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To found families everywhere.

And to Tori, because it’s dangerous to go alone.

 




Part One

Gambit




One: Shootings with a Chance of Explosions

FUNNY HOW I always had to be the guy who ended up with a gun to his head.

“I thought you said this was going to be easy,” Aris said somewhere to my right. His voice was thick, the words choked out past the gun shoved underneath his jaw. The two Reds who kept us pinned were all broad shoulders and raw muscle. Huge white guys. Buzz cuts. Built like fucking tanks. In the low light of a fading sunset spilling into the empty warehouse, their leather coats gleamed like congealing blood.

The run had started out simple enough: get in, dump the cargo—a couple dozen barrels of diesel and some tech we’d snatched off a derailed train—and get the hell out. The place’d been abandoned for years, just another slouching ruin on the outskirts of Low Side. The perfect hiding spot to stash away things you didn’t want the Watch to find, while waiting for the highest bidder to jump the gun. A surefire way to some quick and easy cash and still get to my real job for the night.

Standing there with my face mashed against the crumbling brick wall, a gun barrel against my skull, it looked more like a surefire way straight to a cell in the Finger of Light.

If we were lucky.

The guy above me seemed happy to put a bullet into my brainpan and chalk both Aris and me up as “casualties, resisting arrest.” The Watch, safeguards of the Empire, the Consolidated Nations at their best. To protect and serve. Right.

I couldn’t just tell our dear upstanding Reds to go ahead and stick their guns and handcuffs up their asses because we kind of were on the same team. I might be running the Empire’s off-the-books hits for extra cash, but officially, I didn’t exist. Blurting out I was on their boss’s payroll wouldn’t get me anything but a bullet to the head and my body dumped into the East River. Talk about employment perks.

That’s what I got for double-booking myself. Fucking Murphy’s Law.

And worse, I’d dragged Aris into it.

“Guess Jay was sugarcoating it a little when she said there might be slight complications.”

Someone ratted us out. No way the Watch had just shown up here, far from their usual patrol routes, without any reason. The whole thing’d been a sting from the get-go, and once I found out who’d set us up—

My fingers twitched for my Colt. My Colt that lay cold and useless five feet away from me. Slim chance I’d be able to shoot both Reds before one of them got to either Aris or me, but I might get lucky and get the drop on one of them. Especially if I could piss him off enough he got stupid. At the very least I could distract them from Aris.

“You know, I kind of need to be somewhere. And I’d appreciate a little more leg room here,” I said and squirmed under the Red’s grip.

Honestly, by now I probably should’ve memorized some of the regulars’ names or something. To me, they all looked the same. All fists ready to punch and guns ready to fire; neatly wrapped in black uniforms and their trademark red coats. Not like this was the first time either. By now, the Watch should issue us a punch card for frequent visits, maybe something with a rewards program.

“Shut up.”

The Red jerked me around and slammed my head into the murky stained-glass window to my right. Point taken. A distant rushing filled my ears. Spots started to slow-dance in front of my vision. I went down hard, twisting away from the Red’s reach and blindly fumbling for my Colt. I’d barely moved before his boot came down on my fingers with a dry crunch. I bit back a grunt that came out more like a breathless scream.

“Next time it’ll be your head,” the Red—I mentally tagged him as Captain Crunch—said, towering above me, gun aimed at my forehead. If he shot me from that angle, there wouldn’t be enough of my head left for Aris to scrape out of the wall cracks behind me.

Here was hoping he had more fun beating the shit out of me than making shooting me look like it’d been his only option.

The Red didn’t shoot me. Instead, his knee dug into the small of my back, his free hand going for a pair of handcuffs. “In the name of the Empire of Light, I hereby place you under arrest for—”

“Oh, I don’t think so,” Aris said.

He’d been standing perfectly still, his head slightly bowed, a model of the “hands above your head and don’t make a move” arrestee. The unthreatening kind. The kind who came quietly and wouldn’t even think to make any trouble for our dear upstanding officers of the Watch who only did their job.

When he straightened, brushing away a few errant blond curls that’d slipped out of his loose ponytail, a slow smile curved his lips. A dangerous smile, turning positively radiant until it teetered on the edge of manic as he glanced from the guy above me to the one holding him.

“In fact, I’d suggest you two start running. This is going to get messy.”

His eyes flicked to me. “Damian, stay down. And get out.”

And like that, all color drained out of his eyes until they were a stark, milky white.

Oh shit.

“Aris, no!”

Too late.

The Red pinning me tensed. He slapped his hand on his right ear to call out for reinforcements. His headset shorted out with a buzz and the burned-copper smell of fried electronics. The guy holding Aris cursed and flinched away, as if he’d been zapped by a high-voltage fence.

Aris didn’t move. His expression wiped completely blank, like someone’d snuffed out the lights behind his eyes, now fixed on some point far above me.

Then he blinked.

I felt the zing of the Voyance crack through the air like a power surge. The window wall at my back blew up in a shower of broken glass and toppling bricks.

Sacred, bleeding fuck!

I managed to duck and roll away before half the wall collapsed on top of me. I flattened myself onto the ground and then scrambled to my feet, cursing and coughing through a cloud of red-brick dust settling on the crumbling remains scattered all over the cement floor and the cracked pavement outside.

The explosion hit the Red above me completely by surprise. I only spared him a quick glance to make sure his hunched form wasn’t moving, and he wasn’t faking being unconscious. Or dead. A slow trickle of blood ran down his temple where one of the flying bricks must’ve hit him. People died from less. I didn’t push my luck.

I grabbed my Colt, its weight solid and familiar against my stiff, throbbing fingers.

“Aris?”

“Over here.” His voice was a thin thread, fraying at the edges. “Told you to get out.”

I ignored that last bit. Aris stood only a few feet away from me, his back pressed against the remnants of the wall. His face was gray, and he was trembling badly; he probably would’ve fallen over if not for the second Red who kept him pinned.

