder, guiding her back with me as I cross toward Reck and the SUV. The berserkers track our movement but still don’t attack. The two teenagers are pressed together in the back seat of the vehicle. DeVille crowds against Presh, leaving her with barely enough room to peek over his shoulder with wide, dark-purple eyes.

      Reck has pulled his essence-imbued tasers, one in each hand. “No, Zaya,” he says without looking away from the portal and the berserkers. “I’m not taking the traitor with us.”

      “Fuck you, asshole,” Bellamy snarls. “I fucking risked everything to save —”

      “Yourself,” Reck snaps.

      “I can kill them, you limp-prick asshole,” Bellamy mutters. “I fucking made them. Those little zappers are useless, and you fucking know it.”

      “Get in the SUV, Zaya,” Reck says, ignoring the dire awry, though he does drop the tasers into his pockets to free up his hands. His Authority-issued suit must be imbued with some type of expandable charm, because his pockets still appear empty on the outside.

      “So they can chase us?” Bellamy says mockingly. “Run us off the road and risk baby sister?”

      “I’ll take care of it,” I say mildly.

      Oddly, Reck flinches. “You don’t know who’s about to walk through that fucking portal, Zaya.”

      “I have a pretty good idea, actually.”

      “That’s not enough,” Reck snarls. “He’s already playing games, making us wait while he lines up his toy berserkers.”

      “Holding open a portal takes a fuck-load of power. Even for him. And concentration,” Bellamy says, side-eyeing me, then swallowing. “Add in the six unhinged assholes he’s let out of their cages but has otherwise somehow leashed, whether you can see it or not —”

      Reck snorts belligerently. “There’s nothing you can say that will convince me you’re not part of this.”

      “I am,” Bellamy says agreeably. “But that doesn’t mean I don’t have my own agenda. Especially since Zaya —”

      The energy of the portal condenses for a tense moment. The six berserkers go utterly and creepily still, but nothing else shifts within or through the portal’s depths.

      “Or maybe he’s taking care of the dragon and the gryphon first … and …” Bellamy starts patting herself, arms then pockets, not finishing her earlier thought. “Where the fuck is my knife?”

      At the mention of my two other soul-bound mates, I take a moment to look at Reck. Really look at him. He’s gorgeous, even with that sneer permanently etched across his face. Dark-olive skin, dark-brown hair, sharp featured. Full lips.

      “What?” he snaps.

      “I’m going to my death,” I say mildly.

      He blinks, half turning to me and slightly disconcerted.

      “The universe didn’t want me with you at all,” I say. “From the moment you pulled up at the Outcast pack house. And outright defying the universe usually has deadly ramifications, most specifically for me.”

      “What?!” Reck practically shouts. “What the fuck, Zaya! Why did you —”

      “I probably won’t remember any of this the next time we see each other. I won’t remember you.” My chest tightens painfully, right over my heart, making my next words on the edge of breathless. “I might not … I’m not certain the soul bonds outlast my death. In theory, they should. But I’ve already lost Rought once, lost all three of my soul-bound mates once. And if I die, I might never find them again. You again.”

      “This … isn’t fucking funny, Zaya.” Reck clenches his teeth, tension etching through his jaw and neck. He grinds through his next words. “I’m not playing this fucking game.”

      “All I’m saying is …” I falter for a moment as the energy from the portal shifts again. Perhaps as the anticipated arrival steps into it. That seething power skitters over me, intense and … so wrong. Just wrong, wrong. Muta cinches around my neck, keeping me anchored in the now.

      I look back at Reck, urgency and an odd fear threading through me. A soul-wrenching anticipation that I’ve never felt before.

      At least … not as an adult.

      “I’d kiss me now,” I say, stopping myself halfway through reaching for Reck, my hand hovering between us. “We might never get another chance to say goodbye properly.”

      Bellamy mutters under her breath. But the dire awry is gathering her own power, seemingly ignoring us, not offering an opinion.

      Reck’s eyes widen, flicking to the portal, then across the berserkers lined up to guard it, then back to me. He blinks, taking in my features.

      I watch as understanding, then terror fills his expression.

      “Zaya … no …” he whispers.

      The energy of the portal abruptly condenses, then snaps out into the parking lot.

      A figure steps through that shadowed maw of churning energy. Despite the size of the portal, and even with the berserkers stepping through unhindered, the newcomer is so tall he’s forced to bend forward to make the passage.

      A massive booted foot hits the pavement. Energy crackles outward from the footfall.

