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CHAPTER ONE




	THE THIN silver needle guided thread in and out of Blake’s torn skin. Blood stained the tips of the nurse’s gloved fingers as he sutured the wound on her palm.

‘Are you all right?’ The man, Jeremy according to his high-security pass, did not lift his gaze from his work.

‘I’m fine.’ Dirty and exhausted. Body shaking as though she were still in the middle of the tremendous earth tremor that had wracked the level eleven chamber just on an hour ago. When the gallu had arrived during the Final Meld, her body had ignited, the toxins in her blood becoming a raging heat beneath her skin. But now, with the Waters settled once again, the hollow ache at her core began to spread, clawing up out of her diaphragm and reaching for her ribs. Distant whispers played in her ears. Jeremy could not help her with those injuries. ‘Are they taking Tamas somewhere?’

She nodded past the two armed guards – her escort Captain Nex’s mandatory condition if she were to be allowed from his sight – who waited outside her compartment. In another compartment on the far side of the level three medical ward, Cym leaned over an unconscious Tamas. Another nurse and a doctor were with him. Their nodding heads indicated they had all come to an agreement of some kind.

‘The director is going to be prepped for surgery up in the Zahra Centre,’ Jeremy said. ‘They need to reset his wrist.’

The Zahra Centre was a state-of-the-art on-site medical centre, built at the end of Tamas’s mother’s cancer battle and given her name. A staff perk that also removed the necessity for Tamas to leave the Facility when he was ill. Blake struggled to recall when she or Tamas had last left the high fences of their desert-bound workplace.

‘And the head wound?’ she said.

‘Sutured, should be fine. He’s been sedated for now, till surgery is done.’ Jeremy paused, needle hovering above the last section of torn skin at the base of her thumb. ‘That was quite a bang down there.’

Blake may not, according to Kira, have any social skills whatsoever, but that did not mean she was oblivious to a tremor in a voice, sweat beading on an upper lip. Jeremy wanted some reassurance that the Facility wasn’t going to collapse on itself. That they weren’t going to be buried alive or snuffed out by toxic smoke rising through the ventilation system.

‘You’re not going to die, if that is what’s concerning you,’ she said. Her gaze drifted to Perry in the compartment alongside hers. He lay still, surrounded by an array of machines that kept him alive. Beyond him lay Gren. The Syranian’s compartment held only one piece of equipment: a narrow tube of translucent piping that haloed the crown of his head. A rainbow of colours filtered through the tube. Gren’s injuries were covered by a foil blanket tucked up high around his neck. His body, no doubt, had already begun to heal at an accelerated rate.

‘No, Miss Beckworth,’ Jeremy sat back, needle and thread dangling, ‘That’s not what . . .’

‘Of course it’s what you wanted to know. Can you please finish up? I have things to do.’

Speaking so harshly to someone with a needle poised over your skin was perhaps not wise, but Blake was too distracted to curb her tongue. The damage to the carapaces was to her advantage. The list of repairs they required would ensure she was not thrown into a holding cell anytime soon, despite the captain’s reassurances that would happen if she so much as blinked oddly. Bottom line was, he needed her. The Meld had played havoc with the inhibitor system, torn ceramic eyes from sockets, ripped faux skin from limbs, and made the gallu far from ready for their public close-up. Cosmetic enhancement was required. And she was the senior make-up artist.

Jeremy returned to the job at hand. Though Blake’s hand had been numbed, the last few digs of the needle seemed to penetrate deeper than before. She looked away, gritting her teeth against the odd sensation.

Just as the captain was gambling on allowing her some freedom, Blake was taking chances too. She could have fled in the chaos, but she remained and assisted with bringing the inhibitors back online. Keeping herself visible, so that Rossiter would have a chance to get out. And find Kira. 

The serum Captain Nex had ordered Cym to inject her with had been far more powerful than anything human made. It had ripped truths from her—some terrible and personal— but  the invasion only went so deep. She had ordered Kira to go to Melgrove, that much was true. Blake had ordered her sister to a place that held memories rich with pain, and hedged everything on the notion that Kira would not take one step in the place. That was the one truth the captain had not stolen from her.  