“Fucking Voyant,” the Red snarled, gun shoved against Aris’s temple, ready to put him down. As if Aris was nothing but a rabid animal.

Aris stood perfectly still, blood running out his nose—a steady drip down the collar of his shirt. Looking at him, knowing how easily I could lose him, hurt worse than all the bruises and broken bones any Red could ever give me.

“Damian—”

The Red’s finger tightened around the trigger. I shot him in the head. His body sagged sideways and hit the ground with a meaty thud, his gun slipping uselessly from his fingers.

“Just to be clear,” I said to the body at my feet. “He’s my fucking Voyant, so back the fuck off.”




Two: Magic is not a Good Thing

“HEY.” I REACHED out to Aris. “You okay?”

“Fine.” Aris looked pale and shaky, eyes darting from me down to the dead Red and back. He swallowed and took a wobbly step toward me, but halfway through, his legs gave out and he slid into a crouch, his head resting against the remnants of the wall.

I dropped to my knees in front of him. “Hey, easy there. Easy. Shit, since when can you blow things up with your brain?”

“Since about five minutes ago?” Aris’s breathing was shallow, his skin clammy and gray against my warm brown hand on his throat, his pulse beating a fluttering staccato.

“I’m fine,” he said again, lips curved in the beginning of a smile, but his eyes weren’t with it. At least they’d turned back to their usual hazel. Definitely a step up from his creepy-ass white Voyant eyes. “Liked my escape plan?”

“Escape plan. That what you call this?” I waved at the giant hole in the wall along with the mess of jagged glass and bricks around us.

Aris winced. “I guess it might need a little refining as far as accuracy is concerned.”

“No shit.”

“Well, it worked.”

“Yeah and almost got you killed.” I continued to check him over. Aris looked like shit. Worse than I’d ever seen him after he used the Voyance. ’Course, he’d never done anything even close to this. How long until he’d use too much? Till he wouldn’t get up again?

It’d kill him eventually. The Voyance was like a virus that took no prisoners. It’d use him up, body and mind. And if he was very, very lucky, it’d do it in that order.

I swallowed and ran a hand through my loose curls. “Damn, Aris. What were you thinking, blasting about with the Voyance? He almost fucking shot you!”

Aris shrugged. He dodged my eyes. “That’s what I keep you around for, remember?”

“To do the dirty work and save your ass?”

“Well, yeah. Only I saved your ass first. I mean, I blew up a wall. That has got to count for something in the dirty-work department.” He grinned, a glimmer of mischief in his eyes. He slumped against me. “Gods, I’m glad that worked.”

He reached out for my face, dabbing at something on the side of my cheek with his sleeve. It left a dark stain on the black fabric of his shirt. Blood. On the scale of gross things likely to splatter you during a casual shootout, it could’ve been worse.

Aris didn’t pull away. His hands warm and searching against my face as if he had to make sure I was really here. That made two of us. “Damn, that was close.” Aris leaned in.

“Yeah.” I wouldn’t let myself think about just how close.

I didn’t do public touchy-feely stuff. But right then, with his face only inches from mine and his lips slightly parted, I was pretty sure I could make an exception. Just for a second.

I didn’t get much further than feeling my mouth brush against his before the rustle of feet scampering across scattered rubble jerked me out of my Aris-induced stupor. I spotted the tapered coils of Jay’s hair poke through the hole Aris’d blasted into the warehouse front.

“You know, I don’t want to interrupt you guys sucking face—ew by the way!—but the cavalry is down the road, so I suggest you move it,” Jay said and squeezed all of her five-foot-nothing frame through the opening. At seventeen, Jay might’ve been the runt of the gang, but she was brilliant. She’d managed to hack into the Empire’s mainframe at fifteen. Iltis knew what she was doing when she’d snatched Jay up.

“Yo! One of them’s still moving!” Jay jumped back from the groggily stirring Red but got in a well-aimed kick to the bastard’s temple, and he sagged forward again. “Looks like someone didn’t finish his job.” She eyed me as I got up and drew Aris to his feet. He managed to only lean on me a little.

I glared right back at Jay. “That coming from the one who said that according to her intel, this run was going to be a piece of cake. Forgot the part about how a patrol of Reds was likely to show up in your calculations, Grasshopper?”

Jay held up her hands. “Oh, come on. There were only two of them. Used to be two Reds didn’t even qualify as a warm-up for you. Getting a bit rusty in your old age?”

She turned to Aris. “Love the redecorating, by the way. Genius how you opened up the space.”

“You’re pushing it, kiddo.”

I kicked aside some debris as Aris and I made it out of the half-collapsed building, biting off a comment about how at twenty-nine, I was a long way from “old age.” ’Course, the way life went in Low Side, she might actually not be that far off. There was a reason you barely saw any old guys around there.

Also, fuck numbers, Reds could be sneaky bastards.

Something moved in the corner of my eye. I tightened my grip on Aris and turned, poised to shield him, Colt in hand and ready to fire.

Only all I was pointing it at was a heap of bricks and broken glass.

“What?” Jay said, her eyes following mine.

I lowered my Colt, but kept a hand on it, and walked over to the pile of rubble. I could’ve sworn I’d seen something. A shadow. A guy in a long coat with a hat…

“Nothing,” I said after a moment. “It’s nothing.”

I peered back into the bowels of the warehouse, just to make sure. Empty except for the two Reds—one unconscious, and one very dead. Jumping at shadows. Great. I rubbed my eyes and tucked my Colt away.

Guess that’s what I got for trying to run two jobs in one night: One with the crew, another one I’d finish later, a hit in the making for weeks now, with my boss breathing down my neck to make a move. Only that my “boss” in this case happened to be the commander of the Watch, the biggest and baddest Red in town, Faelle Valyr herself. You didn’t keep her waiting. I may be a free agent, but Valyr took deadlines a tad literally.

I sighed. “Let’s get out of this dump.” And let’s hope this near-miss wasn’t some fucked-up omen about how the rest of the night was going to go. I couldn’t afford any more.

