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Chapter 1





I ran up the driveway, the fragrant air of the gardens around me filling my lungs. This place was teeming with flowers, their petals pale and gorgeous among leaves that were damp with evening dew, that glistened like shards of black glass.

But the mansion itself was even prettier. Sorry, stately would be the word. Maybe even regal. Jazz music – live, naturally – streamed out of the crack in the double doors in its facade. I could imagine the notes tumbling playfully down the marble steps, sounding in time with the click of my borrowed dress shoes as they pattered against the cobblestone driveway.

Hi, I’m Dustin Graves, and I’m a dirty, dirty peasant.

At least compared to the people around me, all of them streaming gracefully up towards the house while I ran helter-skelter. Everyone else had gotten out of expensive chauffeured vehicles. I had to clamber my way out of a dented rideshare. Kind of embarrassing, frankly, but I still gave my driver five stars on the app. So his car was dinged up. He was nice, okay?

I panted as I reached the mansion. Not easy running with a mask on your face. I should have mentioned, really, that everyone had to wear masks for this particular ball. Yeah, it was that kind of event.

My mask was in the shape of a fox, because I’m sly, and cunning, and all those other words people use to describe roguishly handsome rascals like yours truly. Plus Herald said it made me look foxy, which is a word that rhymes with sexy, and I knew that was what he really meant, so I rolled with it. Five bucks at a costume store. Why the hell not, right?

Sterling stood at the base of the steps, looking like he’d been poured into his suit, which fit so supernaturally well on his slender frame. He wore a mask in the shape of a cat’s face. No real explanation required, honestly. Sterling’s basically a cat given human – well, vampiric form, as the case may be. 

He tapped his foot impatiently on the marble, one hand pushed into his hip, the other held up to his face, like he was indicating an invisible watch to me.

“You’re late,” Sterling snarled. “I’ve burned through half a pack of cigarettes by now.”

“Sorry,” I said, skidding up to his side, wiping the sweat off my forehead. “Sorry. Herald and I had a hard time picking out the right suit.”

“Right. If you say so.” Sterling’s eyes trailed up and down my body. “You look good, I have to admit.”

I grinned, taking the rare Sterling-brand compliment and shrugging. “I do, don’t I?” I adjusted my tie, smirking to myself. “Maybe I should dress up more often.”

“Okay, it was one tiny compliment. Geez. Let’s go in.”

Sterling rolled his shoulders, then adjusted the skinny gray tie he’d selected for the occasion. I’d never, ever say it to his face, but even with his features hidden, I had to admit that he looked incredibly dashing. He marched up the steps, invitations in hand, and I did my best to imitate the confidence in his stride.

The place? The Ramsey House, mansion of sisters Delilah and Marybeth Ramsey. The pair of Texan transplants had come to Valero with their oodles in inherited oil money, to set roots and spend their wealth somewhere among the California folk.

Or at least that was what I’d read in the makeshift dossier we’d built on them back at the Boneyard. The Ramseys were the belles of Valero society, feted and adored from the day they first set foot in the city about a decade ago. Silver-haired, stylish, and outrageously wealthy, they were everything to aspire to.

And our aliases? Easy. Sterling was Mister Silver, an eclectic jeweler just passing through town, and I was his apprentice, the young, handsome, and totally ripped, totally not scrawny Justin Braves.

As for how we even got invited to such a fancy society event to begin with – well, we didn’t. All it took was a little trickery, a combination of Sterling’s alarming skills in forgery and a small dose of Carver’s enchanting prowess. Together they whipped up a pair of convincing invitations that allowed us to breeze right through the front door.

We weren’t on the list – I mean come on, Silver and Braves didn’t even exist. But through magic and mimicry, Carver made us exist, and at least to the ushers, their minds enfeebled by the enchanted invitations, Mister Silver and young Master Braves not only belonged, but were honored guests. Hell, the lady with the clipboard and the headset even sent someone to escort us into the ballroom.

And man, the ballroom. At least a hundred guests, easily, filling the manor’s great hall, some swaying to the live music, others gossiping eagerly with each other, conspiratorial and familiar despite the anonymity of the masquerade. A herd of slender women with the heads of gazelles whispered in one corner, as men wearing lion manes and masks loudly argued politics in another.

That was the theme, after all: animals. The masks came in all flavors: simple paper ones, more ornate headdresses made with real feathers and adorned with fake horns, even a couple of lifelike rubber and silicone numbers that made their wearers look almost convincingly anthropomorphic.

And as much as the quality and creativity of the masks differed, one thing stayed uniform throughout: the utter opulence of what everyone was wearing. Women came in sleek gowns as sharply cut and as richly hued as jewels. The men wore crisp, creaseless suits and tuxes so finely tailored they shouldn’t have been able to move.

I smoothed down my clothes, feeling positively underdressed. But that was okay. I lived and died by charisma, and a little bit of arrogance. I was going to be fine. And really, I half expected to see Bastion in the crowd, though considering how masks were de rigueur – that’s French for “wear that shit or get out” – it would’ve been next to impossible to spot him. What really took me by surprise, though, was how quickly Sterling slipped into his persona, easily blending in with the richies.

Now, you know me. I’m good at lots of things, and between working as a Hound and having so much contact with the shadows, you would think that camouflage would be my forte. It’s very different, though, trying to mingle with the moneyed masses versus breaking and entering to steal stuff. Sterling seemed prepared for this sort of thing, and I just felt like an overgrown boy wearing a borrowed suit and his father’s shoes.

Regrettably, both of those details were factual and true. You’re nuts if you really think I’m about to drop cash on buying or renting a suit. I’ve needed a suit all of two times in my entire life: a cousin’s wedding, and my mom’s funeral. I wasn’t looking to attend one of either of those any time soon.

I’ll let you in on a little secret, though. Herald was really nice about letting me borrow one of his suits. Sure, I was a little taller than him, but his charcoal jacket and pants fit me just fine. He even threw in a vest for me to wear underneath.

The best part of it was when he started – and literally could not stop complimenting me. He was sneaking pictures with his phone and everything, pulling at my jacket, adjusting my tie. I kept flustering at the attention.

“Stop it,” I said, laughing, batting his hands away. “I can’t tell if you want me to wear this out or rip it off me again.”

“The second thing,” Herald breathed, his hands working surprisingly fast.

And – and you don’t need to know the rest, but it most definitely messed up my clothes, and my hair. And Herald’s sheets.

Yeah. That was why I was late. I still needed to book a car to get from Herald’s apartment all the way to the Ramsey House, too. But Sterling didn’t need to know, right? I was sure he had a hunch, but I wasn’t about to give him more ammunition.

“Mister Silver,” our escort said, depositing us, to my delight, very close to a number of banquet tables groaning with appetizers. “Mister Braves. Please enjoy your evening.”

The man had only just turned around and I was already stuffing myself full of tasty treats. Six kinds of cheeses, delicate little slices of fruit, what I could only assume was caviar, my first taste of foie gras – was this how the rich lived and ate? These were all the shitty parts of animals that the rest of the world didn’t want. Holy shit, it was great.

“My God, you’re making a spectacle of yourself,” Sterling hissed. He tipped his champagne flute back, delicately grasping it by the stem, like – like some fancy rich guy. “Try not to look so poor.”

I frowned at him through a mouthful of melon and ham. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

Even from behind his feline mask Sterling managed to give me a withering glare, his eyes traveling up and down my body. “Swallow everything that you’ve shoved in your face, and then maybe talk to me again. I’m going to mingle, get some information. You stay here and – masticate.” Then he walked away – no, glided away, the pompous ass.

“Yeah? Well fine! I’ll stand here and masticate all night long.”

I swallowed thickly, took a swig of champagne, then wiped at my mouth with the back of my hand. A nearby clump of women in butterfly masks unfolded their fans and whispered to each other, clearly discussing me.

Okay, fine. So maybe I did stand out a little. Get some information, huh? Shit, no sweat. I’m Dustin Graves, the handsomest, charmingest so-and-so in Valero. Nobody said this was a competition, but since Sterling was being such an ass, I was happy to make it one now.

Time to put all of that charisma to good use.

I smoothed down my jacket, broadened my shoulders, put on my best smile, then sauntered over to the butterfly women, positively sparkling from the inside. Whatever I did seemed to work, the three of them tittering as I approached.

“Ladies,” I said, infusing my voice with – I don’t fucking know, man, with money, I guess, just like Sterling said. It was all about the fantasy, the masquerade. “A fine evening, isn’t it?”

The three women, each in a couture gown the color of a different jewel, tittered again.

“Lovely night, sir,” the one in the ruby dress said.

“Such delicious hors d’oeuvres,” the lady in the emerald gown purred. The three of them laughed softly. I laughed with them, unsure if they were making fun of me and my appetite, but when in Rome, you know?

“An excellent spread, to be sure,” I said. “Very generous of the Ramseys to host for the Society this evening.”

“Indeed,” Ruby replied, fanning herself gently. “Are you personally acquainted with our hosts?”

I winked, then flashed another glittering grin. “I suppose you could say that. I don’t see them among us, though.”

The third woman, let’s call her Sapphire, fanned herself and grinned openly. “Well that’s part of the fun, isn’t it? The masks. Nobody knows anybody. I’ve heard that Delilah and Marybeth have made it a kind of game. If you discover and unveil them, they’ll donate ten thousand dollars to the charity of your choice.”

I almost smashed my champagne flute between my fingers. Ten thousand dollars was more money than I’d ever collectively held in any of my pitiful bank accounts at any given time. Okay, so maybe that was down to my irresponsible spending habits, too, but sometimes you need a little extra spool of golden thread from the Black Market for a ritual, you know?

Sometimes a new video game release catches you by surprise. And sometimes your boyfriend wants to do a fun little weekend adventure in San Francisco, or farther south in Downtown LA, and you empty the coffers because you want to treat him special, the way he deserves to be treated.

Yeah, that’s right. I said boyfriend.

I chatted with the jewel ladies a little longer, then left them to titter into their hands and their fans. Thanks to Carver’s briefing, I knew better than to sift through the throng of the rich and not-really-famous to find the Ramseys. That was the real game they were playing. They weren’t in the ballroom at all.

And Sterling and I knew exactly where to find them.
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“Coast is clear,” Sterling said, the potted plant rustling as he spoke.

“About damn time,” I grunted. “How do you manage to always smell like cigarettes?”

“And body spray,” he muttered, leaning in to give me a whiff of his neck. I curled my nose and grimaced. “Smell.”

“Get off,” I grumbled, shoving him off me, and out from the safety of our hiding place.

Like I said, the Ramseys weren’t about to show, because they were sequestered somewhere private, even more private than their home. My guess was an underground chamber of some design. Sterling said it might have been a side room that they set aside specifically for ritual magic.

Whatever it was, we had a strong – and probably accurate suspicion, honestly – that the sisters had spent the night locked up in their special room, drawing on the ambient energy of so many of their gathered guests to fuel whatever blasted ritual they were attempting. So we waited, after dark, after all the guests had gone. We waited, like a couple of criminals, behind the safety and obscurity of a massive indoor plant tucked away in an alcove just off the ballroom.

Because it’s possible, after all, to fuel magic even with the unintentional psychic force of so many unwitting people. It was something I learned from Thea, my former mentor and murderer, of all people, a long time ago. The ball guests were gathered for the sake of supporting the Ramsey sisters and their cause, and whether or not they knew it, their mere presence and mindset would contribute in some small way.

Very insidious, honestly speaking, and very reminiscent of cult magic. That was exactly why Carver had sent us to the Ramsey House to begin with. We’d nipped the Viridian Dawn in the bud, and that whole mess with the Crown of Stars had caused the slaughter of a great many of the Eldest’s worshippers.

And now that the Dark Room had been suppressed – now that I no longer had access to the shadows – it made even more sense for pocket groups of cultists to pop up and attempt to summon the Eldest via alternate means, to continue to draw their attention to our plane of existence.

The Society of Robes, obviously, was at the very top of our list of suspects.

I should have known better, truthfully. The Ramseys were wealthy enough to do this sort of shit, and certainly rich enough to snag just the right kind of eldritch artifact to initiate a summoning, or at least some kind of communion with the Old Ones.

What the society rags and that gossipy section of the Comstock Times didn’t ever mention, you see, was that the Ramseys were also aspiring sorceresses. They were normals, in short, who’d somehow been keyed into the realities of the underground, the magical world behind the Veil, and had developed a kind of appetite for the arcane. And that was always a dangerous thing.

The Society of Robes liked to position itself as a kind of organizational front for the city’s wealthier class, its more prestigious occupations: doctors, lawyers, politicians, the luxurious and lucky few who, at some point in history, had worn wear ornate cloaks and robes as part of their uniforms. The Lorica and the rest of the underground knew the truth, though.

Through a combination of their wealth and influence, the Society and the Ramseys were more or less untouchable. It wasn’t like they necessarily dabbled in the more apocalyptic aspects of magic. Not on a regular, anyway. It was more of the innocent stuff: divination, minor summonings of benevolent spirits, that sort of thing.

This time, though? This time was different. The Ramseys had gotten their velvet mitts on something especially explosive. According to Carver, it was difficult to pick up on specifically because of how the Ramsey House had entire sections that were warded from the prying powers of scryers like himself and the Lorica’s Eyes, kind of like the magically impregnable Vault that Bastion’s family kept in their manor’s basement.

The good news? We had a small lead on the Lorica. Carver’s powers outstripped even the Lorica’s best Eyes and Scions by leaps and bounds. Sterling and I had a chance of slipping in and absconding with the goods before the Lorica’s people had even rolled out of bed to scratch their nuts.

The bad news, of course, was that Sterling and I would be exposed to the fullest brunt of this amorphous deadly artifact’s powers. Carver couldn’t tell us much more beyond the vague warning to be “extremely careful.”

When we got there – when we made it closer to our target – I was going to make sure to let Sterling walk into the room first.

Hey. Undead vampire, okay? He can regenerate. I can’t. And where would that leave us? I mean come on. Who do you love more: me, or Sterling?

Actually, don’t answer that.

We crept through the darkened manor, Sterling calling on his heightened senses to detect anything amiss. So far, so good. It was a little strange, truth be told, to have to really work at being sneaky this time around. I’d gotten so used to relying on my connection to the Dark Room, on letting the pact bind my blood to the shadows and make it second nature for me to blend into the gloom. Stealth was second nature to me, once. So was shadowstepping. So was the act of calling beasts and blades made from solid night itself.

Okay, so I’m not about to lie. Part of me missed my bond with the Dark. I don’t know that you could blame me entirely. With the Dark Room, I was so powerful, so free. Despite its many drawbacks, I could travel from one point to another in the blink of an eye. I could vanish into the shadows whenever I needed, whether it was to hide or to evade a blow or a stray magical spell fired by someone who was really, really pissed at me.

But no use reminiscing all that now. Life was better off without the Dark Room. I was better off without it, and so was the world. Hell, the universe. I was still a mage, wasn’t I? I could wield flame, the way Herald was a master of frost. Fire and ice, just us two. And with time and training, as Carver himself had said, I could learn to bring much more than just the fire.

As we crept on, I lifted the flap of my backpack, totally prepared to rock and roll if things came down to it. So I didn’t have control of the Dark Room anymore. Big whoop. I still had a bloodthirsty flying sword living in my backpack, and oh, I might have forgotten to mention it, but I’ve learned one or two new tricks when it comes to casting fire magic, too.

“Wait,” Sterling said. “You hear that?”

I froze, my muscles stiffening. In the past, my reflex would have been to crouch lower to the ground, to make myself a smaller target, but also to bring myself closer to the shadows, and therefore closer to an expedited, totally courageous exit through the Dark Room.

But alas.

“Hear what?” I said, my eyes flitting around the mansion.

“It’s like – the padding of feet,” Sterling said. “Tiny feet.”

My heart thumped faster. Little feet? What did we have on our hands here? Imps? Rats? I clenched my teeth. Faeries? Please, please. Not the fae folk.

Sterling placed a finger over his lips, and I followed his other hand as it pointed towards an open doorway. A dim light emanated from it, enough to cast a shadow against the wall. And there we saw it: the silhouette of a beast with four legs, pointed ears, and a long snout.

“Oh dear God,” I whispered. “What the fuck is that?”

A dire wolf, I thought. A hell hound. Maybe even a dragon. Sterling and I stood rooted to the spot as we watched with bated breath. The shadow grew larger, and larger. My fingers curled towards my palm as, instinctively, my body helped me generate a small, steady ball of flame, ready for battle.

The shadow blotted out the far wall, and I stifled a gasp as the thing walked into the room.

A corgi.

I squinted. “Are you fucking serious?”

“Arf,” the corgi said, running on its tiny, stubby legs towards us.

“Probably the Ramseys’ pet,” Sterling said, squatting on the ground, holding his hands out. “Here, boy.”

“Wait,” I hissed, tugging on his jacket. “What if it’s a trap?”

“Please,” Sterling said. “A Welsh corgi, possibly the cutest breed of dog in existence?”

The corgi did a little twirl, then raced back down the doorway that it came from. I watched as it waddled away.

“Look at that butt,” Sterling cooed. “Adorable.”

“Follow it,” I said. “Something fishy is going on here.”

Fishy couldn’t begin to describe it. The dog led us down a brief hallway, pausing to twirl every few feet, its tongue lolling out the side of its mouth, its eyes beady and thrilled. Finally, it wrangled us through an open door – which was flooded with blood.

Human blood.

My stomach roiled. It was a scene from a nightmare, one I thought I’d already recovered from. But the Pruitts, the dead reality TV couple I found with the holes in their stomachs, and those twelve corpses I once discovered in a different mansion? Nothing compared to this.

Dozens of bodies, arranged in a circle around an empty stone platform. An altar. There had to be at least thirty of them, their tuxes and gowns still peeking through the blood-stained cover of their ceremonial robes. I recognized each combination of clothing and mask from the ballroom. I knew – but I fucking knew that there was something messed up going on with all those animal heads. Rich people and masks? Never, ever a good combination. Their bodies were broken, pulverized as if struck by a massive blunt force. Smashed with a huge hammer, or an oncoming truck. This was bad magic. Dark magic.

I gagged, the back of my throat tasting like bile. “Oh my God,” I croaked. “I think I’m going to hurl.”

“Please,” Sterling said. “You’ve seen worse.”

I clutched my stomach, gagging again. “I really, honestly haven’t.”

He shrugged. “Honestly, if I were still human? It’d be the smell that would bother me. It’s like an abattoir in here. I mean, to me it smells sweet. Delicious.”

Sterling brought a cigarette to his lips, lighting it, then blowing twin streams of white smoke out of his nostrils. Really? Right there?

“If that’s supposed to help with the smell – ”

“Oh,” he said. “It really isn’t. Metallic, isn’t it? The smell of all this gore. Terrible. Really gross.”

“Oh my God, Sterling, please stop.”

“Arf,” the dog said, playing at our heels, its little paws splashing in shallow pools of blood. My stomach seized again.

Then it ran over to one of the corpses – an older woman, possibly one of the Ramseys – and tugged at the hem of her robes.

The woman gasped, convulsing, crimson liquid rocketing from her mouth. She turned to her side and shuddered, sobbing the whole while.

“It lies sleeping,” she croaked. “Not truly dead and gone. It waits.”

“That’s Delilah Ramsey,” Sterling hissed. “What the hell is she talking about?”

“Hallucinating,” I said, locking away the possibility that Delilah was talking about the darkness that lived in my chest. “Delirious, maybe, from blood loss.”

Delilah’s eyes focused on something in the distance, something we couldn’t see. She fell silent, then vomited again, blood and bile tumbling past her lips.

The corgi looked up at me with its oddly adorable smile.

“Barf,” it said.

I held it in like a champion, because the alternative was to barf, just like the dog told me to, all over my dad’s shoes.
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“I thought you’d have a stronger stomach than that,” Sterling said. “Honestly, Dust, how embarrassing.”

I threw my hands up. “Embarrassing for who, exactly? Me or the dog?”

He shrugged. “Pick one.”

We’d left very shortly after verifying that the Ramsey woman – Delilah, as Sterling correctly pointed out – was actually alive. We beat it the hell out of the mansion just as soon as we heard the telltale pops of teleportation magic, as the Lorica’s Wings arrived on the scene. Let them deal with her, I thought. None of our business.

I didn’t envy the crew that would have to rinse out the Ramsey House. Hell, I didn’t envy the coverup job Royce would have to pull, either. Something fucked up had happened in Delilah’s little sacrificial chamber. You know how I feel about sacrifices, and I had an inkling that whatever she and her sister were attempting would have involved slaughtering the corgi.

“So, are we all sure that it was a good idea to bring it here?”

From Gil’s lap, the dog bared its teeth and growled at me. I was convinced it had something to do with the massacre.

“Better with the Boneyard than the Lorica,” Carver said.

He wove his fingers in intricate patterns as he activated his false eye, the one he used to scry, detect magic, take notes – a multipurpose tool, really. Our boss was an undying lich, a sorcerer with an artificially extended lifespan, but as far as I was concerned, he was basically a cyborg in a tailored suit.

“I think you’re all being silly,” Sterling drawled. He was sprawled along his favorite couch in the Boneyard, the long red one that he liked so much, one foot dangling off the edge. “Equally silly. You, Dust, for worrying about it, and you, Gil, for getting so attached so quickly.”

“Listen,” Gil said, his voice ringing with warning. “It’s a corgi. It’s cute. Look at those stubby legs. That little butt.” He nuzzled his face into the top of the dog’s head. The dog yapped and blinked up at him, pleased. Gil grinned. “Werewolf or no, I’m only human at the end of the day.”

Gil had taken to loving the little mutt like a fish to water. Or, I dunno, like a dog to water. He’d fussed over the corgi, cooing over it the very moment he spotted it in Sterling’s arms. As expected, the dog refused to stay put with me, wriggling around and snapping. I confess, it was kind of disheartening. I’m normally pretty good with animals. Hell, I’m great with animals.

But again, this all boils down to my pathological need to be liked – even by strange, potentially magical killer dogs. And the fact that the new Boneyard dog didn’t like me was twisting me up inside.

“And you can’t exactly fault me for being suspicious about all this,” I told Sterling. “There were a lot of dead bodies. I mean, the smell alone.”

Sterling folded his arms behind his head and sighed wistfully. “All that blood.”

“Ugh.” I wrinkled my nose. “All that blood.”

“Well, he’s not a shifter, I can tell you that much,” Gil said, scratching the corgi under its chin. “Are you, boy?”

The corgi barked happily. I squinted at the two of them, but I trusted Gil enough to know the difference. Who else but a werewolf could spot another shifter?

“So we know two things so far,” I said. “That it’s a boy, and that it’s not someone in disguise.”

“That we know of,” Carver said. His false eye was glowing with amber light as he scrutinized the dog. “I don’t sense anything amiss about this creature, which makes me even more suspicious. I do not trust these small dogs that are truly only overgrown rats.”

The corgi barked in Carver’s direction, then growled. Carver flinched.

I chuckled. “You’ve got something against dogs, Carver?”

“No,” he said. “Not necessarily. But as a lich, I am essentially a walking skeleton wearing the skin of a man. I understand canines are fond of bones.” He shuddered. “Keep the thing away from me and we’ll all get along swimmingly.”

The amber fire in his eye faded, and he glided out of the break room, cup and saucer in hand. It wasn’t like Carver to bring his tea to any other spot in the Boneyard – he generally liked to drink it boiling hot, right off the kettle. He clearly wasn’t comfortable around the corgi.

Who, it turned out, had developed a kind of fondness for Gil in return. The dog licked enthusiastically at Gil’s hand, then his face, and our big, burly resident werewolf just laughed and literally took it on the chin.

“What is this?” I said, arms folded. “Something about the ancient bond between wolves and dogs, maybe?”

“Or,” Gil said, vigorously rubbing the dog’s head, “I’m just naturally good with animals.”

“Very likely,” I huffed. The dog turned to me, then growled.

I found myself flinching, too. I mean the little guy was cute, sure, but considering the circumstances we’d found him in, I wasn’t a hundred percent sold on befriending him. Carver’s reasons for distrusting the corgi were ridiculous in their own way, but I knew better. We had a murder-dog on our hands, I was sure of it. The question was getting more details about what the hell had happened at the Ramsey House. The thing couldn’t talk. Could it?

“Gil,” I said. “Possibly stupid question, but can you communicate with it?”

“Him,” Gil said. “Communicate with him.”

I rolled my eyes. “Fine. Him, then.”

“And no, I can’t. I’m still a man, if you haven’t noticed. I’m a werewolf, sure, but that doesn’t mean I’ve got a whole doggie dictionary trapped up in my skull.” He tapped the side of his head, as if to prove his point.

You know, fair enough. And I wasn’t about to check if he could talk to the dog in werewolf form, either. Gil tended to go completely out of his mind when he went full dog, losing his ability to think rationally as the transformation into a lycanthrope overrode his brains with that of a ravenous, bloodthirsty wolf. Which meant that, even if we did figure out a way of restraining him, he’d probably spend all of his wolf-time trying to eat the corgi in the first place.

“Puppy!”

I was just wondering when Asher was going to realize that everyone besides him was gathered in the living area. He rushed straight towards the corgi, blissfully ignorant of the fact that it was discovered among the ruined corpses of so many cultists, then scooped it up in his arms. The corgi yapped happily, immediately rewarding Asher with two licks to the face.

Sterling chuckled from his sofa. “Seems like the dog likes everyone but you, Dust.”

“Banjo,” Asher said between giggles, turning his head this way and that to dodge the corgi’s slobbering. “His name is Banjo.”

I frowned. “Banjo? Says who? Does it have a collar?”

“Says me,” Asher said, placing the dog gently down on the floor. “And him. Right, Banjo? You like that name, boy?”