      Regret aches through me as I turn away from the shifter who was supposed to be mine. Our souls tied together by the universe itself, then sundered by some yet-unknown means. “In the next life,” I murmur. “Maybe.”

      Reck curls his hand around my bicep as if he has any ability to hold me back. Or even shield me.

      He doesn’t.

      The newcomer clears the portal with a second step, straightening. He’s easily over seven and a half feet tall, dressed in the leathers of the Cataclysm MC — his motorcycle club, his pack. I can see traces of the genetics he’s bequeathed to his children in his features. Dark-olive skin, dark-brown hair graying at the temples, similar striking facial features.

      But his energy is … wrong … as wrong as the portal whirling wide behind him.

      A weird tension shifts through the berserker ranks.

      Fear.

      That realization reverberates through me, my own disconcertion pumping through my system. This feeling is … this feeling is somehow, impossibly so, the antithesis of a knowing. The opposite of fate. The opposition of life but without the clarity and finality of death.

      I blink, and the Cataclysm’s visage morphs, as if I’m glimpsing his real face for a moment.

      He’s not human.

      He’s not wholly a shifter either.

      Perhaps he’s more. Because he was once bonded to my aunt, the Conduit? But the Outcast didn’t feel this way …

      I’ve also seen him before.

      I never would have recognized him. Not in any photograph, at least. I hadn’t, in fact, in the three-decade-old photo of my aunt with her three soul-bound mates.

      But I know. Face-to-face.

      I know who he is. To me.

      He smiles, sharp and utterly vicious, locking his red-rimmed eyes on me — no white at all visible around his almost-black irises.

      “Little Zaya,” he croons with deadly intent. The soft southern tint to his accent is at complete odds with his malevolent energy. “I’ve missed you, darling girl.”

      Remembered terror skitters up my spine, locking my limbs in place. Muta rears up on my shoulder, restricting my already shallow breathing in a chokehold.

      Because the aspect of a death god trapped in the body of a bushmaster knows this adversary as well. Has almost died when faced with this creature, when trying to protect me from this creature.

      Reck’s hand tightens on my arm bruisingly. “This wasn’t the deal,” he snarls at his utter terror of a father.

      The Cataclysm’s attention flicks to his eldest son, sneering at him, then takes in Bellamy and the teens in the SUV with that same derision. He eyes Shaw’s and Wilson’s bodies with disinterest.

      He shrugs, grinning as if it’s charm he wields rather than a power that’s … it’s …

      It’s the antithesis of essence, I realize. Like some kind of otherworldly antimatter.

      “It’s all the same deal,” the Cataclysm says.

      Reck opens his mouth as if to retort or negotiate.

      “You killed my mother,” I say first.

      Though my insides are still frozen in remembered terror, my voice is steady, certain.

      Everyone goes still around me, including the berserkers.

      Even at nine years old, I knew I had to box away the memories threatening to unfold before me now. Now when it really isn’t the proper moment to recall my mother sending Muta to me, of her having my father’s combat mage — Tau — seal us within an armoire with only a keyhole to peer through.

      Not the time to remember watching as my mother fought against a foe so much larger than her, bringing him to his knees, but then …

      She knew she was going to die, had foreseen it. Yet she still stood between me and him.

      No one stands between us now. No one can stand between us. Not without me losing more people I love.

      The Cataclysm splays his hands, conciliatory yet utterly mocking. His long fingers are claw tipped, the nail beds blackened. “An unfortunate accident. Certainly not my intent.” He takes a step forward, head lowering, gaze riveted on me. Nothing human in his face or gestures now. “But it drew me to you, and for that I’m … thankful.”

      His words are in complete contrast with his mannerisms.

      “What the fuck, Zaya?” Reck mutters, thrown yet still vicious. “Your mother?” He sucks in a harsh breath. “But … if you … if he —”

      “Yes, son of mine,” the Cataclysm says, still pretending at being a person. “It was such a thrill when you told me of your beloved Zaya … of your soul-bound mate … and how your and your brothers’ places were at her side. My little Zaya. I’d been looking for you.”

      “Ever since you killed my mother,” I say, still quiet but not at all shaky. The remembered terror is slowly distilling through my bloodstream.

      Though his grip on my arm is harsh, Reck sways on his feet as if he’s pieced something life altering together. Something of our shared past has just clicked together for him?

      The Cataclysm bares his teeth in a mockery of a smile, showing off elongated canines. His red-hued eyes are fixed on Reck, almost greedily. “What did you say to me? Oh, yes. ‘You can’t touch us anymore.’ And then you tried to hide behind Disa when I called you on your bluff.” He laughs gratingly.