‘And we’re done.’ Jeremy wasted no time scooping up his equipment and striding from the compartment. He advised her guards that she was ready, and the two women turned in near-perfect unison.

‘Wait,’ Blake said. ‘I want to speak with Cym before we go back down. I have some questions for him about the repairs.’

The larger of the two women, one Blake recalled passing once or twice in hallways, took little convincing and directed her angst-faced colleague to return to door-guarding duty. Whether they believed the official company line that the Syranians were genetically enhanced soldiers, or whether they leaned towards the rumour of extraterrestrial origins, one thing certain was that these guards would follow Captain Nex’s directives in Tamas’s absence. Blake’s brain and technological prowess may ensure that their paychecks were covered by incoming contracts, but her position of power faded to nothing in the face of Nex’s authoritative air. Blake was certain Captain Nex was capable of intimidating even the gods he and Tamas spent so much time praying to, if he so wished.

Blake rose to her feet, flexing her fingers. The black tiles beneath her seemed to rise and dip like onyx waves. She clutched the edge of the bed.

‘Blake? Is everything all right?’

The question was getting tedious, and considering Cym was doing the asking, it was a ridiculous one at that.

‘No, Cym. I’m fairly certain nothing is all right.’

To begin with, she’d sent Kira away with a being that seriously encroached the limits of Blake’s realm of acceptability. Now Level eleven was under emergency power after the Final Meld had released an energy surge large enough to register on the Richter scale. Not to mention one of the carapaces had torn an elevator shaft to shreds, thanks to a ludicrous embellishment she was entirely responsible for. Blake had given her metal angels wings— Telteriun wings— daydreaming of future military contracts that may evolve from her concept designs.

She was not going insane. She had arrived some time ago.

Cym closed the compartment door. A sickly pink gash marked his forehead, and burn marks covered one of his hands. But the damage was already half of what it had been when she’d rushed to his side in the level eleven chamber.

‘How is Tamas?’ Still leaning against the bed for support, Blake peered around Cym. The crowd had left Tamas’s bedside. His face was cleaned of blood, revealing a disturbingly pale pallor. His skin tone dipped beneath its usual olive hue, the loss of blood draining the colour to a greyish-white. His broken wrist was strapped, and bandages covered the deep gash on his head. In light of the maelstrom he’d been at the centre of, he’d gotten off lightly.

‘His blood pressure was extremely high, his respiratory rate accelerated, but that’s been contained. The human surgeon will tend to his broken bone, and that will in time heal.’ While Cym spoke, his eyes drifted not to Tamas but rather towards where Gren lay beneath his colourful halo. A flit of something – melancholy? – crossed his smooth, carved features. Blake straightened, fighting to recall where else she’d seen that exact expression.

‘And Perry?’ she said.

‘He’s kept alive only by those machines.’ Cym returned his focus to the room. ‘But I’ve been instructed to continue the life support. The captain hopes to gain further knowledge of what assailed the man. But that enquiry has – how do you say it? Taken a back seat?’ He offered her a hesitant smile.

And it dawned on her – where she’d seen that look he’d given Gren. It had been on Eron’s face when he’d seen Kira in the level eleven chamber that day she’d called them both to view Azrael. Blake bit the inside of her cheek. Was there no one but her in this forsaken place who was not absorbed in a ridiculous affair?

‘Are they here, Cym?’ Blake did not return the smile. ‘I need to know.’ She stopped herself from saying it was the least he could do. He may have assisted her with controlling the toxin in her blood, but he was also the one who’d made it possible for Tamas to carve the truth out of her with the serum. Every bitter inch of her terrible truth. ‘Did they find Kira?’

Cym traced a steady finger over the sheet. His hesitation was momentary. ‘She was not in Melgrove. The accommodation you spoke of had no new guests at all that day. The guests they were expecting, a Mr and Mrs Belvedere, did not show up.’