“Best idea you’ve had all night.” Jay skipped a step and hopped over a wide crack in the pavement.

“You got the goods stashed away in time?” I asked as we walked down the road, out of the jagged shadows of Helos’s warehouse district.

Jay nodded. “Ditched the hover at the Shadow. I clearly can’t leave Bonnie with you lot, the kind of trouble you get in.”

I made a face. “You know it’s weird to name things, right? It’s a godsdamned hover, Jay.”

“She’s my hover and she’s earned her name. Do you have any idea how hard it was to find a working transducer to make her run again?” Jay pursed her lips. “Anyway, stash’s safe.”

I sighed and rubbed my temples. Good thing Jay’d gotten out when she did, never mind her griping how she never got in on the action. At least we had something to show for getting our asses handed to us by the Reds.

Still, the whole idea’d been to avoid attracting attention by keeping business away from the Shadow. No way we’d have potential buyers of all colors of the moral gray-zone rainbow that was Low Side amble into the place where we lived. Iltis would have a fucking coronary. Right after she’d kick our asses to the other side of the moon.

We’d have to take care of that later. For now, everything sat as safe as it’d get and we needed to clear as much ground as possible before the Reds came picking up after themselves.

I probably should’ve saved us some trouble and put a bullet into the head of Captain Crunch, who was still conked out in La La Land, but unlike the Reds, I had standards. Which included not shooting a guy who was already down. At least I tried not to make a habit out of it.

’Sides, keeping the Reds off our backs was what good old-fashioned bribery was for.

Here in the dregs of Helos—New York before the Consolidation Wars of 2090 turned most of this world into a crater a little more than thirty years ago—money bought you everything. Life. Liberty. Protection. That kind of thing.

With the Watch, it bought you what they liked to call benign indulgence. Long as you paid up on time and didn’t fuck up too big, they’d turn their backs on crookery, the occasional heist, maybe even a knifing or two. Kind of a mutual business arrangement that kept the black markets of Low Side afloat and petty crooks like us flush while lining the Reds’ pockets with plenty of cash. The only catch was sometimes they’d start to ask for something other than money. That’s when you knew you were in deep shit.

“I’ve got to go,” Aris said as we turned down the Rue Lumineuse toward the Place du Marché.

“You’re not serious.” I caught his arm, grabbing him tight enough to bruise. “You’re not going to go to Laras tonight. Not after—”

I broke off at the look Aris gave me. His stubborn we’re-so-not-having-this-discussion kind of look cut right through his tiredness. He sighed, closed his free hand around mine, and something else, a desperate exhaustion he’d tried so hard to mask earlier carved into the hollows of his face. “Damian, please. I need—”

I nodded. Squeezed his hand. “You need me to leave and let Laras fuck you.”

Aris bit his lip, guilt so obviously warring with relief, it tightened my throat. “Yes. Please.”

I knew what Aris did, of course. That he fucked people—mostly men—for money, information, whatever he wanted in exchange. But I also knew for Aris, this was much more than making the most of his looks and people’s tendency to give away way more between the sheets than they’d ever tell you at gunpoint. He loved his work, the release, taking control by giving up part of it. It was part of who Aris was. I got that, even though I didn’t fully understand it.

The problem was where Dahlia Laras, Captain of the Watch, and coincidentally one of Valyr’s favorite underlings, was concerned. With her, Aris showed up and did whatever she wanted, or he risked fucking over all of us. That’s how it’d started. Aris assured me things had changed since then, their meetings were strictly contractual. The thing was, Laras knew Aris was a Voyant. That’s where she really had him by the balls, and even the most airtight contract felt flimsy in comparison.

I sighed and forced my hand to unclench from his, waiting for my heart to do the same. “Okay. Just let me drop you off and I’ll be on my way.”

Aris eyed me. “Promise?”

My thumb traced circles against the inside of his palm, letting go but not quite yet. “Promise.”

Aris nodded, his shoulder brushing mine. “Thanks.”

I glanced at Jay, who’d hung back, looking like she very much wanted to be anywhere else. “You coming, Grasshopper?”

Jay’s face split into a sudden grin. “You bet. Someone’s gotta keep an eye on you and make sure you aren’t going to try and shoot anyone. Again.”

“I didn’t—”

Jay rolled her eyes. “Uh-huh. Pretty sure those Reds back there would argue that point.”

I swiveled to Aris, but he held up a hand. “Hey, I know better than to argue with her.”

Jay beamed at him.

I shook my head. “Fine, Grasshopper. I promise I’ll try not to shoot anyone this time.”

Jay patted my back. “Don’t worry. I’ve got you. In case you forget.”

“Yeah.” I couldn’t help the smile. “I know.”

None of us talked as we followed Aris to the Place du Marché, our breath forming silent white clouds in the cold.

Even with temperatures barely above freezing, it looked like a busy night.

The center of Low Side was packed with people, squeezing past each other in tangles of unwashed bodies. The sharp smells of sweat and alcohol mixed with food and spices, some less edible than others, wafting from the vending stands bunched along the edges of the square.

The Place du Marché didn’t consist of much more than a circle of free space carved out between the huddling shacks of bars and shops cramming this part of town. Close enough to the red lights of Nightshade where crappy motels rented their moldy rooms by the half hour, it was the hub that held together Low Side. Here you got everything for the right price. You were also most likely to end up with a knife between your ribs and no one would as much as look down as they trampled across your body.

Which meant you’d want to lay low and avoid sticking out of at all costs.

With my coppery brown skin, black hair, and dark eyes, I blended in. I squeezed my way through clusters of people bartering with merchants, past hands passing credit wavers, powders, and pills in all colors of the rainbow in neatly measured plastic baggies. Hard not to stomp on the occasional foot or trip over one of the rampant children who made the place their playground while others hoped for a little extra money picking unwary pockets.