      Tainted energy skitters over me, roiling through my stomach so harshly that I actually struggle to not outwardly react.

      “It should … have … I didn’t … know …” Reck stutters, squeezing his eyes shut, then sighing in realization. “You were Disa’s rejected soul-bound mate.”

      “Disa was nothing,” the Cataclysm spits viciously. “A vessel. A simple, broken, and badly-pieced-back-together shell. It’s the Conduit that matters. The Conduit that you’ve failed, twice now, to protect. Such potential you had with that magnificent beast. Yet you went totally fucking pathetic, panting after a violet-eyed girl whose destiny was to be the epicenter of the fucking universe. With or without you to anchor her.” His attention and vicious grin shifts to me. “This universe, at least.”

      The berserkers stiffen like dogs picking up a whistle — a command — at a frequency the rest of us can’t hear. Energy shifts through their ranks. They quiver with it, salivate with it.

      The time for revelations and reflections has passed.

      “Kill them all,” the Cataclysm says. “They’ve become more annoying than worthy. Except for the youngest. My other precious girl will come home with us, Zaya. That will make you happy, won’t it, darling?”

      I raise my hands, reaching for the threads of fate interwoven all around me, around us.

      Reck loses his hold on my arm, either by choice or because he can’t hold me while I wield the power bequeathed to me by my aunt’s death. The power of the Conduit. The power, as is becoming clear, that the Cataclysm is willing to murder his own children to obtain, even if he can’t wield it directly.

      All six berserkers lunge across the parking lot toward us. The Cataclysm smirks knowingly. At me.

      A grid of all our fates, all of our life force, snaps out before and around me in a web of multicolored threads, intertwined and tangled.

      Bellamy releases all the power she’s been building — without actually cutting herself. So she can listen and learn. It explodes in a roughly hewn, powerful but unfocused push.

      That push catches all six berserkers, throwing them backward in a wide arc. Two of them slam into Bellamy’s sedan, shoving it all the way back into the small outpost building and crushing the car. Two berserkers tumble out of the parking lot and into the arid landscape beyond.

      Moving impossibly fast for his size, the Cataclysm steps to the side to avoid getting hit by two more flying bodies. Those berserkers tumble through the open portal behind him.

      They scream in agony as they pass through … or perhaps as they completely dissolve into that gaping maw of foreign energy.

      Unfortunately, Bellamy’s wild casting also catches Reck, shoving him as he scrambles to stay upright a few feet away from the SUV.

      The SUV rocks, skidding sideways behind us.

      Bellamy drops to the pavement, clearly unconscious. Possibly dead.

      I don’t have time to check. Because while her push hasn’t touched me, it also hasn’t touched the Cataclysm. Though he looks amused by the attempt.

      The four remaining berserkers stumble upright onto their clawed feet. The two nearest Reck target him while the other two lower their heads to charge toward me.

      I gather the thickest ropes of the life force of everyone in the parking lot, holding those lines of energy loosely. Focusing on the berserkers’ threads of fate, I cinch my hands around that energy, pressing my own power to flood through those connections.

      I note, a little detached, as Reck takes on the two other berserkers, continually shifting and spinning to keep the SUV protected at his back. And me, I suppose.

      My hold on the berserkers’ threads firms. I flick all of them at once, as I would a lasso. Not that I’ve ever roped a horse or cattle before. My power thrums through those connections, cinching around the berserkers’ necks — as I’d earlier seen Bellamy’s final thread of fate roped around her own neck, slowly strangling her.

      With that connection firmly forged, I yank all four of the berserkers to their knees. The pavement cracks under each of them.

      I tug on those threads of fate again, toppling the berserkers over. Reclaiming the essence I infused into their threads, I start slowly dragging them by their necks toward me.

      Even without direct guidance from the universe, I’m more steady, more connected to the Conduit power than I have ever been before.

      Because I’ve claimed the intersection point?

      Because of the soul bond with Rought and the gryphon?

      But it still takes a moment for a flicker of disconcertion to cut through my focus.

      I’m holding four ropes.

      I only lassoed four.

      Not five.

      I’m not holding any of the Cataclysm’s threads?

      Reck, bloodied and beaten from holding off two berserkers, lunges toward the nearest one. The half-human, half-beast assailant is still being slowly dragged toward me, writhing on his side and clawing at his throat. As if I’m actually strangling him.