‘Oh.’ Blake leaned against the edge of the bed, swallowing against the lump at the back of her throat. Belvedere, Kira’s favourite vodka. An pathetically emotive choice on Blake’s part.

‘But she is not safe.’ Cym crossed his arms. ‘There has been a murder—’

‘Jesus.’ Blake gasped. The ache bloomed wider, the hollowness reaching into her ribs.

‘Not her,’ Cym said. ‘No. Kira is not deceased.’

‘Bloody hell, Cym.’

‘I apologise.’ He raised his arms as though he meant to touch her, but decided against it. ‘No. They believe that a death at a hotel in a place called Beleiro may have involved her. She was identified as being present, but there is no official record of her attending the hotel. Do you know anything about that, Blake?’

Blake did not make eye contact, uncertain that she was guarding her expression sufficiently. ‘No, Cym. I do not. Use your serum again if you don’t believe me. Go ahead .’

And she would rip the needle out of his hand and turn it on him. Strip his words from him and turn him inside out. The Syranian god-soldiers were expected to act like chaste eunuchs. If the captain learned of a relationship existing between them, his vehemence towards Kira and Eron would pale in comparison.

Cym pressed back, as though he sensed her rage. ‘I did not wish to do that to you—’

‘But you did.’ Blake let go of the bed, forcing herself to take a breath and focus on the important details. Kira hadn’t gone to Melgrove. As always, beautifully defiant. ‘What happened at the hotel?’ She gestured to Perry. ‘Another ataku?’

‘Utukku?’ he said. ‘There is no way of knowing. We have had no time to assess, and the body is in human custody. But the circumstances are certainly unusual.’

‘Was Azrael with her?’

Rossiter was most certainly not. The time needed for him to travel across country simply didn’t allow it. But she’d sent him to the right place. Kira had defied her, just as she hoped she would. Blake fought to keep her composure.

‘It is believed so, though there is no actual footage. The gallu’s presence seems to play havoc with surveillance equipment.’

Blake frowned. There had been some static on the footage from the Wheel and Barrow when she’d contacted Kira to advise her on the plan. But nothing that had made either of them indiscernible.

‘Blake, is there some way you can reach her?’ Cym edged in closer, voice lowered. Considerably taller than she was, he loomed over her.

‘You must have heard my answer the first time you asked.’ Blake raised her chin, holding his much-higher gaze. ‘I screamed it after you injected me.’

His white eyes gave little away, but a muscle in his elongated neck twitched. ‘And that pains me—’

‘Not as much as it pained me.’

Cym glanced over his shoulder. Aside from one attendant still with Tamas, they were alone on the ward. ‘Blake, if there is any way you can think of to contact Kira, you must do it. They mean to retrieve Azrael at any cost. The longer this goes on, the less patience the captain has.’

‘They have four completed carapaces down there. I don’t think Nex is obsessing over Azrael.’

‘No. He is not the one obsessing. Our Lord is. The goddess even more so. You may discount our gods, but I can assure you their furies are very real. Ereshkigal wants Azrael back. You must find a way. The gods do not tolerate their rules being flouted.’ Stretching his long arms, he placed his hands gently over hers and stilled the violent trembling.

Blake’s immediate reaction was to pull away. To place some distance between them. Even at the best of times, the close proximity would bother her. But she wanted him to hurt. Even if it was just a little. She shifted closer to the Syranian.

‘We don’t always get what we want. Do we, Cym? I see your secret, without having to torture it from you. Do you think the captain would like to know,’ she jerked her head towards Gren, ‘that Eron isn’t the only disgusting, weak, embarrassment among you?’

If she’d had any doubt, it was gone now. The Syranian lips pressed, as though fighting an urge to vomit. His white eyes scanned the air between them.

‘No . . . it is not . . .’

But it was. And they both knew it. Blake’s attempt to antagonise the Syranian, a childish thing in the scheme of things, had hit harder than she’d anticipated. Cym’s distress was evident. She’d sliced into something raw and painful. And was none too proud of it.