I nearly tripped over a white guy standing in the shadows of a cart that might’ve been a train car once, its red paint now peeling in scabby patches. He didn’t seem to notice me with his hat drawn deep into his face, while he absently flicked speckles of dust off his black trench.

At the Marché, a healthy don’t-fuck-with-me attitude went a long way toward making sure people stayed away or thought twice before starting something. That and I sported the scars that showed I wasn’t someone who’d back down easy in a fight.

Next to me, Aris stood out like a sore thumb with his long blond curls and sharp, fine-boned features. A pretty boy ready for the taking. Never mind that he could kick the ass of anyone who tried, especially with the Voyance, but that wasn’t the kind of thing you let loose in public. Not unless you were into being chased down by a mob. If the Reds didn’t get you first.

Jay and I nearly crashed into Aris when he made a right into the thickest of the crowds and abruptly stopped dead in his tracks with a strangled, “Oh, no. No.”

It took me a second to figure out what he was staring at. Then I saw Laras, all decked out in her red coat sporting her captain’s tabs, standing at the center of a small circle people’d cleared in the middle of the square.

Without her usual flunkies for once, she still wasn’t alone. She held a girl.

A tiny little thing, the girl shivered with cold or fear or both. She couldn’t have been much older than Jay when we’d first picked her off the street—twelve, thirteen, maybe a year younger, all blond, blue-eyed, and terrified. Not sure how I knew she was a Voyant. I just did.

And clearly so did Laras. My stomach plummeted to my kneecaps.

Suddenly, the thick crowd packed around us made sense. They weren’t here to cut deals or get the latest on Low Side gossip. They were here to watch an execution.

Of course, the Reds would never call it that. The Empire didn’t kill Voyants. Not officially.

Something about it being inhumane and breaking some convention. Same kind of bullshit that went hand in hand with their claim that of course they were all duly appointed by election and keeping up democratic principles.

What the Empire did to Voyants was worse than killing them. They called it Cleansing. It got rid of the Voyance, along with everything else that made a person a person, leaving behind nothing but a drooling, empty Shell of a body without enough sense to keep from rolling in its own shit.

No one knew what happened to them after. Most Shells quietly disappeared, covered up and buried deep like anything that didn’t sync with the bright and shiny image of the Empire of Light. ’Course, that image only stretched as far as Up Side, where the good part of Helos ended. Here in Low Side, rumors floated about harvesting their organs or using them for cheap slave labor, but the Gods alone knew what really happened. The few the Watch let slip usually ended up keeping the mesc junkies company, rotting away in some ditch and slowly starving because they simply forgot to eat.

I’d never actually seen a Cleansing, given how they mostly happened behind closed doors or in some dark alley with people quick to turn the other way. The thought of witnessing one now made me itch to take Aris and Jay and run.

Public Cleansings meant the Empire was making a statement. The Watch keeping the Empire’s streets clean of the Voyance threat. Fucking typical pre-election posturing. Didn’t matter the “threat” didn’t look old enough to show more than the beginning stages of the Voyance. She’d probably shorted out some Red’s headset or something. It was the main reason why the Reds kept those things in the first place. Uncontrolled Voyants fried all kinds of things, especially when they got scared.

The cold gnawed inward, turning into an icy knot of fear in my stomach when I realized Laras was watching Aris. And she was smiling. It was the kind of painted-on smile you’d get from a porcelain doll—perfect, angelic, and creepy as hells.

Jay shrank behind me, her hand slipping into mine. I squeezed it, trying to be reassuring and failing miserably.

“Aris!” Laras called. I hated the familiarity in her tone. As if she knew him at all. Worse, like she owned him. As if he was a dog who’d come to heel at her command. I gritted my teeth.

Next to me, Aris tensed like a rubber band ready to snap but still tried to keep up pretenses. “Evening, Captain.” Aris tried for an easy, seductive smile. It didn’t cover up the spark of panic kindling in his eyes. I wasn’t the only one who noticed.

If it was even possible, Laras’s smile widened, but it didn’t cover the tightness around her eyes or how she lowered her voice when she said, “You’re early.” As if she didn’t want Aris here. As if she didn’t want him to see what she was going to do. Except she completely ruined that thought by adding, “Be a sweetheart and hold this for me?”

Laras shoved the girl forward, perfectly manicured hands wrapped around a thin arm. Even if Laras’d let her go, the girl didn’t look like she would’ve run. She had that look—a deer caught in the headlights, frozen in shock, waiting for the impact.

The crowds stayed a safe distance away. The myth you could catch the Voyance if you got too close to someone who had it was alive and well in the Dregs where people didn’t know better. Everyone around us had gone silent, smothering every sound to the point where I could hear Aris’s throat click when he swallowed, his smile wilting as he took a step back, nearly bumping into me.

“I don’t think—”

“Hold. The girl.”

Aris’s mouth opened and closed, but no sound came through. He let out a shuddering breath and took a step forward as if Laras was pulling him on invisible strings.

“No.”

I moved before I even knew what I was doing. I couldn’t let him go through with this—couldn’t stop the panicked thought the Cleansing wouldn’t stop with the girl but hit Aris as well. That tonight Laras finally tired of her toy and decided to kill two flies with one stone.

Even so, Aris’d never forgive himself if he just stood there.

Jay shook her head. Her grip tightened on mine.

I pulled away and put my hand on Aris’s shoulder to stop him. “I’ll do it.”

I stepped forward, into the center of the circle.

“Damian, don’t!” Aris tried to hold me back. I brushed him off. Didn’t look at him. “Damian, please.”

“Oh, by all means, let him,” Laras said with a look somewhere between irritation and an odd, smug kind of relief. As if I’d somehow played right into whatever fucked-up scheme she was pulling. I ignored her and stepped in front of the girl. Her eyes widened. She made a small, frightened sound, backing away from me.

Now, I don’t do so well with kids, even older ones. Killing people for a living tended to be an instant disqualifier in the good-with-kids department. She was short enough I had to stand hunched in an attempt to look nonthreatening and not like I towered over her.