      In an impressive display of strength, Reck literally tears the head off the berserker. The grisly decapitation is the opposite of swift and smooth.

      I stop actively pulling on the ropes of essence I’ve twisted around the other three berserkers. They still thrash and fight against me, but I hold them at bay in order to refocus my attention on the Cataclysm.

      White dress shirt now soaked in dark-red blood and black suit half shredded, Reck stalks toward the next nearest berserker. The cu-sith shifter’s hands are clawed, and his facial features are slightly distended. He’s harnessing his beast without giving up any of the control by fully transforming. Also impressive.

      Gaze riveted to me, the Cataclysm ignores his eldest children, both Reck and Bellamy. The dire awry is still crumpled on the pavement at my feet.

      He’s … proud?

      No. That’s what coveting looks like.

      A thought of the cage Presh saw before she ran from the Cataclysm, before Bellamy possibly helped her escape Federation territory, slips through my mind.

      I shove the thought, the mere flicker of an idea, away.

      No one can cage the Conduit.

      The universe wouldn’t allow it.

      The back passenger door of the SUV slams open behind me. A hushed but intense argument between DeVille and Presh filters through the thick layer of disconnection I’m apparently encased within while fully wielding my power.

      Reck’s focus snaps to the teens. He hesitates only steps away from the second berserker, who’s still fighting my hold. “Get back in the fucking vehicle!”

      The teens, still arguing, ignore him. DeVille jumps out — or is possibly pushed by Presh — and scrambles over to Bellamy, grabbing her by the shoulders. He pauses, crouched beside me.

      Without thinking, and not taking my full attention off the untethered Cataclysm or the lassoed berserkers, I brush my fingers through DeVille’s hair, smoothing it away from his eyes.

      “Keep Presh close,” I murmur, power threading through each word. “Safe passage, Andy DeVille, and all the luck I can bestow.”

      The young shifter shivers under the touch of my essence. It’s possible I’m wielding way too much power to be so casually twisting his fate, his luck. Not responsibly, at least.

      “Go to Presh,” I say, trying to not make it a command that he can’t ignore. “She’ll be okay with you at her side.”

      “Andy!” Presh snaps, half hanging out of the SUV by the proximity of her voice. “Zaya is too busy to baby you!”

      DeVille grumbles under his breath, then visibly shakes himself as if settling his energy, or perhaps resetting his senses. Keeping low, he drags Bellamy back toward the SUV.

      “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me!” Reck snarls, torn between dispatching a second berserker and intervening with the teens rescuing Bellamy.

      The Cataclysm laughs, darkly amused. Then he starts walking toward me, footfalls weighted but steady.

      There is something about the way the Cataclysm walks, the way he moves. As if he’s disconnected from the essence that fuels the —

      “Zaya …” Reck says, suddenly wary.

      I step away from the SUV as DeVille gets the unconscious Bellamy loaded into the back seat with Presh, then climbs in himself.

      Even if I’m not yet certain how to hold him at bay, I close the space between me and the Guerra progenitor to keep him farther away from the teens — and the only readily available means of escape from this fight. The portal cuts us off from the Authority agents’ SUV, and Bellamy’s sedan is crushed beyond use.

      Still holding the three berserkers at bay with their own threads of fate, I reach for the energy that should surround the Cataclysm. I reach for his life force, his destiny.

      My reach stretches out and around, latching onto nothing.

      I blink, trying to refocus my sight, trying to see the grid that I called forth before.

      The Cataclysm continues walking toward me, slowly but deliberately. He crosses right through that grid. Not a single thread of all that energy, of all that essence-fueled life force twined around us, touches him.

      He’s not woven into the fabric of the universe.

      I falter, stumbling over my own feet. That shouldn’t be possible. “You … you’re not …”

      “Zaya?” Reck asks, closer now. Maybe back at the SUV, standing guard over the kids.

      The Cataclysm has no threads.

      The Cataclysm has no life force.

      The Cataclysm has no fate.

      Then he’s towering over me. Almost close enough to touch. “Stop playing with my minions, little Conduit. Be done with it.”

      I should find his use of the word ‘minion’ laughable.

      But I don’t.

      I don’t because he’s an impossibility.

      I don’t because I’m … powerless against him. If I can’t touch his essence, his life force —

      He … he has to be shielding himself somehow. He knew my aunt, intimately. Could he have figured out a way to shield his essence from her and therefore from me?

      But even if that’s the case, even if it’s just a shield or an innate ability I’ve never encountered, never even heard of, I’m just the human vessel for the Conduit power.