The dog barked once, its – sorry, his cheeks rising into that weird and admittedly crazy cute smile that dogs make when they’re happy. I frowned harder, getting jealouser and jealouser by the second. Making sure no one was looking, I raised my arm and sniffed myself carefully. Did I stink? Was that it?

As if sensing my thoughts, the dog turned towards me, staring unblinkingly with his beady little black eyes. This time, though, he didn’t growl. Aha. Progress.

Then Asher reached in to ruffle the fur on Banjo’s back. Distracted, the dog went into a little spin, yapping excitedly as he began to chase his own tail. Gil took out his phone to start recording Banjo’s antics. Hell, even Sterling got off the couch to get involved, scouring the kitchen for dog-safe treats.

Puppy Yum biscuits. All I needed were Puppy Yum biscuits. Then Banjo would be mine.
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It was going to be a while until we would get Carver accustomed to the idea of having a dog around the Boneyard, plus it wasn’t like you could just amble out into Valero and pick up some pee pads and a litter box for a puppy past midnight. Hell, even the Black Market didn’t stock that stuff, and they sold pet dragons.

“Then maybe they have dragon pooper scoopers,” I said. “You know, something we can improvise with before morning. Gil and Asher did volunteer to buy stuff for Banjo, so now we just need to make sure he doesn’t poop everywhere tonight.”

Sterling cocked an eyebrow at me, and the corgi sort of mirrored the expression, looking at me with a sidelong glance up his snoot. Sterling had the dog on a makeshift leash. I only say makeshift because Sterling’s the kind of guy who definitely keeps leather collars and leashes around his bedroom, only ones that were sized for humans. With a few adjustments and some tightening, though, Banjo seemed happy enough.

“This is improvising,” Sterling drawled, a cigarette hanging loosely out of the corner of his mouth. “We do a couple of rounds around Heinsite Park, get him to do his business, and we’re set.”

“Did you bring any bags for his poop?”

“Of course I did,” Sterling huffed. “I’m not a monster.” He pushed a couple of small paper bags into my hands. “Here. You hold on to them.”

I frowned. “Why are you making me keep these?”

“No reason.” He shrugged, pulling lightly on the leash. “Come on, boy. Let’s go take a walk. You gonna make a doo-doo for daddy?”

I shook my head, watching as the pair of them ambled along into the darkness. When I joined Carver’s employ as a member of the Boneyard – hell, when I was first recruited as a staffer at the Lorica – I had no idea my life was headed in this direction.

In all my time with them, even knowing that they were decent people at heart, I still always knew that Sterling and Gil were fundamentally beasts: bloodthirsty predators, a vampire and a werewolf who’d worked in concert long before I showed up, twin instruments of destruction.

To see them so quickly reduced to cooing, quivering piles of jelly by this tiny, furry creature and its waddling butt was quite something else.

Okay, fine. I could relate. How can you not love a dog? And a corgi, of all things. The Queen of England keeps a billion of them. That woman has the right idea.

I lingered at Sterling’s heels as Banjo waddled among the bushes, picking the perfect spot to evacuate. The dog looked at Sterling, then at me as he shat his brains out. I’d read somewhere that dogs did that with people they trusted, to check that their pack mates had their backs in times of vulnerable, pooping need.

But for some reason, Banjo’s gaze felt more authoritative than that. “That’s right,” it seemed to say. “You pick up my leavings.”

Probably just my imagination, but I was willing to bet that this creature had to be in some way supernatural, if not at least a little bit smarter than the average dog. I mean come on, you parse this out for me. Thirty dead bodies, smashed into pulp and drained of their blood – fine, twenty-nine, if you account for the fact that Delilah somehow survived.

And you’ve got a dog just minding its own business among them, hardly distressed. That’s not how a dog behaves around its owner, especially one who’s been injured. Banjo didn’t belong at the scene, the way he didn’t belong to the Ramseys. The pieces of the puzzle just did’t fit.

But hey, free dog. At least until we figured out who the real owner was. No collar, no tag, from what we could see, but again, as Carver said, better with us than with the Lorica.

I bundled my jacket around myself, trying to keep warm against the wet chill of Heinsite, then held my breath as I carefully, very carefully deposited Banjo’s little pile of poops into a bag.

“Nicely done,” Sterling said, blowing out a puff of smoke.

“You’re an asshole,” I said, grimacing as I tossed Banjo’s present in a trash can. “Can we hurry up and get out of here? I don’t know why we still come to Heinsite, man. I feel like I’m always getting attacked out here.”

“Aww, that hurts, Dusty. Don’t you remember? This was where we met for the very first time. I tried to suck your blood out and everything.” He squinted, his eyes narrowing with sudden remembrance. “And you kicked my nuts to smithereens that night, too.”

“You kind of deserved it. I mean, you were trying to kill me, kind of. I’m not going to stand around playing dumb if the bushes start rustling.”

The bushes started rustling.

“What fresh hell is this now?” I said. “I fucking knew Heinsite was a terrible idea.”

And we’d proven that theory, what, how many times over, now? Getting attacked by Sterling, getting abducted and murdered by Thea, and most recently, the appearance of the Overthroat’s portal.

“Just a rabbit,” Sterling said, his voice unusually hard. “Maybe.”

I threw my hands up and hissed. “California. The middle of the city. You really think bunnies just hide out in the bushes here?”

The blow came too suddenly. A force socked me upside the chin, and I was only too lucky that my mouth was fully closed at the time or I would have bitten part of my tongue off. The pain was still there, though, and all too real, radiating dully throughout my jawbone. I clutched my face, stumbling.

“Jesus, ouch,” I yelped. “Sterling, there’s something here, and it’s – ”

Whap. Another blow, to the side of my head this time, hard enough to make me see stars. I spun on my heels, as if the world wasn’t already spinning from the inside of my skull, desperately trying to seek out our – rather, my assailant. Sterling hadn’t been hit yet, but he was whirling in place cautiously, Banjo running a circle around his legs, yapping his little head off.

“Invisible,” I cried out.

“Maybe,” Sterling said. “Or camouflaged. Whoever the fuck you are, show yourself. Coward.”

Sterling sometimes liked to keep his hair gelled in place, but strands of it dislodged from his scalp as some unseen force slammed into his face. This blow was the hardest, meant to actually make Sterling’s vampire physiology take notice. And clearly this invisible attacker was pulling its punches on me. Whoever was attacking us knew who we were.

“Very uncool,” Sterling said, spitting a mouthful of blood gone black in the dark of the night. And gross as it was, he made an effort not to just hawk it out, but to spray his own blood into a mist in the air in front of him.

It worked. Someone – our attacker – cried out in disgust, and as the drops of Sterling’s spit and blood settled, they traced the vague outline of a humanoid. It was dark enough in Heinsite that it was still hard to make out specks of blood floating in midair, but at least now we had an advantage. We could actually see the next hit coming.

Sterling aimed a kick at what looked like thin air. Kind of impressive, considering he still had Banjo, who was still barking madly, leashed in one hand. Sterling’s boot made a loud crunch as it collided with the invisible something or someone.

“That’s right,” Sterling said. “Hurts, doesn’t it? Dust. Roast the fucker. I gotta deal with the dog.”

Whatever that meant, I thought, my mouth agape as Sterling ran away, until I realized that he was only retreating for Banjo’s sake. Within moments he had the corgi tied up safely to a lamppost.

The droplets of Sterling’s blood had dried somewhat on the unseen creature’s body, but that was still a good enough guideline for what I could contribute to the fight. I twisted from the hip as I lobbed a ball of molten flame straight for our stalker’s torso.

The thing yelped, this time in a voice that was distinctly male, and, as far as I could tell, human. Or again, humanoid – at least it sort of a sounded like a person. It leapt out of the way, my fireball sailing through the air, then landing in a distant pond. Lucky I didn’t set anything on fire. The flames hissed as they struck the water, dissipating. Feathers fluttered as some angry ducks abandoned their pond, taking flight.

“Sorry,” I called after the ducks. “But not sorry about whoever the fuck you are,” I added, addressing Sterling’s blood. “Show yourself so I can burn you to cinders.”

“Not an incentive,” the disembodied voice said. Cocky. Definitely male. Made my hackles rise. I bared my teeth as I clenched my fingers around a bigger, hotter ball of fire.

But the droplets of drying blood disappeared. I choked as something struck the back of my head, and this time I definitely did end up biting down on my tongue. The taste of blood spread across my tongue. The fucker. Time was when I would be able to use my own injuries to summon the Dark Room. Not anymore.

At least, not unless I wanted to start another apocalypse.

Sharp pain was radiating through my skull, but the night was only going to get worse. Our unidentified fighting object had attached itself to my back, appendages that felt very much like human arms clamped over my throat in an attempt to choke me out. I could feel its body sweating and hot against mine. I could feel its breath in my ear, smell it, even.

Peppermint. Freshly brushed teeth. What the hell?

“Get this thing off me!” I yelled at Sterling.

“How?” he shouted back. “I smash the wrong part and miss and I could punch a hole right through you.”

Sterling wasn’t bragging, either. I was very afraid that his vampiric strength would be able to do just that. I’d seen him punch through doors with a single fist in the past. I didn’t want to know what he could do to a human body.

The thing on top of me grunted, squeezing at me with a wiry, horrible strength. “Submit,” it whispered. “Surrender.”

I barely had breath left to speak, but it felt appropriate to do so in that moment. “Like fuck am I going to,” I growled.

“We know about the Dark Room.”

My blood ran cold. Who was “we?” What did they want from me?

No matter. So I didn’t have the Dark to call on anymore. That was fine. I still had the fire.

And oh, the things I’d learned.



Chapter 5





The thing on my back screamed as amber fire leapt from my skin, bursting out of every pore of my body. I bathed myself in a mantle of flame, the fires licking up my fingers, my arms, dancing at the tips of my hair.

It was a useful thing to have in my arsenal, fire magic. Apart from the balls of flame, I’d used it in the past for more practical, one might almost say stupid things. Toasting bread, drying wet clothes, even keeping myself warm on cooler nights.

The trick, Carver taught me, was to up the ante, raise the stakes. Pour more fuel on the fire, as it were, and the same manifestation of magic I’d used to keep myself warm and toasty on that one date night I’d forgotten to bring a jacket was the very same one I used to scorch this fucker that was trying to cut off my respiratory system, just turned up to eleven.

From somewhere nearby I could smell the telltale scent of burnt hair. I’d turned up the heat enough to get our stalker off my back, and probably took some skin off in the process. Nice. I heard it – him – breathing heavily as it stood there, watching, waiting for its next move.

And I tried to keep my smile to myself as I watched Sterling very stealthily creep up on our freshly french-fried new friend.

One problem, though. I hadn’t accounted for what the spell would do to my clothes. I beat at myself as the flames slipped from my control and began to eat at my jeans, my jacket. Scratch that: it was one of Herald’s jackets, lent to me from one of those nights I’d spontaneously decided to sleep over.

Stop, drop, and roll, I thought. I reached for my hair. At least the fires were obedient enough not to manhandle the actual parts of my body. I rolled in the grass, the dewy coolness enough to help smother the flames as I simultaneously willed them to die down. On my back, I caught a glimpse of the night sky as I panted and struggled to regain my breath. The stars looked back at me. I bet they were laughing.

A sickening crunch had me springing back to my feet. Sterling was locked in physical combat with the man-burnt-thing, his senses now adjusted enough to find its shape and beat it into submission. The creature made a horrible gurgling sound as Sterling aimed a sideward kick at where its – his? – stomach would be. That didn’t make it materialize, but the spray of blood that spattered the paved pathway was very real.

Banjo yowled in the background, tugging at his leash, as if desperate to join the fray.

Sterling flicked the side of his nose with his thumb – like Bruce Lee. Cocky ass. “Had enough?” he said.

The stalker’s answer came in the sound of smashing glass. Both Sterling and I watched the ground blankly as a tiny bottle of nothing broke apart.

“The fuck was that supposed to be?” Sterling said, chuckling.

Then a beam of bright yellow light rocketed from out of the bottle’s remains, concentrating into a laser-thin shaft that shot straight at Sterling’s torso. 

Sunlight.

He yelped, then twisted at the last moment. The sunbeam pierced his body, boring a smoking hole through his clothes and straight through his chest. If he hadn’t dodged when he did, the sun would have struck him – pierced him – right in his heart. Sterling had very, very narrowly escaped his true death.

“You piece of shit,” I shouted, my fist wreathed in flames as I launched myself at the invisible force.

This time, there was no clinking of glass, only the whoosh of breath as a puff of dust struck me in the face. I held my fist aloft for a moment, stunned by the ineffective defense, until my nose began to itch. Until my eyes started burning.

I screamed and fell to the ground, the flames vanishing from my fist as I clawed at my face. A hundred hundred white-hot needles were stinging at each of my eyeballs, at my nasal passages, down my throat. Tears and snot and spit streamed down my face as I shouted against the agony, the last, farewell kick the stalker delivered straight to my ribs hardly registering as pain.

Footsteps beat a desperate tattoo against the pavement as our attacker ran off, the echoes of his escape vanishing as he did into the night. That left Banjo howling, and me and Sterling wailing and shouting both our heads off.

“I’m dying,” Sterling gasped. “Dusty, I’m dying.” Through a veil of my own tears I could see him kneeling on the ground and clutching at his chest.

“Shut the fuck up,” I groaned. “Shut up and never talk again. Get me some water. Fucking please.”

“Get me a bandage,” Sterling moaned, falling backwards into the grass, still clutching the hole in his torso. “Someone get me a drink.”

Heinsite Park. I swear to God.
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“Tell me where it hurts,” Herald said.

I was about to answer when Sterling beat me to it. “Everywhere,” he whined.

“Hey,” I grumbled. “Fucking get in line.”

“I’m half-dead,” Sterling said.

“And I’m actually dating Herald, so scoot.”

Sterling glared at me, the two of us splayed out next to each other on Herald’s couch. We’d dragged our battered corpses over to Parkway Heights, at least once Sterling had grown part of his chest back, and once I’d cleared enough of the weird powder out of my system.

It involved a lot of crying, a little vomiting, and some dunking of my entire head in the same pond I’d scared the ducks away from. Actually, one of them came back, and it was hella pissed. The entire night had been a giant clusterfuck, is what I’m trying to say.

Sterling growled under his breath as he stared me down, not unlike the way Banjo would. Just by the front door of Herald’s apartment, where he’d kindly set down a bowl of water, Banjo looked over his shoulder at me and growled, too.

“Don’t you do all that now,” I said. “You’re better than that, Sterling. I’ve got burns and my pipes are all gummed up from that bastard’s magical pepper spray shit.”

“I’ll decide who gets treated first,” Herald said, handing each of us a glass of cool water. I downed mine immediately, relishing the crispness washing down my throat. “I’m the medical professional here, after all. Well, the closest thing to it.”

“I love you,” I said, tilting my head and batting my eyelashes. “Me first,” I added softly.

I doubled over as Sterling elbowed me in the stomach. “No,” he said. “I love you more.”

“The two of you shut up,” Herald said, frowning. “And it wasn’t pepper. That was devil dust.’

I cocked an eyebrow, rubbing at my stomach. “Sorry. Devil dust?”

He nodded. “It’s a special blend of really irritating plant material, infused with the most annoying properties of the most annoying class of demons. Imps. All held together with a little bit of magic, naturally.”

Sterling narrowed his eyes at Herald, rubbing at the spot in his chest that had almost, but not quite completely closed up, looking like a puckered puncture wound, or a butthole. Gross.

“And how do you know all this, exactly?” Sterling asked.

Herald nudged his glasses up his face, barely able to contain the smugness of his smile. “Why, because I invented it, of course.”

I pressed my thumbs against my eyelids, fighting the headache that was building just behind my eyeballs. “Why, pray tell,” I said, “would you invent this hell powder? For what purpose?”

“Better question,” Sterling said, sipping from his water, his nose making a displeased wrinkle. “Why did the invisible asshole have enough of it to throw in Dust’s face?”

Herald tutted, pressing his hands into his hips. “Isn’t it obvious? Whoever attacked you is a Lorica employee. Dust, you were a Hound once. You had supplies to help with infiltrations, remember? The devil dust is one of my newer creations.”

It was one of Herald’s many, many roles at the Lorica, after all. He was a sorcerer, sure, specialized in ice magic, but he also sorted artifacts for the Lorica’s expansive Gallery while still managing to come up with an impressive array of alchemical compositions. Sleeping powder, stuff you can put on the soles of your shoes to make it easier to sneak around – and now, apparently, this horrible substance.

“Wait,” I said. “That explains the phial he smashed. The one with the sunbeam in it.”

“Aha.” Sterling snapped his fingers triumphantly. “Of course. Carver told me about that time you tried to kill him. Lightning in a bottle, wasn’t it?”

Herald nodded. “We’ve developed different variants of the crystal phials. That one stored sunlight, obviously. Which meant that whoever attacked you knew exactly what to expect. They came prepared.”

“To murder me!” Sterling shouted. “That sunbeam almost got me right in the heart.”

For once, that wasn’t an exaggeration. I patted the back of Sterling’s hand. He made a small whining sound from the back of his throat. Ugh, I knew what was coming. Give the vampire an inch –

“If only someone kind and generous with an excellent circulation system would offer their magical blood to expedite my healing I would – ”

“No,” I said coldly. “And there are far sexier, more convincing ways to phrase that. Seriously.”

“Fine,” he muttered. “I’ll pay you.”

“You’re the worst.”

Herald gave Sterling a once-over, and it didn’t take more than a brief application of his healing magic to fully close the wound in his chest. My treatment was a little more thorough, though, involving an inspection of basically every orifice in my head.

“Devil dust is tricky,” Herald said, holding my eyelids open with the tips of his fingers, his face so close to mine that I could feel the warmth of his breath against my cheek. “Any leftover particles and you might even go blind.”

“Seriously?”

“Probably,” he said, shrugging. “I admit, we haven’t fully explored the properties of imp dung.”

My dinner threatened to come jumping up my throat. “Excuse me?”

“The irritant I was talking about? It comes from imp crap. Among the most annoying substances known to man.”

“I think I’m going to vomit.”

Herald squinted. “Next to whiny boyfriends and melodramatic vampires.”

Sterling moaned. “I think there’s still a hole in my chest. Tiny one.”

“Please stop,” Herald said. “Plus I need to save most of my healing for Dust’s burns. His affinity for fire magic gives him some resistance to it, so I don’t anticipate anything serious, but you know. Just in case.”

Herald grabbed my shirt by the lapels and ripped it apart. Buttons flew everywhere, frayed fibers tumbling up in the air. I blushed instantly.

“Oh, Mister Igarashi,” Sterling said, a lascivious grin forming in the corner of his mouth. “You really are very forward.”

“W-wait,” I stammered, my hands fluttering to cover my naked torso. “Is this really necessary?”

“Checking you for burns,” Herald said, his voice flat, clinical. “I need to see you naked.”

“Hmm,” Sterling said, extending his arm over the back of the couch. “Interesting development.”

Herald didn’t even look at him. “Sterling. Get out.”

“I kind of want to stay and watch, to be honest.”

“And take the dog with you.”

“I can even record it if you want. For science.”

“Sterling,” I shouted, desperately slapping Herald’s hands away. “For the love of – get the hell out. You’re a giant pervert.”

“It’s in my job description,” he drawled, ambling over to put Banjo’s leash back around his neck. “Come on, boy. Time to head home and leave these two gross-ass lovebirds alone.”

“No more detours through Heinsite Park,” I said. “Please.”

“No promises,” Sterling said. “See you at the Boneyard. You two don’t play so rough, now.” The door clicked shut behind him.

Herald grinned at me, his eyes twinkling. I gulped.

“No promises,” he said.
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Carver’s eyes bored into me as he listened to the story of the attack in Heinsite Park. And I don’t think I flatter myself when I say that his pupils burned with a quietly contained excitement, with the same brilliant amber of the flames I’d used to blow away the invisible stalker. But I was very careful not to mention anything about the Dark Room – and how the thing had whispered in my ear, how it had known.

“A cloak of fire, you say?” Carver said, speaking over steepled fingers, the rest of his body perfectly still.

“Yes,” I said, uncertain, but hopeful.

“Marvelous. Allow me to say that I am thrilled with what you’ve done with your education, Dustin.”

The rare compliment washed over me like warm bath water, like a cashmere hug. I perked up and grinned.

“Though perhaps next time, attempt to control them more specifically so that they do not burn your clothing.” His eyes cut into me as they glanced slowly down, and up my body. “Not that it ever costs very much to replace the things you choose to wear.”

I deflated. “Hey, that’s kind of rude. The Sisters said the same thing.” I held out my arms, looking down at myself. “What’s wrong with my clothes?”

Sterling snorted. “What isn’t?”

“The key, Mister Graves, is learning to do this without burning yourself, or indeed any of your possessions. Recall your enchanted backpack. Shame to destroy it on accident.” Carver stroked his chin. “It might even trigger a kind of arcane detonation, one powerful enough to break your spine. Yes.”

Yikes.

Sterling coughed. “Come to think of it, this sort of shit happens no matter what kind of magic you use, Dust. That shadow stuff would even rip your skin open sometimes. Get a grip. It’s like you love showing off a little too much. You an exhibitionist or something? Be honest. You’re among friends.”

Though fully clothed, I flexed every muscle in my body, then stuck my chest out. “Maybe I like the way my body looks naked.”

Sterling scoffed. “The way this fire stuff is going, you’re going to be naked a lot.”

“It’s literally fire magic.” I sniffed. “I can’t help that I’m so hot.”

Sterling groaned.

Carver cut in smoothly. “You are learning new ways to manifest the flames, after all. In time you may even find more – creative applications for your power. Boil a man’s blood. Burn the air in his lungs. Cook him from the inside.”

“Holy shit.”

“Indeed. At least you appear to be trying. Just please, do not practice in your bedroom. My pockets run deep, Mister Graves, but I am not in the mood to shop for new mattresses.”

I blinked at him. “Good point. Where am I supposed to practice, then? You said so yourself. Magic is like a muscle.”

Carver turned to leave, waving his hand behind him. “Somewhere on the premises, perhaps. The Boneyard will provide.”

I watched him head down the corridor to his offices. The Boneyard certainly did provide, in very literal ways. Like the Lorica, there was something about the Boneyard’s architecture that made me think of it as sentient. I’d seen both spontaneously reshape their structure to literally make room, or rooms, as it were.

The Boneyard had used its strange intelligence to build an entire bedroom for me, then for Asher, when he joined our motley crew. It wouldn’t be too hard to request space for a kind of practice platform, a magic dojo.

The problem, of course, was where to put that request. It’s not like there were forms for that kind of thing. I figured I could ask Gil. He’d managed to convince the Boneyard to sculpt out a gym for him. He’d know what to do.

I glanced over at Gil on the floor, Banjo twirling in tiny circles in the space between his legs. Banjo nipped at his fingers, panting happily before starting the game of chasing his own tail all over again.

“You’re really bonding with the little guy, aren’t you?” I said, struggling to keep the jealousy out of my voice.

“I have all the time in the world for Banjo right now,” he said. “I’m practically single.”

I perked up, concerned. “Wait. You’re not saying that you and Prudence broke up? I mean, did you?”

He shook his head, frowning. “Not at all. No way. She’s on vacation with her grandma, over in China. I say vacation, but Madam Chien said it was a kind of pilgrimage. They’re visiting historic sites or something. Prue was pretty excited either way. She’s never been.”

“That’s really cool that she gets to experience part of her heritage,” Asher said. “I’ve never been to the Philippines myself.” He folded his hands behind his head, sighing. “Some day, maybe.”

“And here I thought that we’d lost an entire Lorica-Boneyard couple,” Sterling said. “Quite the tragedy.”

“Speaking of which,” Asher said. “How are things with Herald?”

Sterling cackled. “Hot and heavy, by the looks of things.”

My ears burned bright red, and I tried to keep a level voice when I spoke. “It’s early days, you know? Like a honeymoon phase. New relationship energy. We just started officially dating, and I guess there’s a lot of. Um.”

“Hormones,” Sterling said.

“Pent up aggression?” Asher offered.

“I guess both.”

“Understatement,” Sterling said, elbowing Asher in the ribs. “I was there when it happened. Herald’s – enthusiastic, to say the least. Buttons popping everywhere. Like one of those bodice ripper romance novels.”

Asher whistled.

I sighed, my shoulders drooping. “I’m running out of bodices.”

“You make that sound like it’s a bad thing,” Sterling said.

“I mean, it isn’t, not entirely,” I said, well aware that a goofy, vacant smile was taking over my lips. “It’s incredibly flattering, and I know he looks excitable, but Herald’s actually really gentle.”

Asher went bright red. “Okay, I’m not sure we should be hearing about this.”

“Don’t spoil the fun,” Sterling snarled. He placed his elbows on his knees, bending closer. “Graves. Go on. Spill.”

“How dare you,” I said, chuckling. “I wasn’t going to say anything else.”

“No fun,” Sterling said. “No fun at all.” He sighed, rising from the couch and stretching. “But maybe we’ll have some fun tonight at the Glovebox, hey?”

I cocked an eyebrow at him. “Sorry. The Leather Glovebox? We’re going? Tonight?”

“I’m coming with,” Asher said.

“Hey,” Sterling said. “No. Hard no. I’m willing to bend a lot of rules for you, but I’m not sneaking a kid into a bar.”

Asher flopped onto the couch, folding his arms and pouting. “I never get to have any fun.”

“This isn’t about fun,” Sterling said. “We’re seeing someone about the dog.”

“Even worse,” Asher grumbled.

Sterling rolled his eyes. “I promise we’ll hang out soon. Okay? I’ll plan something. Just you and me.”