“Hey,” I said, to say anything and try to blot out the frantic voice yelling What the fuck are you doing? inside my head. The thought about snatching her up and making a run for it drowned it out.

I scanned the crowds for any gaps, any potential distractions that could kick up and give me least a chance at getting her out far enough she could get away. But no one made a move, some knowing all too well what’d come next, the rest anticipating it with the kind of dread masking secret relief the Watch hadn’t gotten them instead. Not this time.

Whoever this girl was, she had no one. No parents or siblings coming for her, making a fuss. Another Low Side orphan crafty enough to make her own luck in the streets. I knew what that felt like too bloody well.

Clearly, her luck had run out. And didn’t I know what that felt like, too.

Gods, I wished I had one of Jay’s flash bangs, except she’d wasted the last of those on the Reds at the warehouse. No point. The Reds would just start shooting and take us down along with everyone else in their line of fire.

No. No turning back now. Not in all the Seven Hells was I going to let Aris do this. That left me. Me and this girl staring at me with eyes too big for her face. “What’s your name?”

For a second, she just stared. Then she said, in a stumbling voice, “N-Nadia.”

I nodded, trying to swallow the tight knot in my throat.

“Okay, Nadia. I’m not going to hurt you, all right? But I need you to close your eyes and hold still. You got that?”

She bobbed her head in a shaky nod and closed her eyes, her small hands curling into the stiff leather of my jacket as I held her by her narrow shoulders.

“It’ll be okay,” I lied and watched Laras.

“Touching,” she said. “Never thought you had a weak spot for small, helpless things.”

I kept my eyes on her. That way I wouldn’t have to see Aris and Jay watching.

I couldn’t do a damn thing to stop the Voyance from slowly chipping away at Aris until there was nothing left. But this I could do for him. I could be the monster so he didn’t have to.

I clenched my teeth, kept my hands tight on the girl’s shoulders. “Get it over with.”

A smirk was all the warning I got before Laras reached for the girl’s head and cupped her pale temples and white-blonde hair. That was all. The force of the Cleansing hit me like a bolt of lightning. The girl screamed and thrashed against me.

I didn’t know how exactly the Cleansing worked. There were rumors some Reds had a low-level ability with the Voyance, enough to grab and yank.

Whatever Laras was doing, it hurt like hells—like jumping into a high-voltage current that kept my body pinned and spasming uncontrollably, unable to break free. It was over quickly and seemed to last forever all the same. The world exploded in bursts of color. Bright orange burned my retinas, like living flame, only hotter. I could make out a white glow around the girl, before it flared up right where Laras touched her and then just…disappeared. Fizzed out. Something popped between my ears. Everything faded to white. Laras took her hands off the girl and shoved them into the pockets of her coat and then pulled them back out and wiped them as if she’d touched something dirty. She let go, and the girl went limp in my arms. I sagged to my knees, almost burying her under me as I collapsed.

I came back around, blinking against dazzling afterimages of bright black and white spots dancing in front of my eyes. The world spun lazily before snapping back into focus. My body folded over, curled against something warm and breathing.

“Damian?” The voice above me sounded fuzzy and far away. “Damian, can you hear me?” It took me a second to recognize Aris was helping me pick myself up from the ground. I didn’t get further than to my knees, then noticed the girl squirming and wriggling in front of me, her eyes empty. There was nothing behind them. The lights were on, but no one was home.

It was the single most creepy thing I’d ever seen.

Until she smiled and lunged at me, teeth shredding into my throat.




Three: Shellshocked

EVERYTHING TURNED INTO a blur of snarls and claws and teeth, white-hot pain, and lots of screaming. I might’ve done some of the screaming myself. It drowned in the general chaos. I managed to wrestle the rabid girl off me, her nails and teeth leaving wet gouges down my throat and the side of my face. I barely got her an arm’s length away before she came at me again, her mouth a red maw. Like a pissed-off mini zombie on fucking steroids.

Survival instinct kicked in.

Gods, I’m sorry, kid.

My Colt slid into my hand, and I pulled the trigger. One shot, point blank. That single bullet cracking through the air snapped the world back into focus.

I caught the girl—the Shell, I reminded myself, because there wasn’t, couldn’t be anything human left inside her—as she fell against me, her slight body unexpectedly heavy in my arms and dragging me to my knees. For a moment everything froze, a still-frame in a movie zooming in on the girl, her eyes broken and glazed over, her mouth half open and slack now, no longer biting and tearing.

If it hadn’t been for the smear of blood, my blood, smudged across a waxy cheek, no one would’ve believed what just happened.

She’d been a girl, a fucking kid, and I’d killed her. Bang. Just like that. I couldn’t stop staring at her, couldn’t let go of her little body, still warm, only a hair from drawing another breath.

She’d been a threat. She’d attacked me. Would’ve killed me. I’d shot people for less.

So why were my hands shaking?

I should move. People bunched in everywhere, muttering like the buzzing of a hive, the occasional high-pitched voice peaking over the rest.

Somewhere above me, Aris said, very softly, “Damian? Damian are you—” Then, panic ringing in his voice, “Dahlia, no!”

Before I could get to my feet, Laras moved behind me and something hit me between the shoulder blades. Electric shock locked up my spine, my body flailing and jerking in pain too intense to leave room for a squeezed-out scream.

“Nobody move!”

Two Reds melted into the tiny window of my vision that hadn’t blurred into jagged lines. I’d been wondering where Laras had left Pyr and Merron, her ginger twin flunkies.

Merron’s fist crunched into the side of my face. And I hadn’t even made a move to deserve it this time. Between the two of them, they hauled me to my feet. Everything had gone numb, but the two Reds kept me pinned with my wrists twisted behind my back. The cold pressure of handcuffs clicked into place. They left the dead girl lying by my feet, back twisted at a weird angle, thrown away like a broken toy.

Laras stalked toward to me. She managed to tower over me, never mind I had at least half a foot on her. Her doll-like smile disappeared, her painted-on mouth twisted into an unhappy line.