      I’m not strong enough to take him in a physical fight.

      I have no weapon that —

      Utter terror streaks through me, clenching around my heart, wiping every thought but one from my mind.

      I’m powerless against him.

      I’m powerless against him.

      I’m powerless against him.

      Muta strikes, shoving off my shoulder so quickly and with such force that I stumble back.

      The bushmaster moves in a blur, fangs already dripping with venom.

      Just as quickly, the Cataclysm catches Muta under his broad, flat head, holding the snake at bay.

      Red-edged eyes fix to mine. The Cataclysm curls his lip in a sneer. Then he deliberately squeezes his hand.

      Muta writhes in his grip, helpless.

      “Stop,” I whisper as energy visibly drains from the death god trapped in the body of a bushmaster. Centuries old, pressed into service by my mother moments before her own death, my lifelong companion is slowly being strangled to death. By an impossibility. “Please. He was only doing his duty, protecting me. I’ll send him away.”

      “Playing with your food is beneath you, Conduit.” The Cataclysm focuses on me with deadly intent. “Show me you’re in control. Show me you can wield the power the universe stripped from your aunt, abandoning her to settle it on you. Be done with it, Zaya.”

      Without looking away from him, from him slowly killing Muta — something I also would have thought impossible, even with Muta only the aspect of a god — I reach for and tear all the threads of fate from the remaining three berserkers, snipping their lives short. Though perhaps only by minutes had Reck continued to make his rounds.

      The berserkers drop limply to the pavement.

      All their unanchored energy rebounds, snapping back to me, lashing against me, against my soul. It hurts. I muffle a scream, swaying on my feet.

      “Zaya!” Presh screams.

      With her sight awakened, the young awry no doubt knows what I’ve done, as well as how it affects me on a soul-deep level. The SUV doors slam, and footfalls scramble behind me, but I don’t look to see who’s running or where.

      “No!” Presh cries again. “Please. I’ll go. I’ll go with him!”

      “Stop!” Reck grunts.

      Muta goes limp, dangling from the Cataclysm’s hold. I have no idea if he’s dead or not. Because I’m already reaching for whatever threads I can still feel, still wield.

      I grab hold of Presh, then DeVille, almost effortlessly. I get more of a sense of Reck than a hold, because we’re still not connected.

      “Please,” I murmur, reaching a shaking hand for Muta and trying to cover what else I’m trying to wield. The others need to leave. I can’t focus for the fear of having them near.

      Smirking, the Cataclysm drops the unmoving bushmaster. I scramble forward to catch him, wrapping my hand around Muta’s body a moment before the Cataclysm snags my wrist.

      His discordant energy streaks up my arm.

      Wrong. Wrong. Wrong.

      My own energy rises, lashing against his, rejecting it on a fundamental level.

      Tension thrums through the Cataclysm. His jaw distends, teeth clenching, grinding.

      We hang suspended like that for a breath, waiting. The Cataclysm holding my wrist, struggling to absorb whatever my essence is doing to repel that touch. Me holding Muta, waiting for the universe to intervene.

      The universe has to step up, step in, right?

      The Cataclysm suddenly yanks me toward him, wrenching my shoulder and sinking his teeth into my neck even as I’m tripping over my own feet.

      I scream. In pain, yes, but also in utter confusion.

      More power, more energy pours out of me, raging against the Cataclysm, against his hold. My body is utterly paralyzed in his bite, his long, sharp teeth buried under my skin. I’m trapped, trapped —

      The Cataclysm pulls from me.

      Not my blood, though I’m sure that’s pouring from the wound as well. He’s drinking, consuming my energy.

      Other shouts rise around us. Muta, who I’ve managed not to drop, tries to rally but is barely able to loop around my wrist. The same wrist that the Cataclysm grips so tightly that I can feel my bones rubbing against each other.

      I can feel Muta’s life force again, as weak as it is. I can touch it.

      Go to Presh, I whisper through those threads, breaking my own unvoiced rule to never manipulate those closest to me, even if I’m doing so out of love. To Presh, Muta, I press. Then I manage to loosen my hold on him just enough to let him drop to the pavement.

      The bushmaster, despite never having obeyed me in all our time together, listens to me now. As he listened to my mother before me when she sent him to me.

      Maybe I’m dying and Muta can sense it. As he knew that my mother was dying. Maybe I’ll be murdered by the same person who took my mother from me, took my childhood. Took the only person, the only parental figure who ever loved me. Me, Zaya. Not just me, the vessel of the Conduit.