Asher glared at him for some seconds, then finally softened. “Fine,” he muttered.

Hmm. The Glovebox, huh? I twiddled my thumbs, wondering what I was going to wear, at least whatever was left in my closet that hadn’t been burned or torn apart. I needed more clothes either way. Maybe it was time to ask for a raise.
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It was weird, taking a little corgi all the way to a BDSM club, but it had to be done. Sterling said that the Fuck-Tons, the drag queen proprietors of the Leather Glovebox, were experienced foster parents for both cats and dogs. That experience, he said, combined with their own magical talents meant that they might be able to help us with the small matter of figuring out Banjo’s place in the massacre at the Ramsey House.

The story had gone public, which really wasn’t a surprise considering how so many of the victims were what the general populace might consider fine, upstanding citizens. They didn’t have any way to know that these recently deceased doctors, lawyers, and political figures were also in the business of sacrificing small animals to attract the attention of insane elder gods from beyond the stars, but hey, details.

The prevailing theory – though more accurately, the cover cooked up by Royce and his public relations team at the Lorica – was a psycho with a sledgehammer. Never mind that the police couldn’t find signs of a break-in, or that the injuries couldn’t possibly have been caused by a hammer, but hey, the arcane underground needed to spin a story to uphold the Veil, and that was the best they could do.

And this, dragging a reluctant corgi along to a love dungeon, was the best that we could do under the circumstances. We’d taken a rideshare up until about a block away from the Glovebox because Gil insisted that Banjo had to “make poopies.” How he knew was anybody’s guess. Maybe he was starting to break through to that secret doggie language the rest of us weren’t privy to.

And you would think that the walk of a single block on a nice, quiet night out in Valero wouldn’t have been a problem, but you’d be wrong. There’s always something, damn it. Always something. At least this time it wasn’t the invisible Lorica creep from before.

“Give us the dog,” the man said.

He’d stepped out of an alley, his forehead glazed with sweat, his voice husky and slurred, like someone only getting used to speaking actual words. It took a while for me to figure out what “us” meant. Two more men stepped from out of the shadows. They were similarly sweaty, though from out of fear or an unfortunate affection for drugs, I couldn’t say. All three were wide-eyed, gruff, and meaty, the type of men a gang boss would send if he needed someone to cough up some money – or hand over a hypothetically magical mutt.

“Hand it over,” one of the others said.

Sterling watched them over the menacing ember of his cigarette as he took one long, deliberate puff, his eyes burning. Sterling, being Sterling, sauntered up to the man who spoke, blowing a heaving chestful of smoke in his face. The man blinked, eyes stung by smoke, but otherwise did not flinch.

“Or what?” Sterling said, pressing one finger into the man’s chest. “What’re you gonna do about it, sweaty?”

The man’s fist crashed into the side of Sterling’s face, the crack of bone on bone whipping through the empty parking lot. Sterling, being Sterling, barely flinched. He spat his cigarette onto the ground, then grinned, his fangs on full display.

“I wonder if you know who we are.”

Banjo started growling. The man reared back for another punch. His fist never landed.

In a blur of silver and leather, Sterling streaked through the darkness. The man screamed, his hand broken at the wrist, bent in ways that human hands aren’t supposed to bend. My stomach roiled. No big deal, I reminded myself. I’d seen grosser things. Way grosser. Sterling blurred again, his ridiculous vampire speed taking him behind one of the other attackers. The man wailed as his leg cracked, splintered at the shin.

“We’re not giving up Banjo,” Gil growled. “Doesn’t matter who you people are.”

The injured men were kneeling on the pavement, clutching their broken limbs, groaning, sweating more than ever. Sterling held the last man by his hair. The man’s eyes bulged with fear.

“We need the dog,” he blubbered. “Please.”

“No,” Sterling said coolly. “And you know why? Because we’re the bloody Boneyard, and whoever your masters are, you can go back and send them this message. Nobody fucks with – ”

Banjo barked, just the once. The man’s head exploded in a spray of brains, blood, and broken skull. Sterling yelped, letting go of what used to be a man and dropping his lifeless corpse to the ground, where it made a meaty, wet thud.

“My hair,” he screamed. “My jacket. No!”

Good old Sterling and his priorities.

The other two men hissed at each other in a bizarre, guttural tongue, their eyes huge as they sprang to their feet, desperate to escape.

Banjo barked again.

Two more heads exploded, splattering more gore and brain matter all over the asphalt. Gil pulled on Banjo’s leash, more than strong enough to keep the corgi under control, but his eyes were huge, uncertain. Terrified.

“What the hell just happened?” I shouted. “Holy shit. Holy shit, we’ve got to clean this up.”

“We’ve got to clean me up,” Sterling said. “This is leather.”

“We didn’t see this happen,” Gil growled, scooping Banjo up in his arms. Banjo licked at his face happily. “We were never here.”

“But those men,” I said. “They were terrified of the dog. They knew it could do whatever the hell it just did. We could have questioned them, gotten information.”

“Hello,” Sterling cried out, kicking his booted foot into one of the headless corpses. “Do you want to interrogate them? Because I’m pretty sure we need tongues and, oh, I don’t know, an entire fucking head to get a confession out of one of these meat sacks.”

My hands shook as I reached for my phone, my glance flitting nervously between the corpses and the little corgi in Gil’s arms. Banjo blinked at me with his innocent black eyes. What the fuck was this thing?

“Asher,” I said. “We can get Asher down here, and he can communicate with the souls from these corpses or do whatever it is he needs to do to squeeze something useful out of them. I’ll just call him and – ”

That was when the hissing started. It was the sound of the corpses dissipating, flesh and skin and bone bubbling and smoking, as if touched by an incredibly powerful acid. Within seconds, all three bodies had turned into sludge. I stared, mouth agape, as what remained of our attackers trickled into a storm drain.

Sterling pushed his hands into his waist, glaring at me accusingly, his face coated in bits and pieces of dead guy. “Got any more big ideas, genius?”

“This isn’t my fault,” I said. “How the hell is them melting my fault?”

“Shut up,” Gil growled. “The two of you. Don’t you smell that?”

Banjo growled as well, a tiny, adorable, yet ultimately super dangerous echo of his werewolf master.

It took a moment for me to register the smell, but with the rank odor of it wafting off of three disintegrating bodies, it was brutally overpowering by the time it fully assaulted my nostrils.

“Rotten eggs,” Sterling said, wrinkling his nose and spitting onto the ground.

I raised my jacket sleeve to my face, breathing through the fabric to block out the smell.

“Brimstone,” I said. “Demons.”

What the hell did demons want with the corgi? And was it even just a corgi to begin with?

Banjo’s tongue flopped out of the side of his mouth. He panted in my general direction, then made a small bark. I flinched.



Chapter 9





Imperial Fuck-Ton held a hand to her chin, her acrylic nails digging into the bottom of her lusciously painted lips.

“Hmm,” she said, staring at Banjo, who stared back and tilted his little head.

“Hmm,” Metric Fuck-Ton said, echoing her drag sister. “This is quite something.”

The Fuck-Tons, the proprietors of the BDSM club known as the Leather Glovebox, were dressed in their regular drag regalia. Okay, fine, there was nothing regular about it. The Fuck-Tons had looked completely different every time I’d seen them, dolled up in matching but incredibly unique outfits, and that night was no different. Their makeup, wigs, and outfits only varied subtly, but everything featured shocks of hot pink, from the candy-floss hair to the massive skirts and parasols.

That was the curious thing about the Fuck-Tons. They were enchanters, gifted at imbuing ordinary objects with magical power, the way that Carver liked to augment his own jewelry with spells and arcane artillery. The question, of course, was what exactly the Fuck-Tons were capable of. I knew they considered themselves Valero vigilantes, cleaning the streets of magical misdeeds. In that sense, with their costumes and gadgets, they were basically superheroes.

“Do you sense anything amiss?” Imperial said.

Metric shook her head. “Nothing. That’s the problem. For all intents and purposes, it seems to be a normal dog.” She lifted her head to the rest of us, her huge wig bobbing as she nodded at Gil. “Yet you say that it caused three men to spontaneously explode just half an hour ago.”

“Their heads,” Gil said, gulping, like he wasn’t totally over our shared traumatic experience. “Just their heads.”

“And I’m guessing almost thirty cultists,” I added.

Imperial’s eyebrows went up, and she peered at me through the rose-tinted glasses – oh, very clever – that she was wearing, a mirror of Metric’s own. “The Ramsey House massacre, you mean? It’s all over the news.” She reached a finger out towards Banjo, who licked it, pacing forward on his perch. “And this lovely little boy caused all the chaos?”

The Fuck-Tons had invited us into their drawing room, or parlor, whichever it was. Confusing considering how many names they had for the little chamber they had just off the lobby leading into the Leather Glovebox proper. It was quiet in that room, which was styled with a lot of lavish woods and silks.

We sat on woven wicker furniture around a low coffee table, on which Banjo sat, occasionally lapping from a bowl of water. Balinese chic, the way Metric had put it. Beautiful, brass-filled Indonesian folk music played from some unseen speakers. Among the potted plants, a water feature spilled and trickled, making soothing, burbling noises.

Sterling grunted. “We’re just as stumped as you are, ladies. Is this normal? Can animals even wield magic like this?”

Imperial pursed her lips together, holding a cup of tea close to her chest. “It’s complicated. Some animals – a very, very rare number of them – may be born with some innate magical potential. We’ve never seen even one.”

“And we’re old,” Metric said. “Ancient. Well, Imperial is.”

“Relic,” Imperial hissed.

“And you’re an antique,” Metric said. “Love you too, darling. Now, some animals may be imbued with magic. Think of familiars, beloved pets that a witch or sorcerer may entrust with a portion of their power. Or mythical creatures, that’s one possibility. But whoever heard of a magical corgi?”

I scratched the end of my nose, gazing into my own cup of tea as its warmth wafted up my nostrils. Mmm, toasty. “Didn’t they say that faeries rode corgis into battle?”

Four pairs of eyes – five, if you counted Banjo – turned to stare at me.

“Okay,” I murmured. “Maybe I was wrong.”

I lifted the tea to my lips, making a strong slurping sound that I hoped would distract everyone from how the tips of my ears were burning bright red. The tea was sweet, because I’d made it with cream and two sugars, the way Herald liked it. I never used to like tea, but that was changing. I sipped some more, content.

“The point here, gentlemen, is that we’re basically stumped,” Imperial said. “Banjo isn’t exhibiting any signs of aggression at the moment, and we certainly aren’t detecting any traces of magic on him.”

Metric picked up the corgi, who was only too happy to be handled. She turned him this way and that, inspecting his ears, his ruff, then his rump.

“Nothing to identify him, though clearly you’ve thought to check that already. Hmm.”

She placed Banjo in her lap, then trailed the cruel acrylic press-on nails of one hand through the air above the dog. I gasped. Streaks of light remained where Metric had waved her fingers, and as she continued gesturing, the lines merged to draw a pattern, combining into a circle that settled just above Banjo’s body. It spun in place, projecting a faint beam onto the dog, very much like a spotlight. Banjo twirled in place, yapping at the glowing disc above him.

“What’s happening?” Sterling whispered, bending closer to Imperial.

“Ah. Metric is taking a closer look. Detection spell, like an X-ray, one that should, ideally, give us more clues about the dog’s origins.” Imperial rested her chin in her other hand as she peered at the shaft of pink light. “But alas. Nothing, it looks like.”

Metric snapped her fingers, and the disc of light disappeared. Banjo stopped in place, turning and tilting his head as he searched for his vanished playmate.

“Nothing,” Metric said. “Very strange. And the three of you are sure that the explosions weren’t a strategy? Some kind of self-destruct failsafe?”

“Very sure,” Gil said. “Think of it this way. Whoever sent those demons after us – why would they rig the insides of their heads to explode? They were clearly after the dog, and they were clearly afraid of it.”

“Then whoever sent them knew of the dog’s nature,” Imperial muttered. “Or its supernature, as it stands.”

Banjo yipped at us, like he understood. I gripped my teacup tighter. Gil flinched.

“I really doubt there’s anything to worry about, boys,” Imperial said, patting the side of her gigantic wig. “The dog sees you as members of its pack. You have nothing to fear. I have every confidence that it sensed the danger that the three demons posed, deliberately attacking them with – well, with something terribly dangerous in its bark.”

“Well and good,” I said. “But that still leaves so many questions. What’s up with this dog, exactly?”

As one, Metric and Imperial Fuck-Ton shrugged. “Beats us,” Metric said. “There’s only so much enchantments can do, after all.”

“I hear that,” I said. Instinctively, my hand went up to touch the necklace at my throat. It had gone dormant since the night that I’d used it to shut the Dark Room out forever – the night I had to sacrifice my mom’s shade. 

“I hate to say this,” Metric said, “but it looks like your best option would be to approach an entity for help. Someone who can give you information.”

Gil sighed in relief. “Excellent. Dust is friends with a bunch of those. Right, Dust?”

Imperial tutted and raised one clawed finger. “Not those kinds of entities. You’ll want someone who has experience with animals. Nature. That sort of thing.” 

Sterling’s jacket squeaked as he reached for the coffee table. “We’ll think of something. We’ll figure it out.” He lifted his teacup to his lips and sipped.

“This tea is delicious, by the way,” I said. Herald would love it. “Where’d you get it?”

“Oh, it’s Malaysian, from up in the mountains,” Imperial said with a flattered chuckle. She produced a tin from one of the hidden drawers built into the side of the coffee table. “Here, take some.”

“Wow, thank you so much,” I said, grinning, the tin still warm from Imperial’s hands. I stuffed it in my backpack. I took another sip, humming appreciatively. “I don’t know if you do something to brew it differently, but it just tastes so good.”

“Oh honey,” Metric said, sticking one taloned finger out at the teapot. “That’s just the acid.”

What the – I held the tea in my mouth, careful not to let another drop slip down my throat. “Thuh – thuh ashid?”

“Don’t be silly, darling,” Imperial said. “She’s only joking.”

I forced a smile as I swallowed gratefully.

“Honest to God, Dust, you’re so damn gullible,” Sterling said, sipping from his own tea. “Back to business. Next question. Who’s sending demons after us?”

“A fair question,” Imperial said. “Have any of you had any brushes with demons in the past? Anyone who might be interested in acquiring a curiosity the likes of this enchanted pup?”

Oh. Oh no. Say it isn’t so. I grimaced as my heart clenched with dread.

Imperial set down her teacup, eyes large with concern. “What is it, dear? Have you thought of someone?”

“I’m afraid I have,” I groaned. “And what the demon prince of greed wants, it gets.”



Chapter 10





It made sense, didn’t it? The story hung together. My last real contact with Mammon was when it wanted the Tome of Annihilation, a bizarre collector’s item of a grimoire that teleported itself to a different destination each time it was read. The demon prince of greed was exactly the same kind of eccentric entity that would want something as unusual as an exploding dog.

We were screwed, in short. Probably super screwed.

The Fuck-Tons were great hostesses, keeping us plied with more tea, some trays of cookies – biscuits, as Imperial called them – and even some finger sandwiches. Where the Leather Glovebox kept such tasty treats stocked at night, I’ll never know, but I wasn’t about to complain.

I pulled my jacket around myself, shrugging off the chill of the city as we stepped out of the Glovebox, as I reached for my phone to book a car to take us home. Cool air hit us straight in the face as we walked back out into Valero.

Something else hit Sterling in the face, too.

He choked and grunted, spitting out blood and saliva. Damn it. The stalker was back.

“Break,” Gil shouted.

I knew exactly what he meant. We raced from the sidewalk clear to the other side of the street despite the busy traffic, in some hope of throwing off our attacker. We hit the opposite sidewalk safely even as cars honked at us, as motorists yelled and cussed us out as drunks.

I panted, grabbing my knees as I watched the street. “Did we lose him?” I said. “Did anyone hear any thumping noises? Maybe he got hit by a car on the way here.”

“Nope,” a voice said directly in my ear. “Surprise, motherfucker.”

I grunted as a fist socked me upside the chin, and again, how lucky I was that my tongue happened to be out of the way when the blow landed. Stars spun in my vision as a deep, bone-numb ache spread through my jaw. I clutched my chin, cursing, whirling in place, prepared to set the fucker on fire. I was okay with burning my clothes clean off my body, too. Whoever this shithead was, I wanted him dead.

But this time it looked like the Lorica stalker was content to attack someone else. Sterling spun in place, smacking at his shoulders and his back. This invisible little bastard was pulling the same trick. I readied a ball of flame in the palm of my hand, prepared to launch it at Sterling’s back. If I hit home, the stalker was in for a world of hurt. If I missed, though, or if he leapt away at the last moment, I’d have to explain to Carver exactly why I murdered my coworker by frying him to a crisp.

Plus there was that very small problem of us being right on a public sidewalk. The streets were busy. Vanitas thrashed inside my backpack, sensing danger, his telepathic voice reaching through the ethers, commanding me to release him.

“Let me at him,” he snarled, the anger in his voice crossing dimensions. “Let me chop him to pieces.”

And all the while Banjo kept barking, attracting even more attention. We were only lucky that he hadn’t exploded someone’s head off yet.

“Sterling,” I shouted. “Let’s take this down an alley.”

“Gladly,” he shouted back. “I’ll slam this fucker off my back, break his spine.”

He was livid. I don’t think I’d ever seen Sterling so mad until that night. I never thought that I’d ever be able to say that I could relate to him, but between the two of us, we’d beaten gods in combat, bested the Eldest themselves. Being brought low by something as pitiful as a human being must have especially stung for Sterling, someone who considered himself an apex predator.

We dashed into an alley, Sterling still beating at himself, as close to privacy as we’d ever get out in the city. I had to beat at my backpack too, struggling to keep Vanitas in place. But Gil didn’t run in with us.

“Not taking any chances this time,” Gil snarled. He picked Banjo up, cradling him between his arms. He threw his head back, then began to scream.

Oh no.

Gil never needed the full moon to go full dog. That was what Carver had taught him especially, a way to transform partially if he needed to, but also a way of bypassing lunar cycles, calling on his wolf whenever he wanted. Gil had mentioned many times how the transformation was agonizing either way. That explained the screams.

But it didn’t explain why he’d chosen to go full dog, exactly. I watched in barely contained terror as his wolf muzzle burst through his human face, as his limbs warped and elongated, his legs breaking and rebuilding themselves into the shape of a wolf’s hind quarters. The whole time Banjo barked at him playfully, like nothing completely scarring and mind-numbing was happening right before his little eyes.

Gil was gone. In his place was a shaggy man-wolf with fur the same black as Gilberto Ramirez’s hair, eyes glinting with red menace. Its gaze locked with mine, and I flinched, my body instinctively reaching for the safety of the Dark Room. That’s right, I thought. No escape.

Wolf-Gil bared his teeth at me, their sharp edges dripping with saliva – but Banjo scrabbled up his chest, nuzzling against his face. My heart clenched. It’d take a single bite for Gil to snap Banjo’s head right off his tiny corgi body, and maybe two bites max to eat the rest of him. But Gil and Banjo locked gazes, and the rage left the wolf’s eyes.

“No,” I screamed, as Gil parted his jaws and brought Banjo closer to his horrifying rows of razor teeth.

He didn’t eat Banjo, instead snapping his teeth across the corgi’s scruff, as a way of gently handling him. Banjo looked around himself, unperturbed, his tongue hanging out the side of his mouth. Gil fell on all fours, growling, then sped off down into the alley, and into the night.

“Don’t eat Banjo,” I shouted.

They vanished from view in bare seconds, Gil’s wolf legs working hard and fast.

“Get the fuck off me,” Sterling shouted, running backwards and slamming himself into a brick wall. Each time he did, I heard the voice of someone grunting. It was only a matter of time until Sterling broke the stalker to pieces, or the stalker came to his senses and retrieved another phial of bottled sunlight.

I reached for my backpack, prepared to unleash Vanitas. Could he see through magic, find our invisible attacker? One way to find out.

“What in gay hell is going on out here?”

Metric Fuck-Ton, queen of the Glovebox, stood at the entryway to the alley with her legs apart, her enormous breastplate thrust out as her voice boomed.

“We don’t know,” Sterling yelled back, “but we’d really fucking appreciate your help in the matter, ladies.”

Imperial stalked across the street, quite literally rolling up her sleeves as she did, muttering to herself. I thought it was an incantation at first, but as she drew closer, I clearly heard what she was saying.

“Bloody young idiots bringing their pert little arses around, causing trouble, never giving old Impy the kissies she deserves, and what do the Fuck-Tons get for their trouble? Little pricks. You!”

I jerked, startled when she thrust her dagger nails directly at my face.

“Out of the way,” she snarled.

“Yes ma’am,” I stammered.

Imperial and Metric walked on, converging on Sterling. I was half convinced that they were about to start beating him up for all the trouble we’d caused until I noticed the glint in the pink glasses they were each wearing.

Enchanted. They could see the invisible stalker. Well, well. This was about to get very interesting.

Imperial reached forward, digging her nails into Sterling’s back, except they didn’t connect, only meeting with thin air. Said thin air screamed in agony as Imperial bared her teeth and kept on digging. Then she wrenched her hands away from Sterling. Metric mirrored her actions, stabbing her own nails into her own expanse of thin air. They stood that way, struggling with something invisible, and for a moment it looked like they were just waving their hands randomly in the air.

And then the air was wavering, exactly like it does over the pavement on a hot day, like a mirage over sand dunes. A brief flicker of light, and there he was – the rat bastard who’d attacked me and Sterling in Heinsite Park, wriggling, struggling, and wailing as the Fuck-Tons dug their horrible, hot pink nails into his sides.

And I when I say hot pink, I mean hot – their acrylic press-ons were glowing with unearthly fire, imbued with a terrible arcane light. The stalker squirmed as he fought to untangle himself from twenty wickedly sharp enchanted nails. Hell hath no fury, I suppose, like a super pissed-off drag queen vigilante. Two of them, in this case.

Together, Metric and Imperial roared as they threw the figure to the ground. He twitched on the asphalt, coughing and retching, like he’d been tasered. Maybe those nails were electric pink, then. Hah. The Fuck-Tons extended their hands again, threads of light shooting out of their nails, tying the squirming man up within seconds.

I rushed to Sterling’s side, checking on him. “About bloody time,” he yelled, shoving me away. “You could have pretended to help, Dustin.”

I threw my hands up. “I didn’t know what I could do. If I used the fire, I could have killed you. And it was too dangerous to use Vanitas. You know how bloodthirsty he gets.”

Sterling pouted at me, brushing off jacket. “Yeah, yeah,” he muttered. “Whatever.”

Somewhere in the distance I heard Gil howl, perhaps his way of telling us they were safe. Higher pitched and slightly softer, I heard Banjo howling with him.

But it was a sound at the opening of the alleyway that truly caught my attention – multiple popping noises, which told me that quite a few people had just finished teleporting into existence. I groaned, folding my arms and looking down the alley to await our judgment at the hands of the Lorica, wishing more than ever that I could just shadowstep away from it all.

The Lorica’s mages crowded the alley as expected, a bunch of Wings and Hands – probably a few Mouths, too – sent to investigate the commotion. “Make way for the Scion,” one of them called out.

I squinted, peering out of the alley’s darkness and into the street’s lamplight, waiting for Royce to make an appearance, and scoffed. So he was having himself announced now, like royalty?

But it wasn’t Royce who stepped into the alley. The Wings and the Hands parted, making room for their aforementioned Scion.

A familiar figure stepped through, dressed in a leather jacket and upsettingly expensive jeans, his hair swept up and mussed into an artful blond mess. The breath caught in my throat, and then I groaned.

“Hello, Dusty,” he said.

“Bastion,” I breathed.

Sebastion Brandt had become a Scion.



Chapter 11





Bastion, a Scion? Go figure. He’d been the Lorica’s golden boy for so long, one of its most powerful Hands. His father had almost become a Scion himself, and his grandmother was once one of the greatest witches alive. It only stood to reason. It was never a matter of if he’d be promoted to Scion one day. It was a question of when.

“I can take it from here,” he told the gathered Wings and Hands. He dismissed them with a wave, sauntering in, one hand in the pocket of his jacket, the other twiddling fingers as he greeted the Fuck-Tons.

“Thanks, ladies,” Bastion said.

“You know them?” I guess I wasn’t done gawping.

“Sure I do. What, you think you’re the only person who’s ever walked into a BDSM club?”

I raised an eyebrow. “Goodness, Bastion, I had no idea.”

He flustered immediately. “Not what I meant. For information.”

I turned to the Fuck-Tons. “And you ladies have a direct line to the Lorica?”

The man on the ground cried out one final time when Metric tugged her hand away. The threads of pink light at her fingernails disengaged, wrapping even tighter around him. She dusted her hands off, sneering.

“We have a direct line when it’s convenient,” she said.

“Or,” Imperial added, scratching her nails lightly over Bastion’s shoulder, “when we know that the voice at the other end of the line is cute.”

Bastion chuckled again, sweeping one hand through his hair in that kind of gesture that I’d long recognized to be preening and patronizing, yet patently fake. Calculated. I gritted my teeth.

I sighed to myself as Bastion approached. I knew that his ego would have very much loved for me to acknowledge and fawn over his newfound Scion status, but I wasn’t about to give him the satisfaction.

“This guy one of yours, Brandt?” I glared pointedly down at the man – barely more than a teenager, truthfully – squirming on the ground in his glowing restraints. “He’s attacked us twice now.”

“I don’t like this one,” Sterling said. “It’s got a mean streak to it.”

“I have a name,” the man snarled, still defiant and struggling despite his position.

Bastion sighed, shaking his head at us. “And that would be Donovan Slint. One of our Hounds. Relatively new hire. Good potential, except for what happened here tonight.”