Cym lifted his hands from hers. ‘Blake, I will not forgive myself for what I did to you. So I cannot expect it of you. It has been an honour to work at your side. Whatever else I may be forced to do, I will not desert my attempts to find a cure for your contamination. Go.’ He pulled a small vile from a pocket on his fitted coat. A wrapped syringe followed. Blake would have stepped back, but she was already pressed up against the edge of the bed. ‘This is a lighter dose of the medication I gave you at your apartment. I can see that your symptoms have re-emerged, with renewed strength.’ His eyes dropped to her hands. Shaking with all the fervour of a Parkinson’s victim. ‘Take this as my plea for forgiveness. And know that I only try to help you. But you must understand, this battle is not one you can win.’











CHAPTER TWO


	FUGITIVES NEEDED to sleep. That had been Leona’s decree. Everyone was running on empty, and sleepy people made shit decisions. Considering they were based several towns away from Beleiro, in a house that held no connection whatsoever to Kira or the Facility, and that the Rudiment they were supposedly going to find nirvana in was at least four hours’ drive away, getting shut-eye hadn’t seemed a bad idea. So that’s what they had done. Kira had been certain there would be no way she’d sleep. Despite the copious amounts of wine.

Wrong. Even on the rock-hard mattress, she’d slept like a baby. Assuming babies slept so deeply not even dreams could seep into the darkness.

For four fucking hours. What kind of dumb-ass wanted-for-murder suspects lay spread-eagled in a bed, snoring their hearts out for that long?

So now here they were, on the road at three in the morning, travelling along the wide-open highway at the heart-stopping rate of a snail on Mary Jane. Leona seemed to go out of her way to find the potholes, crunching the poor bloody car through a maze of them. Azrael sat beside her. He and Vail were playing the world’s most irritating game of ‘name that random thing’. The kid was pointing out targets, asking Azrael if he knew what they were; the answer was always no. Vail would then launch into excruciating detail about everything from gas stations to streetlights and Az’s reaction was always the same: smooth-faced nothingness.

Kira shifted her butt, trying to avoid the crack in the vinyl seat. Someone was going to get a slap soon if the game didn’t stop. She wasn’t in the friggin’ mood. The tablet balanced on her knees, the Skyler messaging screen open and waiting. The kid was nothing if not prepared. Vail’s phone was fucked after the casino debacle, but he’d hooked into a mobile hotspot somehow, and the whole damn interweb sat in her lap. Three calls to Perry had gone unanswered. He was showing ‘offline’, but he never set it to ‘available’, so that meant nothing. She had tried the Wheel and Barrow before she’d left the house. There had been no answer. Place must have been pumping, busiest night of the week and all. Music too loud to hear the call. After all, what self-respecting publican was hanging out in the back office?

‘That your sister you’re calling?’ Leona watched her in the rearview mirror.

Kira scowled at her. ‘No. It isn’t. You’re the one harping on about it being a dumb idea to call her.’ Don’t push it witchy. Really not the moment.

‘Maiden’s laces, girl, I don’t believe for a second you’ll pay any attention to what I have to say. Who is it then?’

‘Easter bunny.’

‘Easter bunny know anything about what’s going on at the Facility?’

‘He didn’t answer. Busy making more fucking bunnies.’ Kira rapped her metal fingers against the screen. At least the inane game had stopped. But why the hell did everyone feel the need to stare at her? Goddamn this car was far too bloody crowded.

‘How about the internet?’ Vail said. Bradley sat on his shoulder, goggle-eyed and gross. ‘Are there any more reports about what happened?’

‘You asked me that ten minutes ago.’ Bitchy Kira smacked one out of the park and lined up for a second. ‘Jesus, you can read. You do it.’

She thrust the tablet at him. Vail and Bradley blinked in unison.

‘Kira, is everything –’

‘Everything is just fucking dandy. Thanks for asking. Take it. Your Smoking Gun geeks are the only site harping about anything.’

She’d found one badly lit video filmed from out in the desert, way back from the Facility itself. The guy holding the phone camera rushed the image back and forth between his buddy in the driver’s seat – a redhead with one of those massive round earrings that stretched your lobes to kingdom come – and a blur of yellow light in the distance that he assured anyone idiotic enough to be watching was the Facility. Hello Kitty dangled from the rearview mirror, mildly amused.