“Now, what did you do that for?” she asked sweetly, her head cocked at the girl on the ground, her face a mask of fake regret. “I understand this must be a new concept to you, Mr. Nettoyer, but as a matter of fact, we don’t just go and kill Voyants.”

“Yeah,” I ground through clenched teeth. “You close the door behind you first.”

Laras’s thin, penciled-on brows drew together, furrowing porcelain skin before her knee slammed into my abdomen. I would’ve gone down if it hadn’t been for her hand curled in the front of my shirt and Pyr and Merron’s grip on my shoulders.

“I’ve got this one,” Laras said.

With a curt nod from her, Pyr and Merron backed off and grabbed Aris instead, who’d been standing a few feet away, white and rigid with Jay next to him. They didn’t spare Jay as much as a second glance, tiny and scared-looking as she was, with her wide dark eyes darting from me to Aris and back. I shook my head at her hoping she wouldn’t do anything stupid and turned to the group locked in around Aris.

“Leave him out of this, Laras,” I growled.

“Oh, don’t worry. I’m merely making sure nobody does anything they might regret.”

I tensed, hands clenching into helpless fists straining against the cuffs. But I didn’t move. Not while Pyr and Merron were close enough to snap Aris’s neck if I as much as twitched.

“Now, let’s make sure this kind of thing never, ever happens again, shall we?” Laras said, her mouth curling in a sweet smile right before she drove her knee into my stomach again and her upper right smacked into my face. I doubled over with a grunt, arms jerking against tight cuffs at my back, trying to protect my head as I hit the chunky cobblestones. Blood trickled out of my mouth, darkening the dirt between the crevices.

I’d expected they’d arrest me. Drag me off to the Finger, lock me up, and throw away the keys. I’d fucking killed someone, right in front of the fucking Watch. Only then it clicked that of course, arrests and trials were only for things the Empire thought were wrong. Killing some Voyant girl? I’d probably done them a favor.

I closed my eyes against the ringing in my head.

In the end, it came down to a giant pissing contest: I’d dared to go against Laras, made her look bad in front of half of Low Side, and she’d show me. The more public, the better to earn her some don’t-fuck-with-me points with the rest of Low Side.

“Dahlia, please.” Aris jerked against Pyr and Merron who still held him like two robots on standby; all Laras had to do was push the right button on her Dumb Muscle remote.

“Don’t,” I gasped, the side of my face crunched into the ground. “Not worth it.”

Laras clucked her tongue. “You sure know how to talk to a girl, Nettoyer.” She kept me pinned with her boot right between my shoulders.

Coldness crept into my limbs. I’d be damned if I’d let her see me shiver.

“Just get on with it. Don’t have all fucking night.”

I could feel Laras’s smile at my back like the point of a knife. Right before she aimed a set of well-placed kicks at my ribcage, I tried to curl in on myself, to give her as little surface area to attack as possible. No such luck. More kicks. Gods, I hated steel toes.

I must’ve made some sort of noise. A great deal of shuffling broke out behind me. Someone shouted my name. Damn it, Aris. Shut up. If I said it out loud, it drowned beneath the zap of Laras’s stunner and a strangled moan when it hit my lower back.

The world went black for a second. It came back with bright afterimages swirling in front of my eyes, Aris’s voice a distant rush at the back of my head.

Two hands on the collar of my shirt dragged me upright. My legs were too numb to even tingle. I licked off the coppery taste of a split lip and braced myself for the next punch.

It didn’t come.

Instead, Laras stepped back and let Aris catch me before I smacked face-first into the ground.

“Hey,” he said, his hands skittering all over me, trying to find a piece to hold on to that wasn’t bruised or bleeding. “You’re okay, I’ve got you. Come on.”

He helped me to my feet, his shoulder warm and firm under mine. To my credit, I only teetered a little and almost kept my legs from shaking. Breathing became another issue, one that had to be tackled slowly and very, very carefully.

Laras unlocked my handcuffs and gave me an annoyed wave of her hand.

“Get lost, Nettoyer,” she said and handed me back my Colt. “Next time, make sure your random acts of mercy have a contract on them.”

“Right.” I took a staggering step forward, suddenly glad for Jay to pop out of the crowd, wedging me in between her and Aris.

“So much for staying under the radar, huh?” she said. “You look like hells.”

“Thanks, Grasshopper.” I barely kept the wince out of my voice.

Jay kept glaring at me, but her hand wrapped tight around my arm. “Think you can pass up a chance of some Red beating the shit out of you for a while?”

I didn’t say anything. Just gritted my teeth at the dull pain that throbbed all over my bruised body. Could’ve been worse. All in all, Laras probably hadn’t gotten in half as many punches as she’d wanted to. Small favors.

“Now then,” Laras said, “Shall we go on with our evening?” She held out her hand to Aris, who hesitated. “Unless you’ve changed your mind.”

“No.” Aris shot me an apologetic look. He let go of me, and something plummeted in my stomach.

“Aris, don’t—”

His lips were a brief whisper brushing against mine. “It’s okay. Go. Please.”

He turned away.

There was no mistaking the tight set of his shoulders or the stiffness in his steps when he walked over and took Laras’s hand. Aris knew who Laras was. What she was. But still, he went.

“Aris,” I said, my voice hollow and pleading in my ears, hoping he’d turn around.

He didn’t. He let Laras take him by the arm and lead him away down the street, leaving me standing there, empty-handed but for my Colt, whatever bloody good that’d do me.

I must’ve moved, because Jay’s hand closed around my arm in a vise grip.

“Oh no, you won’t,” she hissed. “If you think I’ll let you run off only to stupidly get yourself killed and leave me to scrape you off the pavement, you better think again. Aris is a big boy. Big boys can take care of themselves. We go. Home. Now.”

I didn’t budge, just stared down at my Colt, turning the polished stock in my hands, focusing on the pounding in my fingers, the broken blurs of my reflection in the blue steel.