“And on that other night,” Sterling said. “Back in Heinsite Park. Kid went invisible and attacked us for no reason.”

“I’m not a kid,” Donovan growled.

“But your behavior hardly makes you worth being called anything else,” Bastion said, his voice as hard as the steel gray of his eyes. “Going out on your own, defying Lorica protocol and your orders? That’s just stupid on its face.”

Wow. I’d never experienced that side of Bastion before. He was wearing his big boss pants surprisingly well. So authoritative and – I don’t know, commanding. Okay, maybe I even shivered a little.

“Do you even know who you’re up against?” Bastion continued. “These guys could have killed you.”

Donovan scoffed. “I handled both of them, no sweat. They could barely fight back. Can’t hurt what they can’t see.”

“That’s because we’re not in the habit of just killing everything we run into,” I said. “I could have let Vanitas loose. We might not have seen you, but Vanitas is like a heatseeking missile. He has his ways.”

Donovan’s face went still. “Vanitas?”

Bastion tutted. “The next time you think about stalking some rando – ”

“Hey.”

“Shush, Dust, let me handle this. The next time you think about stalking a rando, you might consider looking into his entire dossier first. It’s like you didn’t bother remembering any of your training. Dustin here has a sentient flying sword. He wasn’t kidding. If the Fuck-Tons hadn’t shown up when they did, you might have been chopped into pieces.”

Not to mention the dog, I thought. Damn. Donovan must have lucked out when Sterling tied Banjo to that lamppost. Maybe his bork of explosive death only worked within a certain range, or maybe he needed to actually see his victim. I tried not to shudder. Victim. Yeesh.

Donovan glared at me, his eyes black and piercing, but he pressed his lips into a tight line and said nothing more.

“Why are you after them, anyway?” Bastion said. “That’s another problem with all this. Nobody told me we were keeping an eye on Graves and his little friends. Not since the incident.”

He was talking about the time when I relinquished my hold on the Dark Room forever, in that fight against the Overthroat. And just in case it wasn’t clear to everyone present exactly what had happened, I made sure to very loudly explain how I no longer had a link to the Dark Room. I wanted that very crucial information to spread throughout the Lorica’s ranks, in some hope that they’d just please leave me the fuck alone. Herald was very helpful in that respect. I knew that he only had a small handful of friends at work, but he turned on the charm, spending more time around the water cooler or magical fountain or whatever fancy new doodad they’d installed in the break room after I left.

Donovan’s eyes traveled carefully between me and Bastion before he finally spoke. “There are those who believe that he still has one foot in the Dark Room. He’s just hiding that fact. And if we don’t take measures to keep an eye on him, then he might just use it, let it out again. Put us all in danger.”

Delilah’s words echoed in my mind, her voice whispering that something was asleep, not dead and gone. But what did that have to do with this? I scoffed, the panic bubbling in the pit of my stomach. “That’s ridiculous, and you all know it. I don’t know who’s feeding you that garbage, but it’s not true.”

Shut up, I told myself. Stop talking before someone sniffs you out. I bit my tongue, my glance flitting between Bastion and the Fuck-Tons. If any of them detected that I was lying, they didn’t show it.

Bastion gestured with his hand, turning his fingers upward. Donovan grunted, lifted telekinetically to his feet by Bastion’s power. Standing up like that, it was hard to imagine that this was the same invisible force that had both me and Sterling by the balls. He was lanky, the shortest in the bunch, and in many ways looked no different than I did in my first days at the Lorica.

“Nice hair,” Sterling said. Donovan’s black hair fell just past his shoulders, somehow tumbling in sleek waves despite the fact that the Fuck-Tons had practically wrestled him into the dirt.

“It used to be longer,” Donovan said, spitting a mix of blood and saliva onto the ground. “Before your little boyfriend here burned it off of me.”

Bastion pushed his fingers into his temples, shaking his head. “Slint. Jesus, but if there’s one thing you should keep in mind, it’s to know when you’ve been beaten. And soundly, at that. The more you run your mouth, the more trouble you’re getting into.”

“Also, I’m not his boyfriend,” Sterling added casually. “That would be Herald Igarashi. Works in the Gallery, you might have heard of him. Probably where you stole the devil dust and the bottled sunlight from.”

I elbowed Sterling. “Was any of that necessary information? You’re just putting Herald in danger.”

Sterling and Bastion locked eyes, then laughed. “Dust,” Bastion said, running one finger under his eye. “Igarashi, of all people, is more than capable of taking care of himself.” He clapped me on the back. “You should be more worried about yourself, if we’re being honest.”

I stuck my hands in my pockets and toed at the dirt. I didn’t like admitting it, but Bastion wasn’t wrong, considering the many, many times I’d unintentionally taken Herald by surprise and had very nearly been murdered by his superior reflexes and incredibly dangerous grasp of ice magic.

Bastion snapped his fingers, and two members of the entourage who’d come ahead of him came to retrieve a still-defiant, still-struggling Donovan Slint. You could tell Bastion was trying to hide how pleased he was with his power and authority. He looked even taller, somehow, and impossibly cockier.

Donovan exuded a similarly defiant energy as he was led away. He twisted around just long enough to lock eyes with me again, as if to say that this wasn’t over. There was a fire in his glare, a misdirected anger. I recognized the look in his eyes. Vengeance. Ambition. I lifted my nose at him and nodded. Bring it, I thought.

I held Donovan’s gaze long enough to watch him leave the alleyway – I don’t know, I guess to assert my dominance.

“So,” I said. “What happens to him now?”

Bastion shrugged, then folded his arms. “That’s up to the Heart to decide. But knowing how the Lorica works? They’ll probably assign him a senior partner, someone who can keep him on the straight and narrow, whip him into shape.”

“Are you serious? He attacked us. You really expect me to believe that the Lorica doesn’t have more serious consequences than that for its own employees?”

The Fuck-Tons tutted in unison. “Oh honey,” one of them said.

Bastion’s lips tightened. “I’ll level with you, Dust. The kid’s young, and dumb. Barely nineteen. But he can turn invisible at will, with enough talent that even your vampire friend here couldn’t sniff or sense him out. That makes him a remarkable asset for the Lorica.”

I stuck my chin out, staring hard. “I’m not convinced. That’s like a slap on the hand.”

Bastion tilted his head. “Maybe you’re forgetting how lenient the Lorica has been with you, oh, only the entire time that I’ve known you. Infiltrating the Prism? Damaging the Heart’s crystal focus? Not to mention carting around a magical sword and backpack that were technically stolen from the Gallery. Should I keep going?”

My chin lowered a little bit. “I got it,” I grumbled.

“All I’m saying is that you should be the last person to talk about the Lorica making concessions,” Bastion said, not unkindly. “If it’s any consolation, yes, there’s a good chance we’re going to throw him in wizard jail for a while.”

My eyes widened. “The Prism? Are you serious?” I mean, Donovan pissed me off, but I wasn’t quite sure he deserved that, exactly.

“You’re forgetting that the Prism has seven levels,” Bastion said. One for every color in the visible spectrum, red being where they kept the most dangerous. “They’ll probably throw him in indigo, or green, at worst. Little bit of rehabilitation.”

“Is that where they’re keeping Delilah Ramsey, too?”

Bastion looked around furtively, then bent in closer. “I should have mentioned, but – Delilah slipped into a coma. It was her injuries. It’s a special case, but Mother and I are keeping her in a ward at home for now.”

I frowned. “That seems highly irregular.”

“Not as much as you think. Delilah’s status offers her a little bit of wiggle room. She and Mother knew each other. Used to be friends, but bad blood now, caused by Delilah’s position with the Society of Robes. You might think this is about privilege, but I don’t envy how Mother will deal with interrogating Delilah when she wakes up.”

“Well, you’re the Scion. I’m not going to pretend I know any better. And good thing about Donovan, because I don’t want this stupid problem rearing its stupid head and biting me in the ass in the future. I swear, Bastion. He comes after me again and I can’t be held liable for incinerating his ass.”

“And you’d be well within your rights to do so,” Bastion said. “But enough about this. There’s a couple of things you and I need to discuss.”

“I don’t like the sound of that,” I said.

Sterling muscled his way between us, his leather jacket squeaking as he adjusted it and stared unflinchingly into Bastion’s eyes.

“Where he goes, I go,” Sterling said. I managed to restrain my smile. Protective Sterling was my favorite flavor of Sterling.

Bastion rolled his eyes and groaned. “Go figure. Fine, you can come.” He turned to the Fuck-Tons. “Ladies, thank you so very much for your assistance. Can I offer you a ride somewhere?”

“Oh, Sebastion.” Imperial patted the side of her gigantic wig, pouting. “You know well and good that we have to be at work tonight.”

“Truth,” Metric said. “The Leather Glovebox simply cannot function without us. It just isn’t the same in there without its two main scream queens.”

I gulped. “I’m confused. Who does the screaming, exactly?”

“Everybody,” Imperial said, dragging out the word. As one, the Fuck-Tons lightly touched the frames of their pink eyeglasses. The lenses flashed momentarily as they looked at me from head to toe, and back again. The two of them exchanged a knowing grin, favored me with a final cryptic laugh, then turned to leave for the Glovebox.

I blinked, my thoughts clouded by the fruity haze of perfume that lingered after they’d gone. Shit, was the perfume enchanted, too?

“What the hell was that about?” I said.

Sterling stretched his arms out, his joints popping, his jacket squeaking, and he yawned. “Poor, sweet Dustin,” he said.

“What?”

Bastion chuckled. “I can’t be sure, but I suspect those glasses they were wearing were enchanted. Lets the Fuck-Tons see things only people like the Lorica’s Eyes can see.” His eyes flitted quickly from my face, down to my shoes, then back up again.

The heat started flaring from my chest. “Wait. No. Do you mean they were checking me out? What were those things, like X-ray specs?”

Sterling folded his hands behind his head, still stretching as he sauntered out of the alley. “They could see that Hound, couldn’t they? That Donovan kid. I imagine they can see anything.”

“Oh, it’s not such a big deal, Dustin,” Bastion said. “There’s nothing under there that the Fuck-Tons haven’t seen before.” He turned to follow Sterling, heading towards the street, where a familiar, gleaming black car was waiting.

“That’s not why I’m bothered, though,” I said. “They were laughing, guys. The Fuck-Tons were laughing. Why?”

Sterling and Bastion glanced at each other again, then – like the Fuck-Tons, like a couple of traitors – walked on, laughing.
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We took the same car we rode to Bastion’s place the first time, that shiny black sedan with the really heavy doors that I later found out were so heavy because of the bulletproof windows. Huh. I guess even wealthy wizard families didn’t mind having that extra layer of mundane protection.

Our driver was the same white-haired, white-gloved chauffeur from before. Remington opened doors for us, even addressing both me and Sterling by name. He remembered. Impressive. Whatever the Brandts were paying Remington, it clearly wasn’t enough. I mean, the man had to deal with Bastion on the daily.

Then again, I’d seen Bastion’s interactions with the Brandt family staff, and he’d always been gracious with them, bordering on sweet, like he was running for office, but specifically as the head of the manor. However else Bastion behaved with the rest of the human population, it was good to know that his mother still raised him right.

His mother, who I noted was conspicuously absent as we entered their ridiculous family mansion. The first time we met, she’d drifted – quite literally, through magical means – right down the very impressive and very expensive looking marble staircase, making a grand entrance. Luella Brandt seemed like the kind of woman who liked to know who her son’s friends were.

On top of that, I don’t think it’s a stretch to say that she was the type of woman who occasionally wanted to get to know her son’s friends a little more intimately than most mothers would. She was certainly pretty flirtatious with Sterling, at least in the beginning. Luella had that richly seductive cougar energy. A magical cougar, if you will, one that flies through the air and loves drinking whiskey.

Mother and son shared similar tastes, it seemed, since Bastion was also sipping on his own glass of whiskey on the car ride to the mansion. How Remington had the foresight to actually stock the car’s little bar with those perfect little spheres of ice, I’ll never know, but I guess that obscene amounts of money really did buy you exceptional service and facilities.

Remington mumbled something into a walkie-talkie as we approached Brandt Manor’s gates, which swung open to let us enter. As he brought the car up the majestic cobblestoned driveway, I couldn’t help drawing comparisons between Brandt Manor and the Ramsey House, like I even knew where to begin when it came to comparisons of that magnitude.

All I could conclude was that they were about evenly moneyed. The Brandts had everything the Ramseys did: the hedge maze, the tennis courts, and the greenhouse, which was approximately the size of my dad’s entire house that he rented. I shook my head. Rich people were nuts.

We got out of the car, and the little orb of ice in Bastion’s glass tinkled as he motioned at something in the distant darkness.

“Hmm?” I said, peering into the gloom.

Remington warbled something into the walkie-talkie again, and floodlights flashed open far across the lawn. I tried not to react when Sterling flinched and hissed at the sudden illumination. It was his reflex. Couldn’t be helped.

“The helipad,” Bastion said, nodding again, until I finally spotted the large patch of flat, concrete ground. “We were having it repaired the last time you visited.”

“Right.” I squinted at him, wondering why he was even bringing this up. He seemed to notice, and frowned.

“I was just being polite.” He scoffed, carefully deposited his empty glass in Remington’s hands, then thanked him. “We’ll be by the pool, Remington,” Bastion said in his soft, almost lilting talking-to-the-staff voice.

“Very good, sir,” said Remington, faithful driver, talented bartender, and for all I knew, secret assassin and combat butler.

Another staffer opened the mansion’s double doors for us, and as we stepped in the warm, scented air of old money wafted over us.

Not literally, of course. That’d be gross. You couldn’t see where, exactly, but someplace within Brandt Manor, someone had to be burning very expensive candles, possibly made from the oils of flowers that only bloomed one night a year, and only on the peaks of mountains that were exceptionally dangerous to climb. It was subtle, too, never too strong as to be overpowering, that smell that I could really only describe as French and floral. It was the subtlety that told you they were really, really, stupid rich.

“We can afford to burn more of these, but we won’t.” In the back of my head I took notes, because in my line of work, you never know when you might need to trick someone into thinking you come from money. I thought this all without laughing out loud, me, the same guy who crammed melon and Parma ham into his mouth like he hadn’t eaten in days.

Bastion’s eyebrow raised slightly when Sterling’s phone went off, but he didn’t seem to mind when he answered. The rest of the house was mostly silent, the only noise being our footsteps ringing across the marble floor, and the muffled, staticky voice coming out of the earpiece of Sterling’s cellphone.

I cocked an eyebrow at him, too. It was Gil. Sterling shook his head at me, then nodded, in a way that was meant to reassure me that everything was okay.

“Is everything okay?” I asked as soon as Sterling put his phone away, because I’m equal parts stubborn and curious.

“Oh, sure,” Sterling said. “Gil was just worried about the puppy,” he continued, placing extra emphasis on “worried” and “puppy.”

It was odd, knowing that our big, burly werewolf was scared of one tiny little corgi, but I got where he was coming from. We’d all underestimated Banjo.

“But they’re both home at the Boneyard now,” Sterling said, “so it’s nothing to worry about.”

“If you say so,” I said, watching him warily, but nothing in his expression told me I had cause for concern. Whatever, Banjo was going to be fine. He liked everyone at the Boneyard, and I had to believe that he wasn’t about to bork Gil, or Asher, or even Carver into bloody little giblets any time soon.

“Trouble at home?” Bastion said, guiding us through yet another excessively large and sparsely furnished room. It kind of felt like he was walking us through a succession of ballrooms.

“Oh, it’s nothing,” Sterling said. “We got a puppy for the Boneyard, like a mascot. Name’s Banjo. Little corgi. He’s with Gil at the moment.”

“How sweet,” Bastion said, the light edge in his voice telling me that something cutting was coming. “Is that meant to be practice for when he and Prudence start raising their own litter?”

Sterling said nothing, only staring hard at the back of Bastion’s head. In confusion, I did the same. Surely lycanthrope infants didn’t come out in their animal forms. Did they?

“Very presumptuous of you to assume that about their relationship,” Sterling said.

“Oh please,” Bastion said. “Prudence and I talk, you know. She says that Gil is even more excited about their future together than she is. There’s been talk of babies.” I could hear the wince in Bastion’s voice. “Possibly marriage.”

Sterling rolled his eyes at me, then leaned in to whisper. “Probably true. Gil’s a hopeless romantic.”

I grinned. How sweet.

“If they ever get married, I’m sure Mother won’t mind if we host the reception here,” Bastion said. “Hell, we’ve got the space for it, anyway.”

And Bastion wasn’t even bragging that time. I swear, if he’d just left us there and disappeared, it’d probably take me and Sterling hours to find our way back to the entrance.

“Here we are,” Bastion said, pushing on one final set of doors, these only truly different from the six or so others we’d already entered because they were made of glass. As warm as the mansion was, this room managed to be even warmer – not stifling, though, just nice and toasty.

Because everybody knows that an indoor pool is better when it’s kept nice and warm.
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Of course the Brandts had their own indoor pool. I didn’t care to restrain my open awe as lights from the bottom of the pool broke and refracted across the ripples on the surface, causing shapes to snake and swim across the walls and ceiling in a mesmerizing, undulating pattern.

“Ooh,” Sterling cooed, his boots clacking as he padded over to the pool. “Is it heated?”

Bastion frowned. “Of course it’s heated, we’re not animals. This is where I do my morning laps. Well, nightly too, depending on my schedule.”

I folded my arms, still wondering why we were there. “So. You owe us an explanation. Is there some reason you kidnapped us all the way to your ancestral home, then walked us thirty miles into it? For what, privacy?”

“You could say that. Eyes and ears everywhere, you know that.” Bastion flicked a switch, which lit up the far wall to reveal the poolside bar, because of course there was a poolside bar. “Drink?”

“I’m good,” I said. “Well, maybe a beer, if you have one.”

“Me too,” Sterling said. He’d already taken off his boots and rolled up his jeans, sitting on the edge of the pool and splashing his feet in the water. I frowned at him, not out of annoyance, but quiet jealousy. I wish I’d thought of that.

“How’s the water?”

“Wet and warm. Like blood.”

I wrinkled my nose.

Bastion handed us our drinks, setting down his own second glass of whiskey on one of the poolside tables, gesturing for me to sit on the woven furniture. I obliged, the chill of the beer stabbing at my skin. It was like being at a resort, except not at all. They even had some indoor plants with massive leaves, just to complete the California effect.

“Oh my God, Dust, the water is so nice,” Sterling said. “Brandt. Hey Brandt. Can we go swimming here? You owe me. Remember that time you flattened me with an entire car?”

Bastion smiled at him and shrugged. “Fine. I don’t see why not.”

“Pool party at Brandt Manor. You’re all right, Bastion.”

Sterling raised his beer and gave a little salute. Bastion took a careful sip of his whiskey, his glass tinkling as he set it down again.

“So,” he said. “We know about the dog.”

From the poolside, I heard Sterling gasp and sputter on a mouthful of beer.

He laughed nervously. “Of course you do,” Sterling said. “I just told you everything about Banjo. He’s the new Boneyard mascot.”

Bastion leaned back in his chair, way too comfortable and way too smug about all this. “You left out the part about finding this so-called Banjo in the aftermath of the Ramsey House massacre.”

Sterling’s tittering went up an octave, basically into hysterics. “What are you even talking about? I’ve never heard of a – did you say Ram-say House? Now don’t be silly, what would we be doing in Gordon Ramsay’s – ”

“Sterling,” I droned. “Just stop already. He knows. They know.”

“Shut up,” Sterling hissed. “You shut up with your stupid mouth and – ”

Bastion raised his hand, and somehow that was enough to quell Sterling’s sputtering. I got the impression that he was out of things to say, anyway.

“No need to fight, you two. It’s a very select few in the Lorica who know about this. You’re in no immediate danger. As far as everyone knows, whatever killed Marybeth Ramsey and her guests is still at large.”

I studied him carefully. “Because it’s too ridiculous to sell a story about a little corgi killing all those people, even to the arcane underground.”

Bastion tapped the side of his nose. “Even Royce would have a hard time spinning that, and this time it’s not even for the normals. Imagine being unable to convince your own colleagues.”

Actually, I didn’t have to imagine very hard. Royce had been pretty vocal with me when it came to grievances with his coworkers. Part of it was my fault, sure, but let’s not get into that.

“So you’re saying that Banjo was planted?” Sterling said. “Someone made him the way he is, then let the Ramseys have him? Like a ticking bomb.”

Bastion tipped his glass at Sterling. “That’s one possibility. The problem is, we have no idea about the dog’s origins. All we can do in the meantime is stop it from killing more people.”

I didn’t mean to look – I swear – but the muscles in my neck moved of their own accord, and I exchanged glances with Sterling.

Bastion groaned. “So Banjo actually has killed more people.”

“Well, it was actually demons,” I said. “Seems to happen whenever the dog gets aggravated, and I imagine potentially being used as a sacrifice was aggravating enough. Banjo’s survival instincts kicked in and caused all those people to – well, to experience catastrophic existence failure.”

Sterling wrinkled his nose. “In the grossest ways possible. Too much, frankly, even for me.”

“Wait,” Bastion said. “Demons, you say? Any specific class of infernals? Imps, incubi? Or do you have any clues about their affiliation?”

I winked one eye, staring into my beer bottle, casually avoiding Bastion’s gaze even as it burned into me. I sighed.

“We have reason to believe that it was a bunch of demons who work for – for Mammon.”

Bastion slapped his forehead. “Great. So not only is the dog wanted in the magical community, it’s wanted by an actual demon prince.”

“Wait,” I said. “Didn’t you say that only a select few in the Lorica know about Banjo?”

“News travels fast,” Bastion sighed. “The Hound, for example? Donovan Slint? He must have been tipped off by one of the Scions – because yes, even within the Heart, you’ve got your own cliques and factions. Everyone thinks they know best. I imagine that acquiring the dog was just one of Donovan’s missions.”

I stared into my beer again, pretending to be fascinated by the bubbles.

“Dust,” Bastion muttered. “You heard what I said.”

I sighed, taking another sip of my beer. It tasted a lot more bitter this time. “Fine. I’ll bite. What was his other mission?”

Bastion set down his whiskey, then folded his hands, just like Carver would. His face went stony.

“There are doubts, even within the Heart – no, especially within the Heart – that the Dark Room has been truly sealed away forever.”

The intermittent splashing from Sterling’s end of the water went silent, and I heard glass clink again as he set his beer down on the pebbled poolside surface.

Sterling’s voice seemed smaller when he spoke. “Is that true, Dust?”

“Of course it isn’t,” I lied through my teeth. “I don’t know. How would I know? I wear the amulet I enchanted all the time. Surely that’s like keeping a chain on the door.”

Bastion’s face hardly changed. He didn’t look angry, just watching me with a neutral gaze, gray eyes piercing me like metal. I fought not to squirm under his stare. I wasn’t sure if it was the knowledge that he was a Scion that did it, but part of me felt that I would have truthfully answered anything Bastion would have asked me in that moment. What the hell? Was that how he became a Scion? Was he part Mouth all along, and I just never knew?

As he looked at me – as I locked every muscle in my body to stop myself from shifting – I remembered the painting of his family over the fireplace in the mansion’s grand entrance. I remembered the hard, penetrating eyes of his father. Bastion seemed to be growing older, sterner, more authoritative before my very eyes.

And, I had to confess, despite every protestation in my body – handsomer.

“Bastion,” I said quietly. “How did you become a Scion?”

He held my gaze for several more uncomfortable seconds before answering. “Through pure skill. Talent. Power.”

“I guessed as much,” I said. “But the others, they’re combinations, two Lorica classes rolled into one body. Royce is a Wing and a Mouth. What are you?”

The gleaming white of Bastion’s teeth slowly showed as the corner of his mouth parted in a brilliant smile. “I’m just the equivalent of two very strong Hands.” He leaned in closer, his eyes no longer hard, but hazy, like clouds before a storm, like tight coils of new smoke. My left leg quivered, and my heart did the smallest somersault. Christ, had he always been this handsome? “You know that, Dusty. More than anyone.”

“More than your mother? Surely not.”

Luella Brandt’s voice cut through the stillness and silence, like the sharpest, coldest knife.
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Bastion’s lashes fluttered, his eyes hardening again as he searched the room for his mother. I gasped, finally able to breathe again, and turned to Sterling, who was staring at me with a similarly confused look on his face.

He mouthed words at me. “What the fuck was that?”

I shook my head and shrugged, mouthing my reply. “I don’t fucking know, dude.”

“Mother,” Bastion said.

“Sebastion,” Luella said. “And your little friends.”

I turned towards the pool area’s glass doors, and there she was: Luella Brandt.

“Mother,” Bastion said again, his tone chilly. “I thought you’d be in bed by now.”

“What, and miss out on all this enjoyable conversation?”

She batted her lashes innocently as she removed her dressing robe. It was too late to look away, but considering what I’d seen her wear the first time we met, I wasn’t surprised to learn that Luella Brandt could rock a bikini if she wanted. She looked fantastic wearing a black one-piece with beige stripes. It went remarkably well with the unusual swimming cap she had on her head, which had a huge beige flower appliqué.

Luella dipped her toes in the water, her expression hardly changing as she stepped into the pool, eyes piercing Bastion like a pair of steel daggers. Sterling and I may as well have been invisible.

“Did you bring your friends here to celebrate? Did I interrupt you bragging over your accomplishment of throwing your life away for a faceless organization? I do apologize.”

“Mother.” Bastion’s voice rang with warning. “Don’t start.”

The water sloshed as Luella swam her way to the center of the pool. She nodded at me and Sterling in turn.