      The Cataclysm takes another slow, deep pull of my power.

      Everything goes hazy around me except for Presh screaming and Reck shouting. I hold onto those connections even as I reach, sightlessly reach, for any other thread, anything that I can use to free myself.

      I just need to give Muta time to get to Presh. For them all to get in the SUV. If I don’t have a weapon to wield, I need a distraction.

      “You can’t kill me,” I whisper to the Cataclysm, reminding myself of that fact at the same time. “You can’t cage me.”

      He chuckles, finally withdrawing his teeth from my neck. The wound stings, aches.

      “I will indeed keep you close and will be very careful not to kill you.”

      He runs the flat of his tongue over the bite, sending streaks of pain down my neck and over my shoulder.

      I don’t understand the power he wields. I don’t understand how he connects to the essence that fuels the universe. I can’t see or feel it.

      “You won’t be able to sneak away a second time,” he whispers against my skin. “Conduit.”

      My heart thuds in my chest as the ramifications of that statement slowly penetrate the paralysis that’s flooded my body and mind under his bite.

      He releases me abruptly.

      I fall, seemingly boneless, barely catching myself on my hands before my chin hits the pavement.

      He steps over me, crossing toward the SUV with that slow and steady gait.

      I manage to shift enough to track his movements, narrowing my eyes and desperately trying to see anything I can touch, manipulate. There is something very wrong about how he moves through the world, neither attracting nor repelling energy.

      But I don’t have time to dissect any of it.

      Reck is the only thing standing between his father and Precious. Precious and DeVille. Muta hangs limply across his shoulders, unable to twine even once around his neck. Unable to get to Presh in the SUV.

      I reach for Reck’s threads, finding that I’m still holding fast to the essence I snagged earlier.

      I shove an intent at him.

      Save Precious.

      Gaze still locked to his father, Reck is actually shoved off kilter at my push.

      The Cataclysm pauses, then slowly turns to look back at me. As if he disapproves of my interference.

      I’m using too much power, I think. Even with whatever the Cataclysm somehow managed to drain, even though I still can’t sense any essence from him, stolen or not. But I don’t have time for refinement.

      I send another pulse of intent toward Reck, rash and reckless with it. Save Precious. It’s possible I’m completely fucking with Reck’s mind, with his fate. Except I know this is a choice he would already make.

      A choice he already has made.

      Even if I don’t know all the details of my first death, Reck has already sacrificed me once. Twice, if you count bringing me here into Bellamy’s so-called trap.

      He shudders under my press. As if trying to fight it? Why would he —

      Reck abruptly scrambles for the driver’s-side door, throwing himself into the SUV. I catch Precious’s scream of “No!” before the engine kicks in and Reck yanks the door shut.

      Utterly exhausted but still actively implementing my brilliant distraction plan, I start dragging myself — literally — toward the portal.

      The Cataclysm watches me, not amused anymore.

      Reck hits the accelerator. The SUV fishtails, then shoots forward, almost rolling as it swerves onto the road.

      The Cataclysm doesn’t bother to give chase, though I have no doubt he could catch up to the vehicle. Or maybe he has other roadblocks in place that Reck will have to fight through?

      I make it onto my hands and knees.

      The Cataclysm sighs as if the weight of the world rests on his shoulders as he watches the SUV speed away.

      But the weight of the world doesn’t rest on his shoulders.

      It rests on mine.

      Desperate to keep the Cataclysm’s attention on me, I crawl toward the seething maw of the portal. I’m fairly certain the berserkers who went through it unassisted were disintegrated.

      I have no idea what sort of essence the Cataclysm can harness and wield. But if I disintegrate, what will the universe do to bring its Conduit back? Seeing as how it’s already abandoned me in the now, perhaps the power will simply fall to another.

      I don’t get anywhere near to testing that supposition, though.

      Choosing to secure me over chasing after the others, the Cataclysm closes the space between us in a few strides. He yanks me up onto my feet by a tight fistful of my sweater. I’m not actually holding any of my own weight.

      “Point to you, little Conduit,” he snarls in my ear. “But I’ll eventually win, win everything I want. And I’ll use your own power to fuel the coming war. This earth will be mine.”

      He lifts me up like a bag of garbage and tosses me into the churning vortex of the portal.

      I’m instantly swallowed whole, my scream trapped within my lungs.
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        * * *

      

      Everything goes dark, pitch black. I lose sight, sound … touch.

      I’m suspended in nothingness, connected to nothing.