The only other snippet she’d found was from the local news station in Pryden. A small article, nothing too fanfare-ish, but no surprises there; the editor was most likely tucked into the Facility’s deep pockets. There had been reports of an explosion, but the Facility was refusing to comment when contacted. Also no surprises.

If Az didn’t stop batting those demon-lord-emerald dewdrops at her, she was going to hit him.

‘I’m sure she’s all right.’ Leona still watched her, and the car drifted into the next lane.

‘Watch the bloody road.’

Leona’s jerk on the wheel was way too dramatic for the level of imminent danger they were in. Which was none. On the long stretch of liquorice ahead of them, they were the only car in sight.

‘What has crawled into your britches, young lady?’

‘Nothing. Nothing at all. That’s the fucking problem.’

It had hit her as she’d tried to call Perry on Skyler. Blake wasn’t on any messenger apps. She only had her cell phone.

‘Oh for goodness sake,’ Leona said. ‘This trip will be unbearable if you’re going to sulk the whole way. Just call your sister—’

Oh, bad move, Tan Queen. ‘I can’t.’ Kira punched the back of Leona’s seat. Using her metal fist. Making sure it made a dent. ‘I don’t know her fucking number.’

Goddamn, that had been louder than intended. Az reached for her just as Leona jammed on the brakes, and his hand swung wide. Everyone in the car jolted forward, and Kira winced as the seat belt jabbed the bruising on her shoulder.

‘Jesus, what are you doing?’ she said.

‘Stopping until you calm down.’ Leona declared, pulling on the handbrake. ‘You don’t know your own sister’s number?’

Vail shook his head. ‘Leona, you don’t need to sound so disgusted. If you had a cell phone, you’d get it. The numbers are all stored—’

‘We’re in the middle of the highway, you crazy cow.’ Kira peered out through the streak-stained back window. Not even a distant speck of an oncoming car. But still.

Leona jerked her head, butterfly clips fluttering almost like the real thing. ‘I’m neither crazy nor a cow. But now at least I understand why you are acting so dreadfully. May I suggest that you take up meditation when you next have a chance?’

Kira leaned forward, not proud of the fact that Vail edged back when she did so, but the queen of the super-tan was way out of line. ‘May I suggest that you start the bloody car and keep driving?’

Leona wasn’t good with following orders. The car remained stationery. ‘Adults talk through their feelings, Kira. If you are afraid for your sister, just say so. You have every right to be. She has involved herself, and you, in something far beyond her.’

‘Leona.’ Vail put his hand on her shoulder, and Bradley chirruped. ‘Let it go. I think she gets the gist.’ He turned his attention to Kira. ‘Do you remember any numbers at all, anyone else you could contact, who might know?’

There was one number she remembered. It was stuck in her head like it had been branded there. But dead men don’t answer phones. Hell, batteries went pretty damn flat after three years. ‘No. I don’t.’

It often felt like she and Blake were on different planets. Now they may as well be. Might as well be in that Kur place where Az and the big-titted goddess hung out.

‘When we get to the Rudiment, maybe William can help you with memory recall.’ Leona’s tone reeked of trying-too-hard-to-be-nice. ‘There are ways to –’

‘I’m not getting bloody hypnotised by some cult leader. Can you please just drive, Leona? How much further have we got to go?’

Rain began to fall, a light drizzle. Leona pushed the car into gear and flicked on the windscreen wipers. They wailed like banshees across the glass. Az traced his finger down the window, following a bead of water. 

‘An hour and a bit.’ Vail’s voice lifted with false enthusiasm. As if everyone were perfectly okay with being crammed in the shitbox a bit longer. ‘Nearly there.’