“Gentlemen, I do hope you’ll forgive me,” she said. “And I am so very thankful for the time that you so valiantly rescued my son from the clutches of an insane angel by stabbing him deeply in the back with our family heirloom.” The water splashed again as she brought her hand to her lips, gasping audibly. “Goodness, listen to me. I must sound crazy. Except for the fact that this all actually happened. What a life we lead in the arcane underground, eh? Behind the Veil.”

Sterling grimaced as he swallowed a mouthful of beer. “And that was before your son became a Scion, too.”

Bastion hissed. “Sterling.”

“Just saying,” Sterling said, shrugging. 

“I really cannot overstate my gratitude, though,” Luella said. “Especially to you, Dustin. How difficult it must have been to plunge a blade into the fruit of my loins, one of your dearest friends.”

Bastion growled.

“It was nothing.” I somehow managed to keep a straight face as I answered. “Bastion would have done the same for me.”

“Indeed, he would have,” she said. “Sebastion really does have the sharp sense of justice his father possessed. It’s the same thing that has taken the two of them down this same accursed path.”

Her voice was so cold that the temperature must have dropped a couple of degrees. We were all silent after that, the only sounds the clinking of ice in Bastion’s drink and the splashing of pool water as Luella did her laps.

That’s probably a generous description, considering she wasn’t actually swimming. Luella lay on her side, the way you might in bed or on a rug on the floor as you read something, as if resting on an invisible platform. The force of her magic propelled her lazily across the surface of the water, a human rowboat.

“Mother,” Bastion said. “I hardly see the point of swimming if you aren’t going to engage your limbs to do any of the work. Why bother?”

“I like the warmth of it,” she said, stretching across her back this time, her body perfectly still as it made a slow, deliberate circle in the center of the pool. She stretched her arms over her head and threw a glance at Sterling. “I like to be wet.”

Sterling choked on his beer.

“Come on,” Bastion muttered, nodding at me. “We can take this somewhere else. I don’t want to talk with her sniffing around.”

“How rude,” Luella said. “I can hear everything you say, my sweet son.”

“That’s the point,” Bastion said.

Luella sighed, finally splaying her arms to her side, running her fingers and hands through the water. “Fix me a drink before you go, Sebastion, won’t you? Surely you don’t hate your dear mother so much that you would find that too much of a burden.”

Bastion thrust his face into one hand, massaging his temples with his fingers. “I don’t hate you, Mother.”

He lifted his other hand, gesturing to the sound of clinking glass. I looked over my shoulder, and I’d seen Bastion use his specific brand of magic enough times to be unimpressed, but I couldn’t help but watch with my lips parted as a whiskey glass, a ball of ice, and the bottle itself began to dance in their own lazy, drifting orbit. Bastion poured Luella a glass, then gestured again, sending it floating off into the swimming pool.

Luella chuckled as she lifted her hand, accepting the glass with delicately manicured fingers. “It’s quite something for you to criticize your dearest mother about using her powers in the pool when you’re using those same abilities to send her deeper into an alcoholic downward spiral.”

Bastion pressed his fingers harder into his temples, now seeming more sad than angry. “Mother. Please. And tell me you aren’t on those pills anymore.”

“Fine.” Luella pushed herself up into a seated position, her legs stretched out, one hand running elegant fingers through the water. “I’m not on those pills anymore.”

I took another awkward pull of my beer to help fill the painful silence, if only for myself. Sterling and I had witnessed one of these arguments in the past, and like before I was sure that this boiled down to the same thing: Bastion and the Lorica.

Luella’s glass tinkled as she swallowed noisily, and she threw her head back, watching the moon through the skylight. “You’re doing this to me, Sebastion. You’re killing me.”

“I want to help people, Mother.”

“Then help me,” Luella said. “Help me, Sebastion. Doesn’t family come first? What have your father and I been teaching you from the very beginning? What is the family motto?”

Because yes, the Brandts were exactly the kind of people who had their very own slogan. It was printed under the lion’s head family crest. Bastion’s knuckles were white around his own glass, but he answered.

“We are nothing without our pride.”

“Yes,” Luella hissed. “Nothing without the loyalty that we hold for each other, the joy and status that we derive from our sheer power. But we are also nothing without each other.” She stayed silent for a moment, but her voice shook when she spoke again. “Sebastion. Please. Your father – ”

“We’ve been through this enough times, Mother.”

“The Lorica killed him,” Luella said, her voice cracking. “And what of your grandmother? The glorious Lorica, the very paragon of magical justice and wisdom, did they do anything to help her?”

Bastion breathed deeply, calming himself. “What Grandmother did, she did to herself.”

This time, not the tinkling of glass, but the breaking of it. Luella’s hand bloomed red with her blood. It couldn’t have been from physical strength alone, because as her whiskey glass cracked and shattered in her hand, so did the perfect sphere of ice in its center.

The pool waters churned, frothing and roiling, disturbed by Luella’s fury. She knelt on the surface, her eyes a darker, more dreadful shade of gray. Threatening. Terrifying.
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“You will not speak of your grandmother that way,” Luella hissed.

“But it’s true, isn’t it?” Bastion shouted, springing to his feet. “She made her choice, offered herself to the Eldest. What could the Lorica do? What could any of us do? We all make our own choices, Mother. It’s time you let me make mine.”

“And let you die for the sake of people who care so little for you?”

Luella’s voice boomed. All the water spurted out of the pool in thrashing waves, breaking for the edges of the room, knocking over furniture. A jet of it caught me in the chest, and I yelped as I fell over, skidding across the wet floor. Sterling, who’d been bowled over by the first batch of waves, was right – the water was nice and warm.

“No,” Bastion said, his chin lifted, defiant. “I only want to help, to plug the gaps in the Lorica’s system. So that no more good people will die. No more Agatha Blacks.”

Agatha Black was Luella’s mother, once hailed as the greatest sorceress of her time, an immensely powerful witch. But pride and ambition seemed to run in both the Black and the Brandt bloodlines, and while mages who live behind the Veil know well enough that a contract with the right entity can offer tremendous arcane power, Agatha sought out the most dangerous entities of all: the Eldest themselves.

I never quite asked Bastion how it happened – nor would I ever dare to – but the Eldest blessed Agatha by locking her in endless, immortal torture, her body as warped as a melted candle, her eyes forever staring at unseen horrors. I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen her for myself, kept locked – undying – in a vault underneath Brandt Manor. The thought of it sent chills down my spine.

“No more Agatha Blacks,” Luella breathed. She slumped onto the surface of the water again, her hands planted there, as if she was sitting on the ground.

“No more, Mother.”

Bastion gestured once, and the waters stopped, their flow reversing as they rushed back into the pool, filling it up again. Sterling fell over a second time, narrowly avoiding smashing his head on the ground. God but I always knew that Bastion’s power was terrifying, but seeing two Brandts duke it out? And that was just with water. Like dueling banjos, if banjos could argue, drink, and end the world.

Silence. Luella made a gesture, a towel floating towards her. She rubbed her hand against it, blotting some of the blood.

“I’ll call for the boy to clean this all up in the morning,” she said, the rage suddenly gone out of her. “It will be fine then. Everything will be fine then.”

Her head held high, Luella lifted herself off the water, just as if she was getting up off the ground. The water sloshed as she stepped on its surface, making her way to the poolside as she wrapped the towel around her waist. Her hand left an angry patch of red.

Sterling sat perfectly still, but to my surprise said nothing about Luella’s blood. He’d always been pretty vocal about enjoying the blood of mages, and had been especially curious about the blood of truly powerful ones, like the Brandts. But this time? Not a peep. Huh. Progress.

“Gentlemen,” Luella said, without really turning to look at us. “I apologize for the ruckus. Good evening.”

She pulled off her swimming cap, blond hair tumbling down her shoulders in an uncharacteristic, haphazard mess, weirdly emblematic of how the night had gone.

Sterling held his arms out and stared down at himself. “I’m all wet. This is all leather. Good leather, too.”

Bastion handed me my own towel, and I pushed my face into it immediately, dabbing carefully at my skin instead of rubbing it roughly, the way he himself had once taught me. Because fine, Bastion was who he was, but if he gave me advice on how to keep my face pretty, I was going to listen.

“I’m sorry, dude,” I said, unsure of what else I could say. “I figured this Scion business would be hard on her, but I had no idea.”

“I love her to pieces,” Bastion sighed. “But mainly when she’s sober.”

Sterling and I dried off as well as we could before I told Bastion that we were ready to leave. He’d said his piece, anyway: stay alert, and keep the dog away from harm. We didn’t say much more as we made our way back through Brandt Manor’s many, many rooms, as we walked past the family portrait near the mansion’s entrance.

Bastion’s father stared down at us with hard eyes, an iron falcon. I never noticed before, but other images lined the top of the great fireplace, more framed pictures and cameos. Out of one of them, Agatha Black smiled at us, her mind and her body still whole, unsullied by the touch of the Eldest.

Onto the mantlepiece itself was sculpted one of the omnipresent lion’s heads that represented the Brandt lineage. It was a reminder of one of the most difficult and important lessons I’ve ever had to learn: that a lion really is nothing without its pride.

I touched the garnet set into my mother’s amulet. It still hurt to think of her, but that night, it hurt just that little bit less.
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The trip back to the Boneyard was chilly. You try hoofing it at night, waiting in wet clothes on a street corner for your rideshare to pick you up. Bastion had mumbled something about letting us use the mansion’s laundry room – because of course, where else would their laundry staff be stationed – but Sterling and I had exchanged glances and very quickly, silently agreed that getting the hell out of Brandt Manor was best done sooner rather than later.

Yet as chilly as it was on the sidewalk, it was quite little compared to the jolting, searing cold of the snowball that socked me right in the face.

“Focus,” Herald shouted. “If that was an icicle, you’d be dead now.”

I was surprised I could still hear him over the ringing in my ears. The hot flush of humiliation and anger quickly melted away the numb, dull ache of being pelted with a face full of ice, but Herald was right. I’d agreed to practice with him, so I had to commit. I curled my fingers around thin air, summoning a missile of my own.

We were on a flat, square platform, suspended somewhere within the quiet cold of the Boneyard’s endless chasm, that infinite space that occupied the bits of Carver’s dimension that we didn’t actually live on. That’s what the Boneyard felt like to me, anyway, a collection of platforms, rooms, and corridors that seemed to just float in an empty, black abyss.

No one had ever walked off the edge of a platform – not that anyone had reason to. With the exception of Hecate, of course, but that wasn’t just anyone. She just stepped off in midair, like the abyss meant nothing to her, but what else would you expect from a goddess of magic? Any other one of us would have just fallen, and kept falling, I presume, into an infinite, uncaring void.

Which was why I was so, so careful not to let myself get backed into a corner, or too far onto the edge of the practice platform the Boneyard had so helpfully carved out for us, what I liked to think of as our new magical dojo. Sure, Herald had agreed to stick to blunt force, using snowballs and chunks of ice in place of the razor-sharp shards he usually favored, but they still struck with enough force that I was afraid one of them was eventually going to knock me off and over.

And sure, perhaps Carver, out of the kindness of his own dead heart, would come and rescue me eventually, but better that he wouldn’t have to. Our undead mentor loved for us to live out our lessons, and a minute of sitting in an empty void would be more than enough for me. I know that’s strange coming from the former master and resident of the Dark Room, but I digress.

Another snowball slammed into me, my stomach, this time, and I doubled over, my breath leaving me in a winded rush. I gasped as I struggled for air, the flames in my hand sputtering. Herald wasn’t playing around.

“This is a sparring session, Graves,” he called out. “I’m not holding any punches, and neither should you.”

Easy for him to say, he had access to a bunch of useful healing spells. But fine, I had access to them too. And worst case, there was always Asher.

I swung my right hand back, ready to launch my fireball, watching for Herald to react. He did, his eyes focused on the clump of fire in my hand. I smiled, relishing his surprise when I transferred the flames to my other hand, then, without having to physically hurl them myself, ejected a whirring ball of fire directly for his chest.

Herald’s gasp hissed across the room, but he cut it off soon enough as he began to mutter a quick incantation, turning his body sideways and planting his feet in the ground to absorb the impact. His entire right arm and shoulder gleamed momentarily with purple light – a barrier – and while he cried out when my fireball struck home, roaring in a pitch of flame across his shield, it did leave him a little gift. Herald batted at his forehead, a rare glimmer of panic running across his features as he fought to smother a tiny fire that I’d accidentally started at the tips of his hair.

“Sorry,” I called out. “Super sorry.”

Herald bared his teeth at me, rearing his hand back again. I crouched, prepared to dodge another snowball, or a volley of those stupidly painful ice cubes he was suddenly so good at throwing.

“There are plenty of less passive-aggressive ways to tell me that I need a haircut,” he growled.

I watched for the salvo of frozen missiles he was preparing, but it didn’t come. Instead a sheath of ice shot up from the base of his wrist, building into a huge shard that terminated in a wicked point. Ah. One of his ice swords. Great. He was pissed.

And the thing with Herald – apart from being a talented sorcerer, an alchemist, an amateur demonologist, and a level thirteen barbarian in his weekly tabletop game – was that he was at the peak of his physical fitness. He dashed towards me, no doubt imbuing his movement with a pinch of magic. I yelped, barely spinning out of the way as the air zinged with the cut of his blade.

“Hey,” I said. “That thing’s sharp as hell, careful.”

Herald answered by doubling back and slashing again. I cried out when the sword made contact, slicing a shallow cut in my chest. Fuck. Time was that I could sink into the shadows, retreat into the Dark Room to regroup, then spring out and stun him with a Sneaky Dustin Special.

I looked down at myself. It was barely a scratch, really, but I was going to milk it for all it was worth. Plus part of my chest was exposed, the injured skin and my ripped clothing frosted lightly at the edges with tiny particles of ice.

Great. So he’d ruined my shirt. Again.
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“Ouch, time out, time out.”

“No time outs in real battles, Graves,” Herald growled. “You want to get a better grip on fire magic? This is how.”

I held out my hands, arranging one vertically and the other horizontally in the universally recognized symbol for “Fucking stop for a minute.” To my surprise, Herald did.

“No, for serious, that smarts,” I whined. “Also. You’re constantly ripping my clothes off.”

“That’s a gross exaggeration.” Herald lurched, swinging forward as a series of tiny icicles launched from his fingertips. I hissed as they grazed my side, the sudden chill coming not from the frosty projectiles, but from the fact that my shirt, yet again, had been torn open.

“I can’t help that I’m so hot,” I said, hurling my own little batch of flaming missiles. Without missing a beat, Herald twisted around, threw up one hand, and erected a shield made entirely of ice. It even had a crest on it, in the shape of a snowflake. Showoff. My little fireballs collided with his shield, sizzling and fizzing into nothing.

“Listen,” he said. “You’re making such a huge deal out of this. You ruined your clothes all the damn time when you still worked your magic with the Dark Room. All those cuts opening all over your body. You were drenched in blood half the time I knew you.”

And all those little scars, I heard his voice say, in words left unspoken. On some nights he’d trace them with his fingers, saying nothing except for the forlorn expression on his face. He thought of them as trauma, I knew, but sometimes I look in the mirror still and think of my scars as tiny medals, trophies earned in battle, every cut a mark of my arcane evolution.

But I said none of that, naturally. No one had to know how perversely I still felt affection for the Dark, most of all Herald.

“Point taken,” I said, loosely clutching another fireball in my hand. “But that was then. This is now.”

I tossed another fireball, this one larger, this one smashing his shield to pieces. Herald’s eyes went wide, his glasses misting over with steam.

“Okay,” he said. “Color me impressed.”

I clutched my knees, bending over and panting. “Fucking great. Because I’m exhausted. Can we call it, finally?”

“Yeah. Okay, fine. We’ll pick this up some other time.”

“Plus we need to get dinner. It’s late, and I’m starving.” I panted again, though this time I felt a little spark of energy return to my body. The promise of food always did that.

Herald pushed his hand through his hair, nudging it out of his face. I didn’t know what he was thinking with that accusation about setting his hair on fire. I liked it that way, a little floppy and longish.

We dropped by the kitchen for some water, where we found Sterling spread across his favorite red sofa, catching up on his telenovelas. I peered closer at the television, realizing these weren’t the Spanish ones he typically followed. They were Filipino. I guess Mama Rosa must have turned him on to some new shows.

Gil’s bedroom door was open when we passed by, and we spotted him and Asher playing with Banjo. Gil was still taking a slightly reserved approach to interacting with the corgi – understandable, considering its erratically explosive nature – but Asher seemed perfectly happy to play-wrestle with the dog. Banjo returned the favor by slobbering all over Asher’s face. I frowned, partly out of jealousy. Okay, totally out of jealousy.

“That’s the exploding dog?” Herald muttered.

“Yeah,” I said. “Listen, when we go out for dinner, remind me to pick up some Puppy Yum biscuits.”

He arched an eyebrow at me. “Is the corgi running low?”

“Yes,” I said. “Let’s go with that.”

When we got to my bedroom, I realized that this would be the first of possibly several sparring sessions I would have with Herald. I was just about to ask if he wanted to drop by his apartment on the way out so he could grab a shower, seeing how sweaty the both of us had ended up.

“So,” he said, lightly running his finger along the ragged edge of the shirt that he’d so skillfully torn open. “How big is your shower, exactly?”

I gulped. A thrill of excitement ran down my back. I’d just had a glass and a half of water, but somehow my mouth was dry again.

As if alerted somehow, Carver walked by right that very moment. He had one eyebrow raised, and I swore I caught the amber glow of his false eye fading. Had he been watching us?

“Is everything quite all right here?”

Herald sprang away, leaning against one of my stone bookcases, his gaze suddenly on the floor, then the ceiling, anywhere but me. “Oh, totally fine. We were just – you know, breathing. As people do.”

“Yes,” Carver said. “Of course you were.” His eyes narrowed as he turned to me. “Dustin? Do keep your door open.”

“I – sure, okay, I will.” His house, his rules. Carver had never felt like more of a dad than in that moment, making sure that me and my little boyfriend wouldn’t do anything untoward behind closed doors. “It’s just that – ”

“Stop,” he said, holding out a hand. “I do not wish to make this conversation any more awkward than it needs to be, but you know that my eye can see everything. Normally, it’s a simple matter of shutting it off. But the combined magical signature of your bodies burns far too brightly. I could shut my eyes and it would still be blinding.”

The heat crept up the back of my neck. I had no idea – let’s keep it classy – that ardor could stoke the magical fires that strongly. I nodded at Carver in silent agreement, watching him walk away, and swallowed thickly, avoiding Herald’s gaze.

One of the stone shelves scraped. Vanitas’s garnets flashed red as he spoke. “And don’t forget, Graves. I’m right here. I can bloody well sense everything that you do.”

“Right,” I said out loud in a choked whisper, my mind racing as it tried to make a checklist of the few times Herald and I had ever done anything bordering on inappropriate in the Boneyard. The list wasn’t very long, but that didn’t make it any less embarrassing.

I looked up into Herald’s face at last. He was bright red. We were very careful to shower separately that night.
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“My mouth is on fire,” I told Herald. I sipped in the cold night air of Little China, but that only made the spice worse.

“Which is why we need to track down a Happy Boba,” he said. “You should know by now, water just spreads the heat around. Milk is really what you need to take the edge off.”

Right, I thought, my brain shutting down as Herald tried to explain the science of it. Milk worked best, or a big spoonful of plain rice, or, as I read somewhere, some bread to help soak up the oils that make spicy food spicy. Granted, Herald was right. We’d just eaten the best Sichuan food I’d ever had in my life. By God did the Chinese know how to do spicy food. Dried chilis everywhere. Like, everywhere.

“The tofu was great though, wasn’t it?” Herald said.

“Oh, everything was awesome,” I said. “But my mouth is still on fire.”

“Hmm.” He held a hand up to his chin. “I’ve read kissing helps, too.”

Gullible, I leaned in. “Then hurry up and do something about this, my lips are melting.”

Herald laughed and shoved me in the chest. “Joke. Total joke. There, down this corner. I’m pretty sure there’s a Happy Boba here.”

Herald was right. Herald was always right, the milk tea did wonders. The creamy sweetness of it ran the spice right out of my mouth, and as Herald explained while I wordlessly inhaled an entire cupful of bubble tea, that was why it was a good idea to grab a Thai tea every time we went out for some pineapple rice and curry, or a mango lassi when we went for some Indian. I loved that Herald loved food as much as I did. I loved food, and I loved Herald. It all worked out for me in the end.

I know, I said love. Stop laughing at me.

This was how we usually spent our date nights, hunting down great places to eat throughout Valero. Herald would turn to the internet to check on reviews or sniff out popup restaurants, and I would tag along and eat everything in sight. And Little China offered a fantastic selection all on its own. I think we’d been at least three times in as many weeks.

I stashed my empty boba in a trash can, wondering briefly if I should convince Herald to turn around with me and grab a second one, when I noticed that we were near someplace familiar.

“Hey,” I told him. “This is Prudence’s grandma’s place. You might want to drop by when it’s open, find some things to use in your alchemy.”

Madam Chien’s apothecary was completely dark and empty, of course, what with both her and Prudence being out of the country, but Herald pressed himself up against the glass all the same, his mouth half open as he stared hard at the shop’s contents.

“Don’t get too close,” I said. “You don’t want the security system going off, plus Madam Chien keeps the place pretty heavily warded.”

“Oh, I can tell,” Herald said absently, his eyes focused on the rows upon rows of rare ingredients Madam Chien kept stocked. Without looking, he pointed at the front door. “See those talismans? They’re rigged to explode if anyone tries anything funny.”

I glanced at the door, open mouthed. “Holy shit.”

“Yep,” Herald said. “She can always blame it on faulty wiring or whatever. Old building, you know? And she does keep some crazy exotic reagents in here. Really rare stuff. She needs to make sure it’s all safe and secure.”

“Yeah,” I said, nodding towards the far end of the shop. “Especially that golden glow-y thing down that aisle.”

Herald frowned. “Wait. What the hell is that?”

The glow brightened, slowly, at first, but it suddenly flared so harshly that the entirety of the shop was bathed in a rich, golden light.

“Oh shit,” I muttered. “Is it going to blow?”

Herald tugged on my wrist. “We’re not waiting to find out.”

We ran for the other sidewalk, and I glanced around hurriedly, ready to shout a warning to any normals nearby, when I noticed that we were totally alone. Herald and I ran side by side, nearly clearing the street when I slammed painfully into a sturdy, invisible force. Herald stopped short, luckily, but I could feel my teeth rattling in my head. I fell on my ass, which is not great when the falling involves said ass hitting a concrete sidewalk.

“Fucking ouch,” I grumbled, rubbing my forehead, my eyelids. “Donovan Slint,” I shouted. “I know you’re around here somewhere, you goddamn asshole.”

“Uh, Dust,” Herald said. “This isn’t Donovan. Pretty sure it isn’t human at all, really.”

I thought that the collision was what had caused the swimming brightness behind my eyelids, but no – when I opened my eyes, the golden light was in front of us, no longer content to wait and linger in Madam Chien’s apothecary. Herald pulled me to my feet, a swirl of purple energy in the palm of his hand already waiting to be formed into a spell, and we backed away from the light cautiously.

“The fuck is it?” I whispered, readying a fireball. “Angel? Not another one of these guys.”

Herald’s breath was heavy from the exertion. He adjusted his glasses, their lenses briefly flickering. What, were those enchanted, too, like those pink shades the Fuck-Tons were wearing? Did I miss out on some arcane eyewear trend?

“Not an angel,” he said. “Worse.”

“Dustin Graves,” a familiar voice called from within the pulse of golden light. “Has it been so long? Do you no longer recognize the gilded countenance of the demon prince of greed?”
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There the demon prince stood, in very much the same way I’d last seen it: under the light of a streetlamp. Mammon shone like a ruby, wearing its trademark brilliant red suit, its hair in that beautiful, androgynous coif. A single golden hoop dangled from its left ear, and its eyes, bright green like emeralds, like the scales of a serpent, gleamed at me. Mammon’s smile was as sharp a sickle.

“Greetings, humans,” the demon said.

“Mammon,” I said, doing my best to hide the tremor in my voice. “It’s definitely been a while. How are things in hell?”

“Not too terribly, thing of shadows. The question truly applies to all of the hells. In which case? Mammon is hesitant to say.”

I bent closer to the ground, curling my fingers over a ball, invisible but already burning with white heat. Out of the corner of my eye I noticed Herald doing pretty much the same thing, loosely clutching his fingers over tiny clumps of ice. 

“Gentlemen, there really isn’t any need for violence. Mammon simply wants to speak, to hold a conversation with the court of greed’s dearest friends.”

The demon spread its arms, hands and fingers unfurled, as if to show that it meant no harm.

“I don’t know how you can expect me to believe that,” I said. “You sent your minions after us.”

Herald nudged me in the ribs, leaning in to whisper. “Remember the last time? I’m pretty sure we can’t trust this thing.”

Mammon chuckled. “Thing indeed,” it said. “Mammon is not here to play any tricks. Mammon wishes to offer you a bargain.”

I looked at the demon, then at Herald, bending in even closer to speak. “Don’t forget, it has really good senses, and can probably still hear exactly what I’m saying.”

“This is true,” Mammon said, nodding.

“I might have forgotten to mention,” I said to Herald, “but three demons totally attacked us outside the Leather Glovebox.”

“Guilty as charged,” the demon said, spreading its hands even wider, giving us a simpering grin. “But the minions of greed were not sent to harm you. Merely to retrieve your precious cargo.”

The flames in my hand snuffed out. I stood stock-still. “Banjo?”

“The dog?” Herald said.

“Correct. Mammon only desires to keep the dog, as an addition to its growing collection of curiosities, the way the Tome of Annihilation was once added to Mammon’s library.”