      The hair in my nostrils freezes. My next breath fills my lungs with sharp shards of crystalline ice. Pain, utter agony. I can still feel that, even as all my other senses have been stripped from me.

      This is death.

      True death.

      I’m utterly lost, utterly alone.

      The pain eases. My already struggling heartbeat falters. No breath fills my lungs, no oxygen filters through my blood.

      A numbness encases me, spreading across my skin, then sinking deeper and deeper until it’s penetrating my bones. A soul-deep numbing — reminiscent of the pockets of nothingness I passed through, that I was momentarily suffocated within, when I reached for the trinkets on my windowsill. Or when I tried to walk directly up the path toward Rath outside the beach house.

      Understanding flares through me — too late — as my mind connects all the missing pieces.

      Those collectibles were connected to the soul bonds that were somehow stripped from me, connected to the missing sections of my past. And when I inadvertently trace those missing threads, I find only the nothingness.

      The lack of essence.

      That’s what surrounds me now.

      Wherever this portal is supposed to lead, I’ve been trapped in the middle and cut off from the essence that fuels the universe. The universe as I know it, at least.

      I’m trapped here, either dying or to forever be suspended within nothing. No one is coming to rescue me. The universe won’t suddenly reach for me, won’t move me out of harm’s way.

      What happens if I die here? What if the universe can’t shift the power I hold to another vessel? Does the rest of the world crumble into nothing without its Conduit? Without all the essence that flows through me?

      No.

      I refuse to be thrown away, tossed aside so carelessly both by the Cataclysm and the universe. Even as death seeps through me, I understand that much.

      The power that opened this portal — both the person and the energy they harness — is the antithesis of the power I hold. The Cataclysm doesn’t want me dead. But he’s also drastically miscalculated by trying to transport me within or through a power so diametrically opposed to my own.

      And I’m not fucking dying by accident.

      I’m not inadvertently taking the rest of the fucking world with me just because I chose Presh, chose to go with Reck rather than be plucked away and sheltered by the universe.

      There has to be … something … I can reach … some part of me, some thread of essence …

      Yes.

      There.

      I reach for the power I can feel frozen just above my chest, just over my heart. It’s dying too, flickering in and out …

      It’s mine.

      To protect me, shield me, focus me. And also for me to wield.

      I grab for it. With my mind because I cannot move my hand.

      I claim it. Mine.

      Power — pure unfiltered essence — flares, searing through layers of my clothing as the power conductor that hangs around my neck ignites. A shard of the intersection point, according to Rath’s research.

      Disguised as a multimillion-dollar pink diamond caged in threads of gold, that shard alone is enough to sustain me, even —

      Pain radiates through me as I take that energy for my own, infusing it through my deadened system.

      I can’t stay suspended in nothing like this, though. As powerful as the shard is, as I should be, I can’t survive like this. I have to move somehow. I have to get back to —

      Sheer agony rips through me. My body convulses as I’m physically ripped through one reality — or that’s what it feels like, at least — and ejected out into another. My own.
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        * * *

      

      I slam onto hard-packed dirt. Glass shatters around me, slicing through my clothing, scoring my deadened skin. The power of the amulet is wrenched from my grasp, abruptly fading before I can reach for it again.

      No … that’s not glass.

      Ice.

      Ice that was encased around me.

      I’ve … I was actually frozen?

      That was … I thought that was …

      It wasn’t just a fevered, desperate imagining constructed by my mind to somehow explain the impossibility of —

      A shadow falls over me, the daylight otherwise suddenly way too bright. I blink. My vision is hazed over … with … blood? The blood vessels in my eyes have all burst? From being frozen?

      I … should be in pain. Shouldn’t I be in pain?

      The terrible visage of the Cataclysm looms over me as he places one hand beside my head and crouches to sweep his gaze across me. From the amulet resting against my chest up to my bleeding eyes.

      For a moment he looks … terrified. And I catch a glimpse of a scarred pattern almost hidden within the red-rimmed black of his irises, an irregular starburst. Similar to the pattern of the Outcast’s eyes. Scars on shifters of their power and age are highly unusual. Though they do share one particular commonality beyond being half-brothers.

      Along with their brother Ward — the brother I’m almost certain the Cataclysm murdered — the Outcast and the Cataclysm were my aunt’s soul-bound mates. With were being the crucial distinction. Are the scars in their eyes from when my aunt rejected those bonds? When she tried — unsuccessfully, it seems — to sever those connections?

      Was the Cataclysm affected by my aunt’s death, nearly killed as the Outcast was? Does that make him weak now … or even more unpredictable?