Bullshit, but Kira had done enough tantrum-throwing for five minutes. The car started rolling again. Azrael used both hands to trace raindrop patterns. Very demonic. Kira returned her attention to the tablet. Distraction would be good. Maybe one of the stupid-ass stories the poor old Sumerians made up. Vail had downloaded a few before they’d left the house. She picked one called ‘Inanna’s Descent to the Underworld’. Sounded porn centric, so it would do.

Turns out Ereshkigal had had a big falling out with her sister, some other scantily clad chick called Inanna, a goddess of war and love and fertility. Inanna had passed through seven gates to get to Kur, taking off her clothes as she went till she’d arrived at her sister’s throne, stark naked and acting all innocent. No, no dear sister, I haven’t come to take your throne. Flutter eyes.

Jesus, now there was a god Kira wanted to be. Queen of sex, violence, and giving her sister a fucking hard time. But there’d be a name change. Inanna sucked.

All at once the cabin brightened, and the guttural sound of an engine filled the damp air.

‘This bloody idiot is absolutely flying.’ Leona screwed up her face, eyes darting back and forth from rearview mirror to road.

‘Police?’ Kira’s empty stomach dipped. She turned around, gripping the back of the seat.

‘Not unless police drive luxury cars in this part of the world,’ Leona said.

True to the witch’s word, there was something a little bit fancy behind them. Kira squinted into the lights and caught sight of a wide-mouth grill and trident logo. Maserati. Silver. Nice. She’d driven one herself a couple of times. Hooked up with a girl in New York who drove a mauve one. Disgusting colour. Impressive car.

Despite the fact that the driver had three lanes of highway to choose from, they apparently liked the ass end of Leona’s powder-blue shitbox.

‘For crying out loud,’ Leona muttered, ‘go around.’

Kira settled back into her seat. Even the creepazoid lizard wanted a look. He perched on the front bench seat, flicking his candy-floss tongue in the general direction of the pushy driver. But Az sat still, head tilted down, eyes shadowed. Sleeping? Or had his batteries run out? She laid her hand on his arm, just as the Maserati overtook them. One subtle press of the accelerator and the driver could be in the next state over before the Datsun’s wheels made another rotation. But the driver slowed alongside, and the window slid open.

A woman. Dark hair down to her shoulders, the dimness of the interior distorting her features. She glanced over at them as she eased the car past. She didn’t seem to be in too much of a hurry now. Leona wound down her window.

‘Do you have a problem?’ she shouted.

The rain spattered in through the open window, straight into Kira’s face. Mildly refreshing.

‘What’s she saying?’ Vail said.

Leona didn’t answer, and Kira could hear the very faint murmur of the woman speaking. She couldn’t make out a single word over the grumble of the Maserati and the gush of the wind, but Leona seemed to get the gist.

‘No idea. Sorry, love,’ she said, winding up her window.

Kira wiped at her damp face. ‘What did she want?’

‘Directions to some place I’ve never heard of.’ Leona shrugged. ‘I’m not exactly a local.’

‘Weird, I would have thought a car like that would have GPS.’ Vail said.

Bradley broke out one of those mini chihuahua barks, clearly directing his yelps at Azrael. The guy still sat with his head lowered and his fingers held in stiff claws. Rocking. Ever so slightly. 

Oh, shit. Not good.

‘Az? Hey, buddy.’ Kira didn’t move to touch him. Didn’t move at all. She’d learned sitting with him at the Facility that when he got like this, sinking into what sure as hell looked like a panic attack, that any sudden movement would have him thrashing about like a madman. So would the dark. The dude hated the dark. Hell, not even dark, just badly lit and he went total unhappy camper. Azrael lifted his hands, clutched at his head. Maybe the interior of the car was getting to him. Dim and gloomy.

‘You need to pull over,’ Kira said. ‘Now.’

For the first time since bolting from the hotel, she realised the tranq bracelet was still sitting beside the sink in the bathroom. Christ almighty. Exhibit A of ‘Kira was here’. Police had probably traced it back to the Facility by now. A throaty sound escaped Az, and the rocking amped up enough to make the seat shudder.

‘What’s happening?’ Leona said.

He’d been behind thick glass every time Kira had seen him lose it since her very first run in
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