I reached for my backpack, prepared to release Vanitas. I could feel him thrashing around inside of his pocket dimension. He hadn’t been blooded in a while, which must have accounted for his feistiness. Plus he’d had a hankering for god’s blood that was never truly slaked, and now here he was barely inches away from tasting demon blood for the first time. And not just any demon either, but the prince of greed.

That was when I remembered just what Herald and I were up against. A prince of hell might easily be counted among the most powerful entities we could encounter in the wild, and there was always that very curious caveat about the mortality of demons and angels. If Mammon was to be believed, there was no way to truly kill the more powerful and ancient among them, even outside of their domicile, in their case, heaven or hell.

“You are hesitant. Mammon understands completely. The dog is a rare commodity, after all. Perhaps Mammon will even be able to help you find the source of the creature, whatever – or whoever it was that granted the canine its bizarre and immense power.”

“Pass,” I told Mammon. Then, turning to my backpack, I hissed. “Dammit, fine, I’ll let you out, but only if you promise not to attack the super dangerous, super vindictive entity.”

“Dust?” Herald said. “What the hell are you even saying?”

“Mammon is certainly confused.”

Against my better judgment, I lifted the flap of my leather backpack. Vanitas flew out instantly, but before he could head straight for the demon prince of greed, I reached out and grabbed him by the hilt. No small feat, I’ll tell you that much, because we all know how stupendously forceful Vanitas can be. And we all know that, despite how totally ripped and muscular I am, I do still have limited reserves of physical strength. I’m only human after all. I’m only slightly ashamed to admit that he dragged me along the sidewalk a short distance before I managed to wrangle him under physical control.

“Let go of me,” Vanitas grunted. “I said no touchy. I thought we established that.”

“I remember,” I said. “But this is a special case. I don’t want you cutting anyone open.”

“You do realize that I only have to slip myself out of my scabbard? The blunter half of me is just as good at smashing and killing things.” Vanitas laughed inside of my head. “It just takes longer to kill something dead if you’re trying to pulverize it.”

“What is this?” Mammon said, its feet leaving footprints of molten gold as it retreated. “Why, this is the very blade that you beseeched Mammon to reforge. How cruel that you would now choose to turn that same blade against its smith.”

“Think of it as an insurance policy,” I said, grunting as I struggled to hold Vanitas in place. Sweat was forming on my forehead, dripping down my back. “Just making sure we can have this conversation without you banishing us to another dimension.”

“Why, Mammon would never do such a thing.” The demon tittered nervously. “Are you perhaps referring to the first time you visited Mammon with your beloved?” Mammon nodded at Herald.

Herald rolled his eyes, tutting. “See? Even demon princes knew we were a thing before you did, Dust. And yes, Mammon. It was the only time we visited you – shortly before you hurled us into Amaterasu’s domicile.”

“And now you are together, as mates,” Mammon breathed. “See how Mammon has served you so well? Wonderful. Mazel tov.”

“Damn it, not the time or place.” I finally managed to wrestle Vanitas into submission, something that I had to do by practically hugging him against my chest, sword and scabbard both. I knew he was going to have some very choice words with me later, as if he wasn’t already so pissed off.

“Let me at ’em,” Vanitas said, bucking and thrashing in my arms. “Gonna tear things to pieces.”

Mammon sneered at us, its fangs gleaming in the streetlight, the tips of its fingers dripping with molten gold. “Enough of this. Mammon reforged that blade from the fires of its own hells. Do you truly believe that Mammon fears a glorified kitchen knife? Now, make arrangements to surrender your little dog to the court of greed, or consider the consequences.”

“That was a threat,” Vanitas shouted in my mind. “Let me at ’em.”

Mammon raised its chin, grinning in defiance. “Surrender the dog, or Mammon will be more than delighted to send the forces of greed after you and your friends, Dustin Graves. A fair trade, is it not?”

“Definitely a threat,” I said.

“Counter offer,” Herald said. “You leave us alone, and you leave Banjo alone, or – or we’ll alert the other courts of hell. See how well you fare when you’re up against your own.”

Mammon staggered back, as if struck by a flurry of invisible blows. Its hands fluttered to its chest. “You wouldn’t dare. Why, the flood of demons alone that would come after you, pestering you day and night, hounding your every step? You would never.”

Herald was bluffing. He must have been. I couldn’t imagine how the other courts of hell dealt with their problems, but I had a feeling that certain princes would be willing to handle the situation with less delicacy and slightly more violence than Mammon would. I tried to imagine how the prince of wrath would handle brokering the exchange of a magical corgi, and I shuddered.

“Hand over the dog,” Mammon said, “and you will be greatly rewarded. Gemstones. Artifacts of the greatest power. Perhaps even that paper currency that you humans are so fond of.” The demon prince extended one gold-lacquered finger towards me. “And for you, thing of shadows, perhaps even renewed access to that which you desire most.”

My heart froze in my chest. The Dark Room. Hello – demon prince of greed? Of course Mammon knew exactly what I wanted.

Herald cocked an eyebrow, then leaned in to whisper. “What’s he talking about, Dust?”

“It’s nothing,” I stammered.

“That is Mammon’s best and final offer,” the demon prince said, grinning knowingly, its emerald eyes gleaming with mad glee. “One that must be very tempting for you, thing of shadows. For surely you long for the safety and power of the chamber that lives inside your – ”

“We humbly decline your offer.”

I released Vanitas.
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Vanitas went flying, his laughter filling my ears as he soared forth, drowning out the rest of the demon’s words. Herald clutched my wrist – I don’t know, to make sure we would be ready to run – his other hand wreathed in purple energy, his equivalent of a cocked gun, a drawn sword.

Mammon snarled as it expertly fought off Vanitas, sword and scabbard, deflecting every strike with its nails, with the palms of its delicate, lily-white hands. Every blow rang like steel against steel, and the battle between the demon prince and my sentient sword raged on in a whirlwind of verdigris green, red garnets, and golden talons.

Briefly I considered lobbing a fireball or two in the fray. Surely that wouldn’t hurt Vanitas. He was made of enchanted metal, right? But it’d probably only piss off Mammon even more.

“Enough,” Mammon hissed.

“Stand down,” I told Vanitas. He sprang away immediately, to my surprise, his two pieces taking position and hovering to either side of me.

“The two of you have dealt with Mammon before, and you know that the demon princes always have their way. This is not over.”

“Sure isn’t,” I said, tensing my muscles, thrusting my chest out, despite my insides quivering like jelly. I knew I said I wasn’t going to piss off the supremely powerful member of demon royalty standing several feet away from us even more, but you know me. Couldn’t help myself. “We’ll beat you away with a stick if we have to.”

Mammon’s fangs gleamed as its lips drew back, a flush of red running up its alabaster neck and cheeks. “Mammon should not have put so much care into reforging this carving knife. So very foolish of Mammon. Such an unintelligent investment.”

It went on, muttering under its breath, talking about liabilities, terrible returns, and something about pulling out someone’s spine. Mine, I would guess.

“Mammon will see you again, fool mortals. Oh, yes. And for Mammon’s trouble, this time Mammon will claim the dog – and the sword.”

I turned my lip up, my heart searing with sudden panic. “Oh yeah? I’d like to see you try.” Shut up, shut up, shut up.

“Dust,” Herald hissed. “Jesus.”

Mammon grinned. “Do not write checks your mouth cannot cash, Dustin Graves. Mammon will come to collect, and soon. Farewell. For now.”

The demon cackled, then sank into the pool of liquid gold at its feet. The air rushed out of me in one go, my chest deflating, my shoulders drooping.

“Oh my God. Oh my God. You guys, it knows where I live. Mammon visited me at the Boneyard that one time.”

Herald clapped his hands slowly, mocking me. “Good job. Really, Dust. Super great work.”

“Let it come,” Vanitas grunted, sliding his sword back into his scabbard, then nudging the flap of my backpack open on his own. “All that ruckus and I didn’t even get to taste its blood. Noble demon blood, too.”

He kept on grumbling as he wriggled his way into his pocket dimension. Herald shook his hand, threads of violet magic coming loose as he did, and he folded his arms across his chest, sighing.

“You and I both know that Mammon is going to come after you. And it’s not going to be pretty. The demon princes are relentless.”

I pushed my fingers into my forehead, staving off a headache. “Yeah. Sure. But you know that it wouldn’t have mattered whether or not I was mouthy earlier, right? Mammon is going to come for Banjo either way.”

“Listen,” Herald said. “Mammon wouldn’t be quite so pissed if you weren’t so sassy. This wouldn’t have turned out so bad if you’d just been more polite about it.”

I threw up my hands. “I panicked, okay?”

“It’s your defining trait.”

“Exactly.” I sighed. “But we can’t just give up the dog. We don’t even know what it is yet.”

“Which is why I still think it’s a good idea to consult the right entity. Go to Artemis. Goddess of the hunt, remember? She’s probably familiar with all kinds of magical animals.”

“That’s what the guys said.” I scratched the end of my nose. “But really? A magical corgi? That’s not in the myths anywhere. What would she know about it?”

“Well, do you have any better ideas?”

“Just one. We should get the hell off the street before Mammon decides to send more lackeys.”

Herald smirked at me. “That’s the smartest thing you’ve said all night.”

“Shut up.”

We walked fast. Herald suggested that we get a rideshare somewhere busier and more brightly lit so we wouldn’t have to wait and risk being jumped in the dark. I stuffed my hands in my jacket pockets, the brisk pace winding me a little because of my insistence on talking. I was curious.

“You’re the demonologist,” I said. “So there’s a bunch of demon princes, right? One for every sin?”

“More than that,” Herald said. “We’ve been over this. The Seven are the most powerful and influential, naturally, but there’s a prince for nearly every vice. It doesn’t get super specific, but I’d say there are scores of them. Maybe a few hundred.”

I whistled, my breath curling past my lips in a tumbling wisp. “And I’m going to guess that they’re all different? I don’t know how else to put it. Thematically, I mean. Like, would the demon prince of wrath be way more violent than Mammon?”

Herald chuckled. “You have no idea. Even their minions are more vicious. Really dangerous stuff. I’ve heard that the court of gluttony is pretty fond of actually eating people.”

“Shit.”

“Yes. That’s exactly what you’d end up as – once a demon of gluttony passes you through its digestive tract. And the demons of sloth are even worse. You’d think it wouldn’t be so bad, but those bastards are far more creative about it than assaulting you with a wall of golden light.”

My lips were slightly parted as I waited for Herald to continue, but I never did find out how much worse sloth demons could be, because I was then assaulted by a wall of golden light.

This one hurt a lot more, too, slamming into my chest, knocking me on my ass, and shoving all the air out of my lungs. It wasn’t just like walking into that golden barrier that Mammon had erected. It felt like a lot more force went into this one, like Mammon had punched me with way more anger.

I stared at the sky, wondering how I was seeing so many stars with the smog of Valero blanketing the city’s air, when I realized that it was probably just random, blinding spots of light from smashing my head on the pavement. Again. Concussion central. I groaned, and when I couldn’t from a lack of oxygen, wheezed. I reached for my mother’s amulet, wincing. Please. I just wanted to survive the night without having my skull cracked open like an egg.

Something gold and bright smashed into the pavement right by my head, threatening to crack it open like an egg. Bits of debris struck my cheek. I blinked rapidly, willing my sight to clear up, but all I saw were stars, and the pale halo of gold at the edge of my vision.

“Mammon,” I said, “Truce. It’s too soon for a revenge attack, leave me alone.”

“It’s a kid, Dust,” Herald yelled. “It’s not Mammon. Just a kid.”

“Okay, Donovan Slint, truce. It’s too soon for a revenge attack, leave me alone.”

“Not that kid,” Herald said.

Then who? I wondered if it mattered. I felt the presence above me, just within punching distance. My fingers clenched into a fist, and the anger and pain inside of me swirled into a cloud of fire around my hand. I swung my arm into an uppercut.

And screamed. My knuckles had connected with something like metal.

“Damn it,” Herald said, and flecks of purple filled my field of vision. My eyesight cleared at last – mostly only blurry with tears of pain, because holy shit, whatever I’d punched hurt like hell – and there he was, standing over me.

Just some kid. A young man, no older than eighteen, I was sure, with half his body hidden behind a glowing golden shield. And not just a plain magical barrier, either. This thing on his arm looked like an actual medieval kite shield. That’s what I’d punched. My knuckles throbbed. The shield looked way too big for him to handle. Maybe he was stronger than he looked – he did use the thing to bash me in the chest, after all. Where’d he even find an artifact like it?

“Don’t know what a Mammon is,” he said, his voice deeper, more menacing than I’d expected. “And my name sure as hell isn’t Donovan.”

That was the main detail about him, apart from the enormous glowing shield. The guy seemed pretty pissed.

The other thing I noticed was how the ground was covered in shards of broken ice. So Herald had tried to fight him already, probably using a bunch of those icicles he loved so much – and it looked like he was getting ready to try something new. I had to distract our attacker long enough for Herald to prepare, maybe to produce one of his ice swords.

“You and I need to talk,” the stranger said.

Behind him, Herald bared his teeth in fury. The sword at his hands had grown longer, much longer than I’d seen him make before. I strained not to look directly at him, so as not to give him away, but even in my peripheral vision I could see. Herald was building an entire spear out of solid ice. Shit. He was pissed, too.

“Then talk,” I told the shielded stranger. “I don’t know why you’re resorting to violence when you could be using your mouth instead.”

He sneered, his lips parting, and just as he was about to answer, Herald lifted his spear. I stared directly into the man’s eyes, straining not to give the sneak attack away.

It never mattered. He lifted his other arm, and his shield transferred there instantly, vanishing and reappearing as if shunted through space. Herald yelped in surprise as the spear connected with the shield and shattered into worthless pieces.

My mouth fell open. Herald’s ice constructs weren’t that fragile. He’d gone toe to toe with other sword fighters, even gods with that same blade in the past. Surely the spear would be even sturdier.

“Look out,” I shouted, but too late. Without even glancing over his shoulder, the man slammed his shield backwards, smashing it into Herald’s chest. Herald grunted, then crumpled to the ground, winded by the savage blow.

Last resort. My other hand was uninjured, still free. I opened my backpack.

The screech of metal as Vanitas split into two halves didn’t even make the stranger flinch. He raised his shield with lightning reflexes, deflecting first the scabbard, then the sword. Vanitas, being Vanitas, had attacked at top speed, but even that shouldn’t have caused him to recoil as violently as he did. Sword and scabbard bounced harmlessly off the golden shield, zipping overhead. In the distance, I heard the splintering of wood, the rustling of leaves. Vanitas had smacked into some trees, again.

“Holy shit,” I muttered, struggling to crawl away from our attacker and his crazy stupid magical shield.

“Now we can talk,” the man said. I scrambled away as he approached, but he reached me in two long strides, kneeling on the ground and lifting the shield to my face.

“Please don’t say you’re going to smash my face with that thing. Not the face.”

He frowned. The golden light of the shield flickered, and in an instant, it was gone, replaced by an equally golden dagger – which was pointed directly at my throat.

I stared at the blade. “What the hell? How did you – ”

“Doesn’t matter,” he said, his other hand grabbing me by the collar with surprising strength. “I came all this way to find someone, but all I got was you. Look at me. Tell me. Why was I summoned here?”

“What the hell are you even talking about? Nobody summoned you. I don’t know anything about – ”

Our eyes met, and all the breath left my body. Up close, I could finally see him.

The man looked familiar, only not at all, like someone I once knew. He had the same brilliant blue eyes, the same strong jaw. But this guy’s hair was brown, and mostly straight, unlike the man I was thinking of, who had hair in blond curls, like an angel.

And most damning of all were the strange, glowing designs etched into his skin, patterns and glyphs tattooed across his chest and his clavicles, peeking just above the line of his collar. No. It couldn’t be.

“Sam?” I said, my eyes narrowed, my mouth dry. “Samyaza? Is that you?”

The point of the dagger came closer to my throat, and the man’s eyes burned even harder.

“How do you know my father’s name?”
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“Nephilim,” Carver said, speaking the word with gravity.

“Bless you,” Sterling said.

Carver grimaced. “No, you fool. Nephilim. I find it difficult to believe that someone who’s lived as long as you have doesn’t know what that means.”

“You’re absolutely right. The word means nothing to me.” Sterling raised an eyebrow, his hands folded behind his head, waiting expectantly for Carver to continue.

Carver’s smile went from ear to ear. “Well, it should. It’s shorthand for a very specific kind of angel.”

Sterling’s innate speed kicked into high gear. He sprang to his feet and vaulted over the back of the couch before I’d even blinked. He huddled behind the backrest, peering over the top of it, staring terrified at the nephilim – Mason, that was his name – then accusingly at me and Herald.

“And you brought him home?” he hissed. “That’s like – like taking home a grenade.”

“Or an exploding dog,” I said. “Cool it, Sterling. I don’t think Mason wants to hurt any of us for the moment.”

Mason’s arms folded tighter, and his glare could have burned holes directly through my soul.

“Okay,” I muttered. “Mostly me. Maybe he wants to hurt me.”

Carver cleared his throat. “As I was saying, Mason here is a nephilim. Half human, and half angel.”

The living room filled with a thick silence for a moment, until Mason cut through it.

“Bullshit.”

“Oh?” Carver’s eyebrow arched dangerously. “And how else would you explain these circumstances? Your curious abilities, the fact that you were led all the way here by the imprint of your father’s divine energies? Of his blood?”

Mason rubbed his hands along his scalp, his eyes squeezed tight as he did his very best to process his predicament. This must have been how I looked when Thea first told me that I was a mage, spilled to me about the arcane underground.

“Someone who called himself an angel appeared to me,” Mason said slowly. “He told me that I should come to Valero, to seek out this Samyaza person. I thought it was all crazy talk, but I had to know for myself. So you’re saying that my mother was – well, was intimate with an angel? And then nine months later I happened?”

“Precisely,” Carver said.

Mason crumpled into the sofa, leaning deep into it and throwing his head back. “Jesus Christ,” he said.

“Well,” Carver said, chuckling, “not quite. Your father was a very important figure, however. A fallen angel, one of the Grigori, cast out of heaven for loving humanity.”

Sterling whistled. “For loving humanity a little too much, it sounds like.”

“Indeed,” Carver said. “But not just any Grigori, either. Samyaza was the leader of the fallen of heaven. Their king, if you will.”

Mason sat straight up, his eyes huge. “So what, I’m like some fallen angel prince?”

Carver didn’t answer. He didn’t need to. Mason gave a forlorn whine as he crumpled back into the couch.

“I didn’t want this,” he said. “I didn’t want any of this.”

I’ll tell you right now. In a different time, a different place? That could have been me saying those exact words on that couch. I never wanted the dark gift that Thea gave me, that she planted in my heart. Yet after all that time, after so many scars and so many deaths, there I was, alive in the Boneyard. Bizarrely, I was happier, more stable than I’d ever been. For the first time, I felt an actual pang of sympathy for Mason.

I closed my eyes, turned inward, and smothered that sympathy with a pillow.

“But why me?” Mason said. “Why did his power come to me, of all people?”

“Oh, there is no doubt that Samyaza fathered many children, as is the wont of the fallen,” Carver said. “I confess, this is indeed very strange. I know precious little of the ways of angels, but I do know that when the strongest among them perish, their essence may find its way back to its home realm, to be reformed. But Samyaza was fallen – barred from heaven. His fullest power was sealed within him when he was thrown out of the gates, only truly unleashed upon what we assumed was his death.”

I blinked, only just managing to put two and two together. “So you’re saying that what was left of Sam’s energies went looking for his kids?”

“That is one way of putting it, yes. Though considering your description of your encounter,” Carver said, placing his chin in his hand, “it appears that a significant portion of Samyaza’s power has been bestowed exclusively to his son. To Mason, that is.”

“Then the only question I have left, I guess, is why him?” Mason cast an accusing finger at me as he spoke. “Why was there a beam of light drawing me to him?”

“Because the other half of that essence was used to heal him. Dustin here was nearly dead if it hadn’t been for Samyaza’s, shall we say, divine intervention. It seems that some of your father’s blood still flows through Dustin’s veins, and that is what drew you to Valero.”

“So what, he’s part angel, too?”

The room burst into laughter.

“Hey,” I said, somewhat hurt. “It’s not that funny.”

“Sincerely doubt there’s any angel in him,” Herald said. “I’d know. The blood brought him back from the brink, but that’s about it.”

“So,” Mason said. “Why would my dad give his life for – well, whoever this runt of a person is?”

“Hey,” I snarled. “I’m taller than you.”

Mason sprang to his feet. “Still beat you in a fight, Dusty. Kind of the perfect nickname too, if you ask me.”

Something in my face twitched. Mason even knew to use the exact name I hated being called, at least by those I didn’t consider friends. I turned to Carver. “Are all nephilim this rude?”

“Your skills are all dusty, is what I’m trying to say,” Mason said, lowering himself back down onto the couch. “Crusty. Rusty. Musty.”

“Stop being such a child,” I shouted.

Herald’s hand landed on mine. He leaned in to whisper. “Keep your voice down. Don’t stoop to his level. He’s just a kid, and you’re starting to sound like one, too.”

“Enough,” Carver said, his voice slicing across the room. I knew that tone. It called for silence, every time, and even Mason went quiet, relenting. “Now, Mason. If you’re quite finished antagonizing my employee – ”

“I’m very sorry,” Mason said firmly, looking Carver directly in the eyes with a contrite expression on his face. That little fucker. He knew exactly what he was doing. “It won’t happen again.”

Carver nodded. “Very well. The answer to your question is difficult to phrase, at best. Samyaza must have known that Dustin was meant for some greater purpose, that he had some other destiny to fulfill. And that has proven true, in recent times. Tell me. Have you heard of the Eldest?”

Mason looked carefully between us, then shook his head.

“Then there is much for you to learn,” Carver said. “Allow me to extend an invitation. You may stay here for as long as you wish, while you gain your bearings in Valero, come to terms with who you are, with what you are. I confess to being very curious about your nature, and will want to conduct some experiments of my own.” Carver waved his hand as I quietly recalled the time he reached into my chest to attempt to retrieve the shard of star-metal embedded there. “Non-intrusive ones, of course. Only educational experiments, should you consent to them.”

“I’m very grateful for your hospitality,” he said. Again, the smooth little bastard knew exactly what he was doing. “But maybe we’ll hold off on the experimentation until I’m sure I can trust you, Mister Carver.” Mason looked around the room, staring hard at each of us. “Until I can trust all of you.”

Carver spread both his hands outward. “Of course. Take your time to get to know the rest of our motley crew. I hope you will find their companionship to your liking. And if you have any questions about my character, I am certain that they will be more than capable of answering and enlightening you.” Carver poured himself a cup of tea from the kettle, boiling hot, just the way he liked it. “Gentlemen, if you please.”

We all stood, me shifting awkwardly from one foot to the other, Herald and the rest of the Boneyard making admirable attempts to actually talk to the new guy. But hey, don’t judge me for not trying. He tried to break my face the first time he met me. And you know the rule: not my face. Never the face.

“Major sausage party you have here,” Mason said. “And you guys seriously call yourselves the Boneyard?”

Gil grunted, turned to me, then poked a thumb at Mason. “I’m not sure I like this guy.”

Sterling tilted his head and grinned. “I kind of like him. He’s got a mouth on him. Reminds me of myself, a little bit.” He threw an arm over Mason’s shoulder. Mason peered at him with furrowed eyebrows and a healthy dose of suspicion, but said nothing. “Listen, kid. It may be called the Boneyard, but not a lot of boning happens here. Not unless you count our monthly orgy.”

Mason’s eyes went wide. “Holy shit. Um. Good for you, I guess.”

“He’s lying,” I barked.

“I am,” Sterling said, gesturing at me and Herald. “Actually, it’s only those two that bone.”

I turned bright red, the tips of my ears burning. Mason looked at us, then shrugged. Herald shrugged, too. “Eh,” he said. “It’s true, why deny it.”

“Come on,” Sterling said, pulling Mason even closer. “Let Uncle Sterling show you around the Boneyard.”

I shook my head. “Uncle Sterling? As if you couldn’t be any creepier.”

Sterling stopped mid-step. “You’re basically his father, aren’t you? That makes me an uncle.”

“He’s not my son,” I grumbled.

“And he’s not my dad!” Mason had that look in his eyes again, the one that said I deserved to be pulverized into mulch, except that he couldn’t be bothered to do it. Not just yet.

“Come on,” Asher said, cutting in smoothly. “You ever looked out into the abyss, Mason? It’s pretty terrifying.”

Mason threw me one last searing glance, but Sterling pulled him away, and Asher’s chatter distracted him soon enough. God bless Asher Mayhew.

Herald took my hand, squeezing it. His skin was so warm, just like his smile. “For what it’s worth, I think you’d make a great dad.”

“To Mister Grumbles, sure,” I said, referring to the stuffed tiger I stole for him. “But not to that little asshole.”

Herald laughed, then sauntered off and trailed behind the others, curious about our new nephilim not-friend: half human, half angel, all douchebag.

“For what it’s worth,” Carver called out, “I agree. In time, you might make a good father.”

I wasn’t expecting a compliment from Carver, of all people, and certainly not one about my untested and nonexistent parenting skills. I felt my skin redden a little and scratched the back of my head.

“Gee,” I said. “Thanks, Carver.”

“Come,” he said, patting the cushions. “Sit. You must understand, Dustin, this Mason boy, you were in his place once, too.”

I sighed. “I know, I know. It was too familiar, the situation he was laying out. I can relate.”

“Good,” Carver said. “Then one hopes you will get along, eventually.”

“Please. I said I could relate. I didn’t say I could stand him.”

“Some days, I feel like the matron of an orphanage, and none of my boys will listen.” Carver shook his head. “In time, then. Perhaps. For now, you must explain to me. What is this festival of sausages? Is it some sort of contemporary holiday?”