“Sorry, but can’t do, kiddo. Got to take care of something first.”

“You’re kidding, right? I know some guys get off on the whole ‘vengeful boyfriend’ thing, but—”

“I’m not going after Laras.” Gods, I wanted to, but a fat lot of good it’d do me or Aris. He’d made up his mind. No, I had my own line of side jobs to take care of as Laras had kindly reminded me. Valyr’s deadlines didn’t give a rat’s ass about bruises or personal issues. Last thing I could afford tonight was to get on Valyr’s bad side when she paid me more than any of the runs with the Shadows ever would.

I tried to smother the tiredness in my voice and said, “Got to get this job done for Valyr tonight.”

“A hit? Now? Uh, don’t get me wrong, but you don’t exactly look like you can take candy from a baby right now.”

“Could kill a girl,” I said flatly.

Jay opened her mouth, then closed it.

“I didn’t mean that.” She glanced at the spot where the girl’s body lay—had lain. Say anything about the Reds, they got their clean-up act together. Jay bit her lip. “Double-booking yourself’s a one-way ticket to a messy death, you know.”

No shit. “Job hazard,” I shrugged and caught on a wince. The grasshopper was right. If I had any sense, I’d call it a night with a handful of the good painkillers and half a dozen ice packs. And the image of Aris and Laras stuck in my head for however long it’d take her to finish with him. Gods, Aris… “Got to clear my head, Grasshopper. Shouldn’t take too long. Simple point and shoot.”

Jay nodded, uncertain, but she backed off. In a small voice, she said, “Be careful?”

A smile snuck up on me. The bruises made it feel lopsided. “Hey, Grasshopper?”

“Hm?”

“Thanks.”

I tried not to limp as I walked out of the smog of Low Side and toward the floating holoscreens of the Core. Most of them were lit up with glowing praise of how Nymeron and his cabinet kept bringing prosperity, cleaned up the Dregs, and other bullshit to remind the rich who to vote for to get richer. Between that, anti-Voyance propaganda, and behind-the-scenes looks at who was screwing who at the palace, the Core’s feeds were a 24/7 stream of what life looked like for those who’d come out on top of the Consolidation Wars.

The Core was where the Frankish names stopped. Low Side had a thing for nasals in their place names, using Frankish as they’d been the last ones to hold out against Consolidation, too stubborn to give up on what they called their national identity. Yeah, it’d been petty and made the Frankish lots of enemies pre-Consolidation. After the Wars, Frankish became a sign of defiance in the face of the Empire, something Low Siders took pride in, no matter how pointless. Which was why the Empire let them get away with it.

Apart from different names, there wasn’t much of a boundary marking where Low Side ended and Up Side began. No need. Crossing over from where the trashy part of Helos spilled into Up Side and the Core was like walking through a dark hallway into a room and someone flicked on the light switch.

Where Low Side was basically one hugely sprawling junkyard, Up Side was a maze made of glinting white marble towers and glass. Even the cobblestone was polished to the color of creamy shells, almost to the point where you could see your own reflection staring back at you.

Across the part of the East River someone’d very fittingly named Hell Gate stretched the Core, the part of Helos you usually only got in per invitation. Or if the Reds knew you were on officially unofficial business for them and waved you through. There actually was a wall running along part of the riverside—transparent like someone had polished crystal rocks to the point they shone like glass—and a set of gates in each direction. In Low Side, we called them the Pearly Gates, where someone stood to judge you, found you lacking and sent you right back to whichever Low Side hole you’d crawled out of.

This was where the latest item on my list of contracts lived. Some upscale corporate fuck by the name Mael Taerien. Apparently, he’d stuck his nose a little too deep where it didn’t belong and now the Empire wanted me to put a bullet into his head. Nothing new as far as the story went, and I wasn’t the kind who asked questions. That kind usually ended up dumped in some ditch faster than they’d say “second thoughts.”

There’s something to be said for fresh air and a good icy draft going through the streets to clear your head. I stopped by one of my regular caches where I’d hidden the bag with my Ruger and other bits of bulkier gear underneath the floorboards of an abandoned factory for convenient on-the-go pickup. It took a bit longer than I wanted, but even sore and hurting like hells, I made it to Taerien’s place in decent time.

‘Course, two painkillers the size of horse-pills Jay’d slipped me did their share, too.

Also “place” was hells of an understatement: Taerien lived in a fucking mansion— complete with automated gates, security detail, and a moat of all things. Okay, less of a moat than a skinny arm of Hell Gate snaking along and through the wall surrounding the whole thing, but still. I climbed the rough stone by a break in the bottom of the wall, a drain of some sort to let the river run through and curve along the inside.

Thanks to a pocket-sized EMP Jay’d rigged for me, cameras and motion sensors became a non-issue; they spontaneously shorted out as I hauled myself up the wall. My bruised body didn’t like that idea one bit. I made it, a panting, sweaty mess, every breath a stab of pain aimed right at my chest. I perched at the right angle to be partly covered by the wide branches of a tree and still get a good aim at Taerien’s high windows. With those windows, the guy was asking to be shot.

All I needed to do was wait for Taerien to switch on the light in his study—and try not to freeze to death while I was at it. I’d scouted this place for weeks, making sure I knew when Taerien would be home, when his security changed shifts, when he went to the bathroom to take a shit. When it came down to it, assassination was horribly boring work involving way too much hiding and freezing your ass off, spying out places to make sure all you needed was one well-aimed bullet in the end.

I kept my eyes on the house, huddling in my leather jacket, bracing myself against the cold creeping into my bones. Not quite through winter yet, it was still cold enough for thin patches of ice to float on the river below. I was careful to hide the white cloud of my breath so it wouldn’t give me away. Taerien’s flunkies weren’t the smartest bunch. Hadn’t taken me longer than a night to figure out they weren’t worth their shiny combat boots.