      He grabs me, hauling me half upright to snarl viciously in my face. The veins in his neck are dark and distended. “For every trick you try, Conduit, I’ll hunt down and murder someone you love.”

      “That’s a short list,” I rasp. “Of very powerful people.” My throat also feels bloody. Raw. The blue sky overhead is too bright. The air somehow suffocating, oppressive.

      “Get the fucking healer!” the Cataclysm snarls at someone over my head. I can’t see or feel them.

      Apparently, I’m so drained that I can’t even sense nearby essence. Though maybe the person is a null —

      “We … you …” a woman stutters, feet shifting restlessly.

      She should know better than to act like prey around a predator. Though maybe the Cataclysm is on another level. Maybe he —

      The woman rallies. Her accent, even as she stutters, hints at southern North American roots. “You killed the healer —”

      “Get another!”

      I realize the Cataclysm is holding me upright by my necklace. My necklace. The amulet, the shard of the intersection point, that he shouldn’t be able to touch. He grips the chain, along with some of my sweater. And just at the lower, still-hazy edge of my sight, I can see the pink diamond caged in all its golden threads dangling under his meaty fist. The blackened claws that still tip his fingers dig into his own flesh.

      The diamond is … dulled, deadened.

      Completely drained of essence?

      Panic skitters through my mind. Panic at being even more vulnerable than I was when I initially faced the Cataclysm.

      I shove it all away — the fear and the panic. I focus on the now. Cloudless blue sky overhead, hard-packed dirt under me, and all that deadened air around me. “I’m the fucking Conduit. Maybe,” I say, coughing, “don’t toss me into a portal that crosses through dimensions, you fucking moron.”

      Something that might be regret filters through the Cataclysm’s anger as he grimaces. “An oversight.”

      “You think you’d know better,” I say, unable to lift my arms, unable to do anything but hang there suspended by his hold on my fucking necklace. “Having once loved my aunt.”

      He scoffs. “It was never love. Worship. Reverence. But gods aren’t capable of loving.”

      I’m not certain what god he’s referring to — and in plural — and I don’t have the time to clarify, because he shifts his hold on me, lifting and carrying me across his arms, tucked into his chest. My head lolls back over his bulky arm.

      The movement hurts. Agony prickles across my entire body. As if all my nerves, formerly frozen over, have come back online all at once.

      He pivots, bringing a low, windowless cement bunker into view. Not a single cloud softens the expansive sky. What I can see of the landscape is dry and flat, with a scattering of dead plants and a decrepit fence. Beyond that, at the edge of my vision, I glimpse a huge house situated behind a row of tall but anemic trees. It’s too hot for March, but I already know we’re nowhere near the West Coast.

      I catch sight of a tall woman in Cataclysm leathers. Her dark-blond hair is plaited in intricate braids and partly pulled back from her sun-kissed face. She’s not much older than her early twenties. She wrings her hands together fearfully. Her light-hazel-eyed gaze falls on me as the Cataclysm pushes by her without a word. Each of his steps sends more and more agony reverberating through me.

      No one else awaits our arrival. No guards to keep me contained. No mages to try to quell me.

      The universe doesn’t intervene.

      It’s possible that trying to move me in this moment would be worse than whatever awaits me in the bunker. According to the universe, at least.

      “Door!” the Cataclysm barks, punctuating the order with a painful burst of more of that tainted power.

      The woman darts ahead of us to pull open a steel-strapped door, moving its weight without effort. A shifter, then. Possibly a bear, unless the Cataclysm MC has been shoring up its ranks with nonbear clan members. They might be, given how fast their president is running through berserkers — both in the creation of them, as I presume not all survive their transition, and in outright wasting those lives.

      “Good girl, my Jewels,” the asshole croons as he steps past the other shifter and into the concrete-walled hall beyond the door.

      And yes, I can hear the exact spelling of her name within the utter possessiveness of his tone. A jewel to be collected, if not cherished. It’s likely also her club name.

      Jewels, her head bowed submissively, tries to hide the shudder that runs through her at his malice-filled praise. Unsuccessfully.

      “Welcome home, little Zaya,” the Cataclysm says as he strides down the corridor with me limp in his arms, smug and utterly satisfied. “We’re going to reweave this world together, Conduit. As it should have always been.”

      Blue-tinted track lighting flickers on overhead, blowing out my sight. My system finally overloads to shut down the seemingly unending pain. It’s all just too much.

      I black out.
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PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
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TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
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