I cringed as I walked over, flopping onto the couch next to him. “Oh my God, Carver, this conversation feels so unnecessary.”

He frowned. “The insistence of modern youth on using such frustratingly vague terminology is what I would consider unnecessary, Mister Graves.”

“Fine. Fine. It’s because we’re all guys here.”

“And?”

“Please don’t make me say this.”

Carver steepled his fingers together. “Mister Graves. On occasion, it is the master that must learn from the student, yes? This would be one of those times. Also, if you do not answer soon, I will be very tempted to dock your pay.”

“Okay, fine. Everyone who actually lives in the Boneyard is a dude. And as dudes, there is a specific part of our anatomy that – well, it resembles a sausage.”

“The phallus?” Carver cringed. “How uncouth. And dreadfully unfunny. Now why on earth would we hold such celebrations? These festivals of sausages?”

“Sausage parties.”

“Yes.”

“It’s – it’s not a party. It’s just a way to express how there are no women in the Boneyard. We’re all men here. That’s the joke.”

“That only confuses me more. This modern jargon of yours wastes both time and breath. Sausage festivals indeed.” He harrumphed. “But speaking of sausages, it has become apparent that our new guest is very fond of them.”

“How do you know that Mason likes sausages?”

Carver raised an eyebrow. “What? No, Dustin. Our other guest. The one called Banjo. If you could be so kind as to fry up one or two of them for him? As a treat.”

“I really don’t think we should be feeding a little dog sausages, Carver. Or any dog, for that matter. Wait. Have you been giving Banjo sausages?”

Carver’s eyes slowly flitted to the left, then to the right. Finally, they settled on me. “No,” he said.

“You’re a terrible liar. No more sausages. But more importantly,” I said, chucking him in the shoulder, “are you actually spending time with Banjo? That’s adorable.”

Carver straightened his posture, brushed off his shoulder with the back of his hand, and cleared his throat. “I was only keeping the creature company. It seems there was no cause for fear after all.”

“Where is he now?”

“Under my desk. He has taken a liking to the space there. I have provided him with a bowl of water, and a second bowl filled with the dehydrated remains of various small animals.”

“So he has kibble?”

“Yes. And Asher has kindly placed the mats that Banjo requires for urination and defecation nearby.”

I couldn’t take it. This was too friggin’ cute. Carver, our undead boss, notorious for his chilly, brusque demeanor, was in love with the exploding corgi.

“Then it seems you’re all set. But no more sausages, please. Tell you what, here’s something you can give him.” I reached for my backpack, rummaging around its inside pockets. “Have you heard of Puppy Yum biscuits?”
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It was still kind of strange seeing Carver develop an affection for – no, an actual attachment to Banjo. More importantly, I thought it was cute. Carver, who rarely wore anything less restrictive than a tailored suit, had somehow managed to sit on the floor, the better to hand feed Puppy Yum biscuits to his newfound fur baby.

Carver made cooing noises, leaning against the front of his desk as he laughed, dodging Banjo’s exceedingly enthusiastic licks. This was the closest any of us had come to seeing Carver let his hair down, and I felt a little special being allowed to witness that kind of vulnerability.

He wasn’t even wearing his suit jacket. Just a shirt. I’d never, ever seen that. I mean, I wasn’t even mad that he took my entire stash of doggie biscuits. I could pick up another batch the next time I headed out of the hideout. Plus in between playing and licking Carver’s face, I was pretty sure I saw Banjo looking over at me with something like gratitude in his little eyes. Pretty sure.

I tried to catch up with the others as they gave Mason the grand tour. Okay, that’s not entirely true. I didn’t exactly have a reason to play nice with the kid, given how nasty he’d been to me. But fine. He’d come all this way, searching for some grand, unknown something, only to find me at the end of his accursed rainbow.

And come on. Was that really such a bad thing? I’m better than a pot of gold. Can a pot of gold make you microwave dinners, fold a fitted sheet badly, and leave socks all over the bedroom floor? Yeah, I didn’t think so.

Based on the route they were taking, the only thing Mason really hadn’t seen was the new dojo, the Dustin-gets-his-ass-beat platform the Boneyard had lovingly sculpted for my use. They were near or around Gil’s makeshift gym room, from the sound of it. So I headed to the dojo, sat cross-legged on the floor, and stared out into the abyss, waiting for the others to show up.

Which took way longer than expected, to be frank. The abyss didn’t offer much entertainment, and I was about to reach for my phone when my backpack began to wriggle. I opened it, watching as Vanitas hovered gently out of the interdimensional space, then settled with the tip of his scabbard resting against the floor, like someone standing on one leg. He lifted up and landed a couple of times, tapping himself off. A few leaves and a tiny little twig drifted to the ground, souvenirs from his time in the trees.

“Something smells different,” he said, his garnets glimmering.

“Yeah. Remember the second thing that attacked us tonight? It was a half angel.”

“Half of an angel? How gruesome.”

“No,” I grunted. “A half angel. A nephilim.”

Vanitas’s telepathic voice gasped inside my head. “And he’s here, right now?”

I reached out one hand, lifting a finger in warning, but ready to grab him and pin him to the floor if necessary.

“Listen. We’re supposed to be friends now, or something. He attacked us because of a misunderstanding. I feel like you should know all this already, weren’t you listening?”

He huffed. “I wasn’t sure who you people were even talking about. Context. Didn’t even get a good view of his face.”

I pressed my lips together. “It’s either that, or you’re still grumpy over not getting to taste blood tonight.”

He lifted off, then bashed into the ground, his version of impetuously stomping his foot. “It’s not fair. Two fights – against a demon, and an angel, both things I haven’t properly tasted – and I didn’t even get to draw blood.”

I gently patted the ground by his foot. Scabbard. Whatever. “You’ll get your chance some day, buddy.”

He harrumphed, then rotated so that the garnets in his hilt faced away from me, and into the abyss. Vanitas was sulking. Don’t ask me how I knew. I sighed, and joined him in staring back out at the inky blackness.

But not for long.

“Hey.”

I looked over my shoulder, surprised to find Mason on his own. I tilted my head, peeking around him, but he was alone.

“Where’s everyone else?”

Mason shrugged, getting down on his haunches, then sitting fully on the floor beside me. “The werewolf and the vampire got into this pissing match over who could lift the most. I got bored and snuck off. Last thing I saw, they were taking turns bench-pressing that Asher kid. I think they’re going to bench-press your boyfriend next.”

“Huh,” I said. “I mean, they could try, but that really depends on Herald’s mood. Anyway.” I waved a hand around myself. “This is where I practice magic, sometimes. And that’s the abyss.”

Mason stretched his arms behind him, leaning on the palms of his hands. “Wow. Looks like a whole lot of nothing.”

“Accurate.”

Vanitas cleared his throat. Mason looked over at him, drawn by the glowing garnets set in his scabbard.

“Ahem,” Vanitas repeated.

“Yeah, yeah,” I said out loud. “I heard you the first time.”

Mason turned to me, frowning. “Are you talking to me?”

“No, no. The sword. This is Vanitas. He’s my friend, bodyguard, and not-so-secret weapon. It’s a long story.”

Vanitas rotated, the tip of his scabbard grinding into the stone floor, and I couldn’t tell you how I knew, but it felt like he was glaring at Mason. The two of them stared each other down for a moment.

Mason narrowed his eyes. “Um. Nice to meet you. I’ve never met a sword before.”

Vanitas grunted. “Dipshit.”

Mason looked at me again. “Did he say something just then? His gems started glowing.”

“He said it was nice to meet you,” I offered hurriedly. “Hey V, why don’t you go get some rest? I’ll catch up with you later.”

He didn’t go quietly. Vanitas levitated slowly towards the corridor to our bedroom, grumbling the whole way. I shook my head again.

“You guys are roommates?” Mason asked.

“Yeah. It’s complicated.”

It was Mason’s turn to shake his head. “This is all so new to me, man. Flying swords, vampires, werewolves, whatever Carver is, whatever you are?”

I gave him a tight smile. “A mage,” I said. Just a fire mage, I thought, not without a little glumness. With the Dark Room, I would’ve had more to tell him about being a shadow mage, but yeah. Life was better away from the Dark. “I do fire, the way Herald specializes in ice. Which brings me to my question. What is it that you can do, exactly? You carry around a magical transforming shield or dagger thing?”

“You mean the Vestments,” Mason said, like it was the most natural thing in the world.

“Vestments,” I said. “Like, with a capital V. The way you said it made it sound all important.”

“Yeah. It’s bizarre. The stuff I can conjure, the dagger, the shield? That’s supposed to be part of heaven’s armory. Their Vestments, like physical, actual weapons and armor that you’d see equipped by the celestial host. I can borrow that stuff, use it if I need to, but only for a little while. That’s all I understand of it.”

I gaped at him for a moment. “Wait. So you’ve got like this entire arsenal that you can basically – no, literally pull out of thin air?”

He clasped his hands together, stared at the space between his thumbs, then nodded at me.

“So like swords and spears?”

“I think so.”

“Throwing stars?”

He scratched the back of his head. “Sure, maybe. I haven’t tried.”

“That’s so fucking awesome.”

I could tell Mason was trying really, really hard not to grin at me, but his back did straighten a little, his chest puffing out just the slightest.

“Gotta admit, I’m a little jealous,” I said. “How’d you learn about all that Vestment business, then?”

Mason scratched the end of his nose, then looked away. “A friend told me.”

Right. I figured I wouldn’t pursue the matter much further, not when we were getting along so well. No sharp exchanges just yet, and more importantly, no instruments, blunt or sharp, being shoved all up in my chest and face areas.

“So this friend of yours. They wouldn’t happen to be an angel, would they?”

Mason nodded slowly. “He was. I mean, he is. I didn’t want to believe it when I met him, when he told me about Samyaza. I guess I was in denial the whole time. He tried to tell me what I was, but I wasn’t having any of it. The day I turned eighteen a bunch of angels burst into my home and tried to murder me. Called me an abomination and shit. I mean of course I’d have trust issues, right?”

“Angels, man,” I said, shaking my head. “You never know with them. There’s good ones, bad ones, good fallen ones, and I presume bad fallen ones, too.”

“Wasn’t Lucifer a fallen angel, too?”

“I guess that makes him the Big Bad Fallen One, then.”

“Oh. You know, these showed up all over my body on my eighteenth birthday, too.”

Mason pushed himself up off the floor, then pulled his shirt up over his head.

“Whoa, dude,” I said. “We just met.”

He chuckled. “Idiot.”

There they were in their full glory, all over Mason’s chest, stomach, arms, and shoulders: a crisscross and scrawl of unintelligible sigils, similar to those that were etched into Samyaza’s skin. I stood up, burning with curiosity, eager to take a closer look.

The main difference, I noticed, was how Mason’s tattoos, or markings – call them what you will – pulsed with a yellowish, almost golden light. One other thing I noticed: Mason was not unfamiliar with the concept of regular exercise.

“Samyaza had these too,” I said. “I mean, I can’t say for sure if they were the exact same patterns and glyphs, but he had this writing all over his torso. But his were bright blue. I don’t know if that means anything, honestly. He certainly couldn’t use the Vestments the way you can.”

“Hurt like hell, too. It felt like, I don’t know, like being branded, like my skin was on fire. Maybe something was unsealed when his essence went into me. I don’t know. Does that make sense?”

“Sort of. Sam did say that the only way to really release his power was to – well, it was what he had to do to save me.” I stuck my hands in my pockets, gazed at the floor, then back up at Mason. “I didn’t ask him to, you know. That’s how righteous he was. It was his decision to cut himself open, to give me what he gave me. And to give you whatever it is you have now.”

“Yeah. Yeah.” Mason scratched the back of his neck. “I’ve been giving you a hard time, but I never even knew him. I guess that’s why I’m pissed off, a little. I thought I’d get to meet my dad.”

“Yeah. I get why you’d be sore about that.” Neither of us had apologized to the other, but something passed between us all the same.

Mason bit on his lower lip, chewing over his questions, then finally picking one. “What was he like? My father?”

“Your mom never told you about him?”

He chewed on his lip again. “She’s dead, too. We never talked about him.”

My heart clenched. It was getting harder and harder to keep hating this Mason kid.

“Well. Sam, he was a really nice guy, you know? You’d think fallen angels would be jerks, but no. He cared about humanity. A lot. There was this whole plot to wipe out mankind, and Sam was working really hard to stop that from happening.”

Mason smiled, like that answer satisfied some part of him.

“And he really knew how to throw a punch. Sam didn’t have access to most of his power, but he could really hold his own in a fight. Flatten just about anyone.”

His smile grew even wider.

“Plus, and I’m just repeating myself at this point, he saved my life. That’s the kind of man your dad was.”

“Thank you. For telling me that. For remembering.” He stared down at his hands for a moment, then looked back up at me. “One thing, though. You called me Mammon before, out on the street. Mammon. Did I say that right? Anyway. Who or what is that?”

I shuddered. “Ugh. One of the demon princes. There’s one for every deadly sin, then a ton more for other vices. Mammon is the demon prince of greed, and it wants something from me. Well, from the whole Boneyard, actually. It wants Banjo.”

Mason raised his eyebrow. “Banjo?”

“I’ll introduce you later. It’s this whole thing.”

“You know, I met my own demon prince. Back in Humpuck.”

I chuckled. “Humpuck? What the hell is that?”

“Town I’m from, few hundred miles from here. Don’t ask, it’s terrible. I call it Bumfuck.”

I laughed. Not a bad sense of humor on this kid, if I was being honest.

“Anyway, my demon prince was Beelzebub. Demon prince of gluttony.”

I leaned forward, suddenly so interested. “And lord of the flies. Holy shit. What was Beelzebub like?”

But before Mason could answer, Sterling cut in from behind us.

“Finally, some action around here.” I turned to him, frowning. He was leering at me and Mason – more specifically, at the fact that Mason still had his top off.

Gil blinked. “What happened to your shirt, Mason?”

Asher stood with his arms folded. “So, the two of you seem to be getting a little more comfy with each other.”

Herald nudged his glasses up his nose, grinning as he looked between the two of us. “I mean, I’m not mad about it.”

Mason cocked his hip and spread his arms out, flexing, wearing a shit-eating grin of his own. “A little boning at the Boneyard, finally?”

I clenched my fists, struggling to hide how flustered I was getting. “He was showing me the markings on his body,” I said. “You’re all disgusting. He’s practically my son.”

“Call him Daddy,” Sterling stage-whispered. “Do it. Do it for Uncle Sterling.”

Mason shrugged his shirt back on, laughing from deep inside his chest. It was nice to see everyone getting along, but still.

“Perverts,” I said. “Every last one of you.”
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“This has to be some kind of joke,” I said, staring at the enormous pack of cheesy snacks cradled like a baby in Sterling’s arms.

“I’m telling you, I did my homework, and everything points to this stuff,” Gil said. “She’s not one to stick to tradition.”

Sterling peeled out a couple of bills then handed them, grinning and winking, to the cashier. “And a pack of cigs. No, no, those over there.” The cashier giggled, making what seemed like intentional mistakes as she hunted down Sterling’s cigarettes of choice. Sterling’s grin stayed on his lips, and his eyes just kept on wandering. He certainly didn’t seem to mind.

“I just find it hard to believe that Artemis wants a jumbo bag of Snacky Yum-Yums as an offering,” I said.

They were cheese snacks, the kind that left orange powder on your fingers. The similarity in name to Puppy Yum dog biscuits isn’t lost on me. A quick look at the packaging would tell you that they were owned by the same company. It was Happy, Inc., the mega-corporation behind Happy Boba, Happy Cow, and all those other food franchises I’d grudgingly come to love and crave at odd hours of the night. I had to wonder if Puppy Yum and Snacky Yum-Yums shared certain common ingredients. I tried not to gag.

Gil shrugged. “Times have changed. The entities have different tastes now. You saw Amaterasu’s cellphone, remember? And I don’t mean to pull any cards here, but I’m a werewolf.” He rolled his shoulders, pouting a little, pretending to look hurt. “I mean, I know one or two things about moon gods. Give me some credit.”

I patted him on the shoulder. “I believe you, big guy. It’s just – it sounds ridiculous, is all. But entities are entities, right? I believe you.”

Sterling kicked and hissed as we dragged him out of the convenience store and away from his cashier crush, but what else was new? I was so close to asking Gil to just pick him up by the scruff and carry him out. He wouldn’t drop the Snacky Yum-Yums.

Artemis’s tether – her place of power, or more accurately, the gateway to her domicile – was apparently in the Nicola Arboretum, the biggest, prettiest botanical garden in Valero. Our last visit there must have been that time we had to fight the giant beanstalk from hell that Thea had called from out of the earth.

My heart pounded a little faster as we entered the garden, and I had to silently reassure myself. It was going to be fine. No hell-stalks this time. Thea was dead. We were just there to deliver a huge bag of salty processed snacks to an ancient goddess, then ask for her help in identifying what, exactly, Banjo was supposed to be.

Oh, did I not mention Banjo? He had to come along, naturally. Whole point of the expedition, in fact. But we couldn’t take anyone else from the Boneyard with us, so it was just the original three amigos, avec Welsh corgi. Carver said as much.

We weren’t going to do well lugging around an empowered nephilim, something he described as even rarer than a necromancer. Mason, in a sense, was Asher version 2.0. Incidentally, Carver had been on the verge of allowing Asher to come with us this time, except he figured that Mason could use some company back in the Boneyard.

Not the worst idea, really, considering the kid did need a little bit of orienting in terms of the arcane underground. The fact that they were basically the same age helped, too. Mason had tons of questions about the world behind the Veil, and Asher had tons of questions about, well, practically everything else. A match made in heaven, really.

We found it, finally, the tether – a little stone statue in the shape of a fox, tucked away somewhere among the flowers. It was a little moss-covered, a little grimy, as if the garden’s employees specifically avoided cleaning it. Maybe that was intentional on Artemis’s part, a sort of insurance policy to ensure that no one could meddle with her tether, or worse, accidentally open her gateway and stumble into her domicile.

Not that it was likely to happen, of course, unless you brought the right offering.

“So what, we rip the bag open, pour it over the ground?” I said. “That’s how Arachne likes it. You take out a fortune cookie and smash it on the pavement.”

It was then, remembering Arachne’s own tastes, that I realized how Artemis’s desires weren’t exactly so peculiar after all. In fact, of all the entities we’d encountered, Hecate was really the only one who stuck to tradition, requesting offerings she was actually supposed to want in the myths.

“Hell no,” Gil said. “You want her to smack you upside the head? That’s the whole point of bringing an entire bag. She wants to chow down on it.”

“Huh. Point taken.”

Sterling drew out a rough circle in the grass, a cigarette dangling from his lips. Banjo sniffed curiously at Sterling’s boot, then went around him, snuffling at the fox statue. Then he lifted his leg.

“Banjo!”

Gil dived, sweeping the dog up in his arms. Banjo yelped, once, but loudly. Gil exploded into a stuttered burst of soothing supplications. I might have neglected to mention that we’d snuck into the Nicola Arboretum past midnight. Hey, whatever works for our schedule, right? Also, as Sterling always said: carpe noctem.

Banjo settled down soon enough, and Gil took him off into the bushes to “make pee-pee,” as he called it. It was interesting, to say the least, seeing the biggest and strongest among us softened by a little dog with a waddle for a walk and a cute butt, but you’ve never met Banjo. They returned shortly, and we were ready for the ritual.

Sterling stubbed his cigarette out somewhere in the grass, then elbowed me. “Okay. You’re the expert. You do the incantation. Knock on the door so she lets us in.”

“Sure,” I said. “Consider it done. But only if you clean up after yourself. Pick up that cigarette butt, man, come on.”

Sterling narrowed his eyes at me, grumbled, but complied anyway, checking that the cigarette was totally out, then chucking it in the closest trashcan. Eh, good enough.

The four of us took position inside the circle that Sterling had drawn. He handed me the bag, and I held it close to my chest, focusing my eyes and my will on the fox statue as I mumbled to myself, incanting the great and powerful words of magic that would coax a goddess of ancient Greece herself into inviting us into her domicile.

Two guesses as to what that incantation was.

That’s right. I went for my old standby, reciting the blurb off of the backs of Puppy Yum biscuit bags, something I’d memorized ages ago. As I chanted, I filled my mind and my heart with my request, and my intent. Wisdom, I thought. Divine knowledge. Guidance. That was all we needed, and we would be on our way. Sterling bit into his hand, dripping blood onto the grass, completing the circle.

Somewhere in the air before us, I felt a seam opening, but only a peep, energies rushing out of it in a slow stream, like a draft through the space under a door. The gateway was like a closed eye, and it was taking a peek at who wanted in. We’d attracted Artemis’s attention. We just had to seal the deal.

I raised the bag of snacks to eye level. “We brought your favorite,” I said in a singsong voice.

The draft turned into a full-on gust of wind. Tendrils snaked up from the bushes, multitudes of them twisting, towering, and forming into an empty oblong doorway. Then in the space between, where the entrance would be, the air wavered and turned into a scintillant green, like thousands of drops of dew slipping across a brilliantly colored leaf. That was as good an invitation as we were going to get.

A voice spoke from within the shimmering portal.

“Come in, losers. And hurry, the cold air’s getting in.”

Like I was about to keep a goddess waiting. Sterling went first, the green of the gateway rippling like the surface of a pond as he stepped through. I tucked the snacks safely under one arm, then walked into the portal, too.

My jaw dropped. Artemis’s domicile was nothing like I would have expected. We had found our way into an enormous jungle, except that it was a forest, except that, on closer inspection, it turned out to be both. Plants that had no business being next to each other grew out of the same soil: coconut trees next to towering sequoias, pitcher plants with roses, fruits that thrived in conflicting seasons just chilling out in the same, strange biome.

And among the vegetation, I realized, still mostly hidden because of the arrival of new intruders in their land, were all manner of fauna. The goddess of the hunt, it seemed, liked to keep a full menagerie in her domicile. At least they were tame. I hoped.

Somewhere in the distance, obscured by the treeline, came the babbling of rivers, of soothing brooks, and what sounded like an actual waterfall. We could hear owls in the bright daylight, their hoots mingling with the twitter of birds. It didn’t make sense, but it worked, somehow.

Wait? Daylight? Oh, fuck. Sterling. I couldn’t see him. I checked the ground for patches of ash. What if he was incinerated the very moment he stepped in? Fuck. Fuck. I thought Artemis was a moon goddess? She belonged to the Midnight Convocation.

I whipped around, about to yell Gil’s name, when I noticed that he wasn’t there. The portal was gone, too. Had it closed before he and Banjo could get in? What the hell was going on? I turned back around, studying my surroundings. There was a lightly worn path, just through the trees.

“Artemis?” I called out, repeating her name, my throat getting tighter the more I shouted, not from the strain, but from the slow, building terror of not knowing what had happened to Gil, and worse, to Sterling. “Artemis!”

That must have been the seventh time I’d yelled her name. Artemis came trumpeting out of the foliage, screaming unintelligibly, a barbed arrow nocked in her bow, her eyes huge and wild. Leaves were tangled in her hair, but in an oddly elegant way, like they’d been arranged there, and not like she’d been rolling around in the undergrowth.

I held my hands up, standing still as a statue, careful to note that she was aiming directly for my face.

“What is it?” she screamed. “What do you want from me, who are you – wait. Dustin? It’s just you. I let you in already.” She lowered her bow and arrow, frowning at me. “What the hell are you yelling about?”

“Sterling,” I said, little traces of panic returning to my blood. “The vampire. Where is he? The sun’s out, and he came into your domicile before I did. Where is he?”

Artemis’s face bunched up even more, twisting with anger. She thrust her finger out past the trees. “He’s right over there, you idiot. I’m in charge of this place. That thing in the sky is artificial. It’s not a real sun. Magic, dum-dum.”

I ran past her, through the trees, following her finger, following the trail, until I came to a clearing that opened out onto a cliff. The valley below us teemed with green, specked with the colors of distant birds and glimpses of flowers and fruit. The sky was crystalline blue, clouds soaring against its perfection like streamers of pure white smoke.

The view gave me pause, but my body took over, wanting to see and to know with certainty that Sterling was fine. He was standing at the edge of the cliff, his back turned to me, his face raised to the sky.

“Sterling,” I shouted, rushing to him, grabbing him by the shoulders, turning him around. “What the hell, man? Why didn’t you answer? I thought I’d lost you.”

I hadn’t noticed he was crying. Sterling placed his hands on my cheeks. His palms were warm, his fingers soft. Tears spilled down his face as he smiled. 

“Dust,” he said, his voice shaking. “Do you know how long it’s been since I’ve seen the sun?”
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“It’s for the aesthetics, more than anything. And it depends on my mood. Sometimes I like it bright in here. If not, then I just snap my fingers and turn on the moon.” Artemis pushed her sunglasses up her face, leaned back on her hammock, then sipped from her coconut.

“Please don’t snap your fingers,” Sterling said dreamily, still rapt by the sunlit world around him.

Sterling and I had been given our own coconut shells, both of them filled with piña coladas, with curly straws and tiny paper umbrellas stuck in. Somewhere among the bushes I swore I saw a blender. Where Artemis was getting power in this gigantic combination biome was anybody’s guess. I squinted as I searched the palm trees. Maybe they had power outlets in them.

Her domicile was an idyllic tropical paradise, something that still didn’t quite mesh with my idea of what a goddess of the moon would call home. It was the sun that confused me, that and the very many live birds and beasts just chilling around the place. If some of the animals had gotten up on two legs, broken out steel drums, and started banging out Caribbean music, I wouldn’t have batted an eyelash. I watched a toucan suspiciously, waiting for it to burst into song.