I shifted again and must’ve made some noise, trying to work the tingle out of my legs slowly falling asleep as I crouched in the dark. Because right then something hit me between the shoulder blades and threw me off the damn wall and into the fucking river.




Four: Um, I’m here to Kill You

WHOEVER’D THROWN ME in held me under long enough for icy water to fill my mouth and nose and for flailing panic to kick in. It felt like diving into liquid ice. My body locked up in cold shock. I kicked dark water closing in, fighting its way down my throat and into my lungs. Then two hands grabbed me from behind and yanked me up and out of the water. The same hands that’d been trying to drown me a second ago.

I hit the ground choking on a fit of coughs tugging at my bruises. Eventually my hacking gave way to heaving gasps for breath.

“What the—” I hardly got the words out between chattering teeth and violent shivers. Cold burned my skin. I scrambled for my Colt, but my fingers weren’t working. And there was the issue of the muzzle of a gun poking at my jugular as I lay there with the side of my face pressed against the cold dirt of the riverside. What was this, night of recurring themes or something?

“It honestly baffles me,” a smooth voice said above me, “how someone with your reputation can be so completely oblivious to his surroundings. It seems your reputation is getting to your head, Mr. Nettoyer.”

I twisted around, soggy clothes dragging me down and making my movements even more sluggish, but I got a good eyeful of Taerien’s goon and recognized the fedora and black trench of the guy I’d nearly ran into at the Marché.

“You! How?” I forced my teeth apart, trying to keep the shakes out of my voice. “How the hells do you know who I am?”

A flash of a crooked grin. In the shadows of one of the lanterns spilling light onto Taerien’s neatly trimmed lawn, the guy’s hat hid most of his face.

“Mr. Taerien does go to great lengths to stay up to date on potential security threats. You will find we know more about you than you may think, Mr. Nettoyer.”

“No shit,” I grunted. “And cut the ‘Mr. Nettoyer’ crap.”

A half shrug was all the answer I got. “We have been watching you for days, and we are quite aware of the details of your contract regarding Mr. Taerien. Including the sum Commander Valyr agreed to pay you upon completion. Which is rather sub-standard, by the way. One might almost be offended. But with Faelle Valyr in charge, who would expect any better? Honestly surprises me how she still finds anyone willing to do her dirty work.” He paused for a second. “Unless of course, you aren’t doing this for the money, but because you are desperate.”

Something inside me clenched, a cold fist wrapped around my stomach, squeezing. What the hells did this guy know about the deal I had with Valyr? Worse, if he knew about that, what else did he know?

“You going to cut to the point and tell me what the hells you want or go on and monologue me to death?” Out of the corner of my eye, I caught the gleam of my Ruger, dead and useless on the ground.

“Don’t even think about it.” His tone was mildly amused, but the pressure of the gun against my throat increased. “I really would prefer not to shoot you, Mr. Nettoyer. It would be messy and unnecessarily dramatic, don’t you think? I’m sure we can find a way to handle this in a much more civilized manner.”

“Civilized, my ass,” I said, but spread my hands, indicating yes, I was going to be a good boy, and no, I wasn’t going to try anything stupid. For now.

Taerien’s goon nodded. “So glad we are in agreement not to shoot each other’s heads off. Now, Mr. Taerien has a business proposition for you. If you would follow me.” He pulled back his piece but didn’t lower it when he held out a pale hand to me. In the flare of bright halogen lighting, it looked white as bone with long fingers that belonged on a pianist’s hands, not wrapped tightly around a gun.

I didn’t take it. Just scrambled to my feet, soggy clothes clinging to me like a second skin, slowly freezing over. If he noticed me wince while I dragged myself up off the ground, he didn’t let on.

Now that I got a better look at him, I saw the scars running down the left side of his face. Like a trail of bubbly, melted candle wax; they started at his temple, twisting his skin before disappearing into the high collar of his coat. Tips of silver-white hair peeked out from under his hat. There was something familiar about him. I’d seen him before. Scars like that didn’t exactly make for easy blending-in.

“Who the fuck are you?”

A smirk tugged on the corner of his mouth. His eyes glinted the color of gunmetal, a gray so faint it was almost white. “I am the man holding a gun to your head. Everything else would be convoluted exposition at this point.”

His crooked grin never slipped. I began to wonder if that was his normal expression, the scars pulling his mouth just a little off center. Even so, he had one of the most beautiful mouths I’d ever seen on a guy. I chased the thought away with a mental “What the fuck?” at myself.

His grin widened. “Shall we?”

Like I had a choice. Since he was the one with a gun on me, there wasn’t any question of me going. I’d dropped my Ruger when I fell, and sure, I had my Colt and a knife or three tucked away, but no way in the Seven Hells would I draw them fast enough without Fedora getting wind of it. The one thing I needed to top off this clusterfuck of a night was getting myself shot.

Not that I wasn’t pretty fucked already. No harm done in finding out exactly how fucked I was before my frozen-stiff corpse drifted down that damned river. Given the choice between dying somewhere inside Taerien’s fancy mansion or freezing to death outside, I’d take my chances with getting warm first.

I wasn’t disappointed when the heavy wooden front door swung open and warmth wrapped around me like a fluffy blanket. Aside from a good heater, Taerien’s place had all the things you’d expect to be in a proper Core mansion. Heavy wooden furniture that seemed to have seen at least a century or so, colorful wallpaper, and oil paintings. Carpet. None of the scrap metal, PVC, and plastic that made up the interior of the Shadow. My boots left wet footprints along the polished hardwood floor of the long, narrow hallway. Every squishing step made hollow echoes thrown back by ceilings too high and way too white for my taste.

Taerien struck me as the kind of guy who did his offing in style. He’d take me out back first. Wouldn’t want to ruin those expensive rugs by getting someone’s brains all over them.

Fedora led me into a room three times the size of the bunk I shared with Aris. By Core standards, it probably measured up to a walk-in closet. There was a bed, the largest wooden dresser I’d ever seen, and a giant mirror that took over a whole wall.
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