“No worries, I like it sunny sometimes. Not just my brother who likes a little golden glow, you know.” Artemis stretched her legs, squirting a little more suntan lotion on her arms, then sighed. “But I’ll keep this simple, boys. I can’t help you.” 

I shifted around in my own hammock, finding it extremely challenging to get comfy, then feeling guilty for trying to be comfortable when Gil and Banjo were still stuck in the wet cold of the arboretum.

“See,” I said. “That’s what we were expecting. Does the Midnight Convocation truly hate me that much? And – and I’m sorry about Metzli, by the way.” 

Artemis lowered her sunglasses, fixing me with an even stare. “Yes. About that. It’s exactly why the Convocation is so pissed. Some of us are more understanding. And generous, clearly.” She nodded at my coconut. “How’s your piña colada?”

“G-good,” I said. “Thank you.”

It was. Very refreshing, especially for such a balmy day – which was weird to think of, considering it was past midnight in Valero. Briefly I wondered if she’d poisoned me, but Artemis didn’t seem like the type of entity who’d do that. It wasn’t her style. She could have skewered me like a pincushion the moment I walked into her domicile, that trick she loved where she’d split one arrow into twenty. Poison would have been too subtle.

“Wonderful,” she said, leaning back in her hammock. “I knew bringing in that blender was a good idea. But yes. Sure, the Convocation knew the risks of just handing you some way of summoning us out in the open, but I don’t think that enough of us had fully considered the possibility that you would call on us to fight one of the Old Ones. Christ on a bicycle, Dustin, an Old One. The Overthroat, no less.”

I sipped on my piña colada. “I don’t mean to sound insensitive, but the possibility was heavily implied, right before you guys gave me the crystal.”

Artemis sighed. “True enough. But a lot of us aren’t done grieving – Chernobog, especially – and Metzli’s death was a horrible reminder of how painfully unimmortal we actually are. It was different, you know, in the old days, when our worshippers could have fed us with their prayers, brought us back. But now? Fat chance. And that brings me around to my point: I can’t help you. Sorry.”

I struggled to sit up, gripping my coconut firmly. “But you’re not pissed at me the way the others are. As far as I know, Nyx doesn’t hate me, either.”

She nodded. “Both facts. Yes. But I’m bound to my brothers and sisters. It’d be a betrayal to the other entities of the Midnight Convocation.”

“Then can you recommend anyone else we could ask? Someone with a similar portfolio. An entity who knows a lot about animals.”

Artemis’s eyes flashed momentarily, and she leaned forward to answer, but stopped herself. She cleared her throat. “Sorry. It would be a betrayal to the other entities.”

I blinked at her, flummoxed. “Seriously?” Well and good, though. I understood that the Convocation still had it out for me, and I couldn’t exactly, in good conscience, rope her into something that would put her in a similarly shitty light. “Fine then.” I sipped the last of my drink, the dregs of it slurping noisily, and set my coconut shell aside. “I guess we’ll have to find help from someone else.”

The big flourish I’d hoped to accomplish by making a slightly passive-aggressive, hopefully dramatic huff, where I would have swept out of the portal in a grand exit, was cut short by the fact that my foot got tangled in the hammock. Artemis watched from behind her sunglasses, unmoved, as I struggled and panted.

“Sterling,” I grunted.

He sipped from his coconut, his eyes staring directly into the sun.

“Sterling!”

Still nothing. Artemis whistled, and my heart quickened when a gorilla burst out of the undergrowth. It glanced at Artemis, nodded once, then headed straight for me. I panicked, because gorilla plus incapacitated man tangled in a hammock? Never a good combination.

I stammered randomly in my confusion, bleating Sterling’s name a couple more times, then Artemis’s once as I prepared a clump of fire in one hand. But the gorilla patted me on the rump, as if in reassurance, then carefully laced its fingers through the hammock, untangling and freeing me from the netting. I blinked at it, confused. The gorilla held out one hand, helping me down to the ground, then gave me a toothy smile. I think. It was baring its teeth, at least. Never a good sign.

“Holy shit,” I breathed.

The gorilla grimaced.

“Don’t be so rude, Dustin,” Artemis said lazily. “Priscilla here likes to make herself useful. That’s not how you thank someone who helps you out.”

I blinked at my rescuer, studying her. “Priscilla the gorilla?”

She smiled again.

“Thank you,” I said.

Her smile grew even wider. She collected my empty coconut, loped over to Artemis, gave her a high five – seriously – then shambled back into the vegetation.

“I have so many questions,” I said.

“Oh?” Artemis chuckled. “But you were in such a rush to leave.”

“Right, right,” I stammered. “About that. We have a friend and the magical animal in question waiting outside your portal. Which you shut very quickly, I might add. What was up with that?”

“Oh, sure. No offense meant, but I wasn’t about to let the dog in my domicile. Because then I’d be tempted to look at it.” Artemis leaned back, adjusting her sunglasses. “Nothing personal against the werewolf, you know? He just happened to be carrying it.”

I watched her, carefully.

“No one said it was a dog, Artemis.”

She watched me back, frozen.

“I think it’s time for you to go,” she said icily. Somewhere in the distance behind her, just among the trees, I spotted Priscilla. Her demeanor was changed, her eyes hard and menacing. She cracked her knuckles.

“Okay,” I said. “Geez, sorry I said anything. We’ll get out of your hair. Come on, Sterling.”

He whined when I tugged on his jacket. “Just a few seconds more,” he said. “Come on, please.”

“You can come back any time you want, vampire,” Artemis called out, sticking her paper umbrella in her hair. “It’s Dustin the Convocation doesn’t want here. He’s nosy. Asks too many questions.”

“Oh my God, I get it,” I groaned, tugging Sterling harder. “Let’s go.”

Artemis gave us a lazy salute. “Thanks for the Snacky Yum-Yums, boys.”

It was as polite a dismissal as I’d ever gotten from the entities. Artemis could have threatened me with a hail of arrows, or she could have had Priscilla rip me from crotch to cranium, but nothing. I took that as a good omen, of this really just her being loyal to the Convocation, and not truly detesting me specifically. I filed that away for future use.

A shimmering emerald portal made of vines and shrubbery waited for us in the jungle, very similar to the one we used to enter the domicile. The air back in Valero was so much colder, slamming into my body with such a chilly burst that I yelped out loud. Oddly, it also made me miss Herald a little bit. Man, he would know what to do, who to ask about Banjo.

But no sign of Banjo, or of Gil, for that matter. Sterling’s pocket made a little beep as soon as we stepped back into the arboretum. He pulled out his phone, and I peered over his shoulder to read.

“Rude,” he grunted.

“What?” I said. “It’s from Gil. Has to be.”

And it was. He’d taken Banjo back to the Boneyard, something he explained in a text that began with a very colorful string of expletives kindly asking where in the fuck we’d gone to. Sterling called him back as we snuck – sorry, ambled our way out of the Nicola Arboretum, just to assuage him.

“Artemis won’t help,” Sterling said into his phone in a bored monotone. “The Convocation hates Dustin. She didn’t want Banjo in her domicile – said he’d be trouble, whatever that means – so she blocked the two of you out.”

I couldn’t exactly make out what Gil was saying, but I definitely caught one or two obscenities in his reply.

Sterling rolled his eyes at me and chuckled. “Gil says he had to go dog and rush Banjo out of here, didn’t want to risk running into demons again. He thinks he’s developing a taste for corgi.”

My mouth dropped, horrified. “That’s not what I said!” Gil’s voice roared from the cellphone.

“Whatever, man, shut up, this is more interesting,” Sterling said. “Artemis’s domicile? Not dark and set at night like you’d expect. It was bright and sunshine-y. The sun appeared right in front of us, Gil. I didn’t burn.”

I had to smile at the wonder in Sterling’s voice, never having heard him be quite so, well, vulnerable. It was definitely something I hadn’t considered, ever. What would it be like to never see the world in daylight again, to start burning on contact with something as innocent as sunshine?

But Sterling stopped talking just as soon as a golden glow appeared a couple of dozen feet away from us. It was approaching, too, and considering our experiences of the past few days, I was starting to distrust anything that pulsed with an even remotely golden color. Fucking Mammon, again, and so soon? Or did Donovan break out of the Prism and come to attack us with another hit of bottled sunlight?

Donovan, I realized in horror, as Sterling grunted, then screamed, covering his face with his arms.

“Crouch down behind me,” I shouted, shielding him as best as I could with my body, wishing more than ever that I could shadowstep again, to save Sterling by taking him into the Dark Room. “Get down or you’ll burn.”

But it wasn’t just a random splash of sunlight, a quick burst from a shattered crystal phial. The glowing, moving orb was unmistakably a burning star. I watched, my mouth dry, as the sun itself approached us. Sterling screamed.
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My reflexes took over, and I hurled a fireball at the oncoming sphere of light before I even really had a chance to think. What the hell was that going to accomplish? I was literally fighting fire with fire. But then the golden light wavered, and an annoyed and very obnoxious voice called out from it.

“Hey, watch the paint job!”

It wasn’t anyone I recognized. The light faltered, leaving in its place the gaudiest car I’d ever seen in my life. It was metallic gold, from the body down to the rims. Even its headlights burned with gold light, which I was positive would be illegal, like, everywhere, but something told me that the car’s occupant didn’t care much for human laws.

The rear passenger door swung open, and out stepped a man, fuming so hard that I had to check that steam wasn’t coming out of his ears. The only way I could describe him, really, was sun-kissed. He was deeply tanned, his hair the kind of blond that almost passed for spun gold, his pearly teeth bared in anger. A surfer, essentially, judging by his build, dressed in a lot of white linen, his shirt opened nearly down to his navel.

“Watch where you throw those fireballs,” he said, patting the hood of his car, making babyish cooing sounds. “There, there. The bad man didn’t mean to hurt you.”

I threw my hands up. “You almost killed my friend.” I turned to check on Sterling. Poor thing was still huddling. I pulled him up gently by the elbows. “You’re good, buddy. You’re all good.”

“N-not exactly,” Sterling said. “I know this guy.”

The surfer with the campy car went wide eyed at the sight of Sterling. “Hey, I know you, too. Listen, sorry about that one time. Misunderstanding.”

Sterling pushed his hair out of his face, his whole body leaning forward as he shouted. “You burned a hole in my torso, you bastard.”

The man blinked. “Okay, so it was an accident.”

I put the pieces together. Sunlight, golden god, and a car – well, a chariot, once upon a time, that burned like the sun.

“Apollo?”

The god adjusted his shirt, the way that only a man who showed so much damn skin in a button-down would, and he flashed a smile somehow even cockier than anything Bastion could deliver.

“The one and only,” Apollo announced, his chest thrust out.

“And you two have history?” I said.

“We needed something from a sun god,” Sterling said, sulking. “In retrospect, I shouldn’t have come along for the communion, but I was younger then. Dumber.”

“It happened last year,” Apollo said.

Sterling hissed.

“I said I was sorry.” Apollo shrugged. “It’s kind of a reflex, you know? Vampire walks into my domicile, I blast it with sunlight.”

“I’m not an ‘it,’ you piece of – ”

I held my arm out against Sterling’s chest, pushing him back with all my might, which is harder than it sounds considering his brute vampire strength. He relented, though.

“How did you not burn the moment you walked into his domicile?” I said, trying to keep Sterling distracted. I had to acknowledge that fire magic wasn’t going to do much against a sun god, and even at his angriest, my favorite vampire would pretty much be useless in this particular fight.

“His domicile,” Sterling said, the fight in him wavering. “It’s in perpetual night.” His forehead furrowed. “Kind of the way that Artemis’s is set during the day.”

“And mine is by the beach,” Apollo said, gesturing at his clothes in explanation. “There are beautiful cabanas. We do seaside barbecues, night swimming. It’s all very Saint-Tropez.”

Sterling folded his arms and huffed. “Hardly.”

“Okay, that hurt,” Apollo said. “But I deserved that. Please. Let bygones be bygones.”

I mirrored Sterling’s pose, folding my arms as well. “You hardly seem surprised that we know what the inside of your sister’s realm looks like. You know, it almost feels like you tracked us down deliberately.”

Apollo shrugged and held out his hands. “Well, you caught me. I didn’t realize Sterling here was tagging along, though, so I didn’t bother turning off the high beams.”

I shook my head. “What was the point of blaring all that sunlight at night, anyway?”

Apollo scratched his forearm, his lower lip turned up. “I thought it’d be more impressive.”

Sterling scoffed and stomped his foot.

“I don’t know how many more times I can say that I’m sorry. Listen. I’m only here to help.”

“I find it hard to take advice seriously from people who wear sandals,” Sterling growled. “Outdoors. At night.”

I clapped Sterling on the back. “Okay, buddy, that’s enough.”

“Oh, fine. I was only trying to help.” Apollo turned one shoulder, looking convincingly wounded as he headed back to his car. “I know when I’m not wanted.”

I sighed, hating to be stuck juggling two big old egos, but realizing that I genuinely wanted to hear Apollo out. “Come back. Sterling promises he’ll stop.”

Apollo batted his lashes hopefully.

“I said no such thing,” Sterling muttered.

“See?” I said. “All good. Now, what was it you wanted to talk about?”

“Right,” Apollo said, looking pleased to be of use. I was getting the impression that he didn’t get around much, that he was desperate for a chat. Was he just weird at night? Maybe his network was down after dark. What were they called again? The Conclave of the Sun. Right.

“So, I see a lot of things during the day,” Apollo said. “And sometimes, when it’s, you know, not-day. And I see that you’ve been having some troubles with this strange little magical dog you’ve picked up.”

“Can you tell us anything about it?” I said, suddenly hopeful.

Apollo shrugged. “Nada. It’s just not my area of expertise, you know? And I know that you tried to see my sister about it. Now, normally, I’d recommend you dig your nose into the arcane phonebook, poke around for an alternative solution, but she really is one of the best when it comes to identifying bizarro beasts. And she’s got a way with animals, too. Did you meet Priscilla?”

I nodded enthusiastically.

“Then you see my point,” Apollo said. “And this dirty business with the Midnight Convocation blocking contact, well, there’s really no way around it. Unless you somehow attract Artemis’s attention with an offering that’s big enough, and bold enough. Something more, shall we say, traditional, at least more than a bag of Snacky Yum-Yums.”

Somewhere behind me, Sterling growled.

“A feast. A big and proper feast. I’m talking entire roasted animals here. Great wine. The best stuff, too, all served on the best silverware you can find.”

“Silverware is just cutlery, right?” I said, rubbing my chin. “Unless you mean – ”

“That’s right. Silver plates, silver cups, at a minimum. Even better if you can spring for gold, but hey, moon goddess, she’ll probably be cool with silver. Probably.”

“This sounds expensive,” I said. “And difficult.”

Apollo shrugged. “It is. Hey, you’re looking for loopholes, this is it.”

Sterling threw an arm over my shoulder, an oddly possessive gesture, but at least it seemed like he was warming up to the conversation, if not to Apollo himself.

“So what, you’re saying we need to lug all of that over to her tether? Sneaking ourselves in is one thing, but how do you expect us to smuggle a whole roasted pig into the Nicola Arboretum? Among other things.”

“Ah,” Apollo said, sticking his hands on his hips, somehow even prouder than before. “That’s why you need me. Call on me when you perform the summoning – consecrate the circle, and present the offering, just like you would at any communion – and I’ll be there. If she senses my essence, she’ll come running.”

Apollo stood there with this goofy-ass grin on his face. He was so damn happy with himself, positively radiant. No, I mean literally. He needed to stop glowing or someone was going to notice.

Sterling nudged me. “So we can do it from inside the Boneyard? Have Banjo ready and everything. That way no one has to be in danger.”

“I don’t get it,” I said. “Why are you helping us? Hell, why are you talking to us out in the open like this? Seems brutally dangerous for an entity.”

Apollo laughed, his chest heaving. “Where my chariot goes, a portion of my domicile follows.” He backed up a couple of feet, resting one hand firmly over the car’s roof, the way Sterling had his arm around my shoulder. “There. Unkillable. Mostly. As for why I’m helping?” He shrugged, his grin positively twinkling. “Maybe I’m just a really great guy, is all.”

I frowned. “So basically, you’ll be wanting us to return the favor.”

“Just you, Dustin Graves,” Apollo said, fishing something out of his shirt pocket. A business card, it looked like, held between two fingers. “If you take my bargain – oh, who am I kidding, when you take my bargain? Give me a call.”

I reached over, taking the cream-colored card. It was embossed with a symbol of the sun, its rays angular like bolts of lightning. Along the bottom was Apollo’s phone number. He was one of those entities, then, unafraid of a little technology. I tucked the card away in one of my pockets.

“We’ll give you a call,” I said. “Maybe.”

When Apollo laughed again, the night lit up with a sudden flare of sunlight. Sterling cringed.

“I’ll be waiting, Dustin. Can’t wait to meet the rest of your friends.” The night brightened just a little bit more when he grinned. “And your little dog, too.”

I grimaced. “I give up. How the hell does everyone know about the dog?”

Apollo chuckled. “How indeed. There are eyes and ears everywhere, Dustin. I’m personally more curious about the nephilim.”

My heart clenched, but before I could say anything, Apollo and his chariot vanished.
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Hot water poured down my back, washing some of the grime of the evening away, sending it swirling down the drain. I soaped myself off, careful to hit all the important spots – under each arm, behind the ears, between the legs, back and front, thanks very much – because let me tell you, routine can go all to hell when you’ve got a lot on your mind. I had to stop myself from putting facial wash in my hair, twice.

What was on my mind, you wonder? Oh, not much. An exploding dog. A half human, half angel hybrid. Twin deities of the sun and moon, one playing hot, the other cold. Plus a demon prince of hell, and somewhere, lurking in the darkness, a rogue Hound of the Lorica.

How did this all connect? And whatever happened to Delilah Ramsey and her Society of Robes? I needed to check with Bastion on that. I rinsed myself off, muttering Bastion’s name to myself, over and over, just so I wouldn’t forget about asking.

I reached for my phone by the sink as soon as I got out of the shower, the towel barely clinging to my hips, my thumbs hovering over the screen. I hesitated. See, I didn’t think sending a text message at three in the morning was the nicest thing to do. Sounded like a booty call, you know? Not that I’d ever thought of Bastion that way. Not until that weird staring thing he did by the pool.

No. Hush, stop that.

And some questions just led to even more questions. Apollo, for example. What did he really want? Was he working with Amaterasu? The less contact I had with the Japanese pantheon, frankly, the better. I still wasn’t over Izanami’s betrayal, and Apollo’s membership in the Conclave of the Sun suggested very unpleasant possibilities.

But he was offering a direct line to Artemis. What choice did we have? I’d have to talk things out with the boys, check with Carver on what kind of budget we could afford for figuring out what the hell Banjo was, and why everybody wanted him. And Mason, for that matter.

I’d just barely shrugged on a pair of boxers, about to text Bastion anyway, when I heard someone in my bedroom clearing their throat. The hell? I was pretty sure I locked the door, plus that voice came from outside my head. Definitely not Vanitas. I probed the ethers for a connection, but V wasn’t responding. Either he was asleep, or something was stopping us from communicating properly.

I grabbed the straight razor Herald gave me as a present, the one I never used. Just – just in case. I opened the bathroom door just a crack, one hand gripped tightly around the razor, the other ready to shoot a barrage of fireballs, when I saw the source of the coughing noise sitting on my bedside table.

“Scrimshaw? Is that you?”

The imp glanced over his shoulder, caught my eyes, and smiled. “Dust!” he said, looking genuinely pleased to see me. “It’s been a while.”

I waved a hand under my nose, trying to waft away the odor of brimstone. “I should have known it was you by the smell.”

He put one hand to his waist and shook his head. “Well, that’s no way to greet a friend.”

“Sorry, sorry,” I said. “It’s been a long night, my manners must have gone down the drain when I took that shower. How have you been? Also, your presence is making me super anxious. Why are you here? Is something wrong?”

“Well, first, I’ve been great. My boss lets me on a longer leash these days. The freelance writing is going well, thanks for asking. And second, yeah, I get that. I’m not exactly good news when I show up, am I?”

“To be fair, that’s not entirely accurate,” I said. “You bring good news, um, sometimes, I suppose. But something’s up. It’s in the air. And not just the brimstone smell, either.”

“God, I get it,” Scrimshaw said, his little face screwed into a tight frown. “Also, uh, you have to trust me on this, but I was coerced. Someone wants to see you.” Scrimshaw’s eyes went blank, the copper hue of his skin suddenly tinged with a golden sheen, his eyeballs like brilliant emeralds. “This imp is here as a messenger, to herald the coming of one greater than itself.”

“Mammon,” I breathed. That was Mammon’s voice, coming right out of Scrimshaw’s mouth. “Is this some kind of warning? You’ve infiltrated the Boneyard before. Why not just come yourself? Or are you afraid of us?”

Mammon, wearing Scrimshaw’s face, grinned at me, sending a shiver down my spine. “Who is to say that Mammon has not already penetrated your flimsy defenses?”

I dashed the hell away from Scrimshaw, shouting bloody murder as I skittered down the halls, rattling and banging on doors as I passed them. This was no time to be sleeping. The one time Mammon made contact with me in the Boneyard, it was to suck me into its own home dimension. This time it had actually crossed over, and I had a good idea of where it was waiting.

The stone floor chilled the soles of my feet as I ran, but thankfully it was smooth enough not to cut or scrape my skin. As I made it to the Boneyard’s new section, the practice platform, I spotted someone else who’d decided that going barefoot was good enough for an attack. Mammon stood at the center of the dojo, feet planted firmly in a pool of rippling gold.

“Was Scrimshaw just a distraction?” I panted, already sweaty straight out of the shower. 

“Perhaps,” Mammon said, filing its nails against each other, every scrape making a threatening metallic sound. “But a safety net as well. The imp is imbued with an enchantment meant to stop your sword from waking.”

I drew myself up to my full height and thrust my chest out, completely aware of how unimpressive I looked in just my boxers, but what the hell else was I supposed to do?

“You came to the wrong party, Mammon. We’re at full power here, me and my friends. Nobody’s ever stepped into the Boneyard to threaten us and left alive.”

That was a blatant lie, and Mammon could tell, I just knew it. First off, there had never been a fight in the Boneyard. Weren’t we supposed to be safe in our own home, after all? I knew I shouldn’t have fucking let Vanitas attack Mammon, but what difference would that have made? It wanted the dog, and it was sure as hell going to get it.

“What do you want from me?” I said, fighting to keep my voice steady. My hands stayed loose at my sides, ready to engage the flames whenever necessary. I felt like a cowboy, almost, waiting to draw my six shooter – except that I was up against a goddamn cannon. I had to hope that whatever curse had been cast over Vanitas would be lifted soon.

“Do not be so coy, Dustin Graves. This is not about a bargain. Mammon is here for an acquisition. Yes. What Mammon wants, Mammon takes. The court of greed will not be denied.”

The demon snarled as its talons flashed through the air, brittle cracks splitting the room as it deflected and shattered two long, crude spears fashioned out of yellow-white bone.

“Little too greedy there, butthole,” Asher’s voice called from behind me, his footsteps ringing as he ran to my side. First to rise. Good. Or first to be alerted, at least. I’d made sure to talk loudly, too, just in case the others hadn’t heard. Carver. Where the hell was Carver?

The answer came in the ring of amber fire that burst around Mammon, encircling, imprisoning it.

“Nobody comes to my domain without my express permission, Mammon.” Carver’s voice lilted from down the corridor, his steps measured and slow, meant to frighten, to intimidate. “And that includes demon princes.”

Another convenient untruth. Arachne and Hecate had found ways into the Boneyard before, but neither of them had meant me or any of my friends any harm. An attack was unprecedented. I had to hope that Carver’s ring of fire was meant to keep Mammon locked in.

But Mammon only laughed, its cackles ringing across the platform, all around the Boneyard, as if the sound was made by several voices. “A seal? A simple seal? Do not embarrass yourself, lich.”

Mammon waved its hand, and the fires snuffed out. It took a step forward, grinning at me. I took a step back.

“Heed Mammon’s request. The court of greed desires new acquisitions, and if these assets are surrendered, then none who live within this residential dimension will be harmed. It is simple.” The demon reached out one hand, its golden talons curling as it beckoned. “Give Mammon the dog.”

“Over my dead body,” I shouted.

Have I ever mentioned that I become bolder and dumber the more frightened I get? Because that seems to be a trend.

Mammon’s eyes narrowed into emerald slits. “Give Mammon the dog – and the nephilim.”
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“You’re not getting either,” Sterling said coolly, soundlessly appearing at my side. His katana, the one granted as a gift by the storm god Susanoo, was gripped tightly in his hand, sparking with jolts of electricity. “And we’re more than prepared to beat the shit out of you until you get that.”

Somewhere down the corridors, Gil howled from deep inside his werewolf throat. I stared directly into Mammon’s eyes and smiled.

“You’re severely outnumbered,” I said. “And Sterling’s right. We’ll wear you down, one way or another. You’re not getting Banjo or Mason.”

Where the hell was Mason, anyway? And Banjo, for that matter? Whatever. Safer was better for them both.

“Give them names,” Mammon said, leering, “and you give them agency. Think of them merely as bargaining chips. Liquid assets. Allow Mammon to keep this simple. Surrender the dog and the nephilim, or – ”

“How do you even know about Mason?” Asher said. “The nephilim.”

Mammon laughed again. “How foolish. The fruit borne of a fallen soldier of heaven and a mortal woman has ripened. Do you truly believe that the forces of hell will turn a blind eye? This ‘Mason’ will be a fine addition to Mammon’s menagerie. A fine addition indeed.”

“Banjo, wait, no!” This time it was Mason’s voice, calling from somewhere near our dormitories. My blood went cold.

“Ah, just in time. The goods have decided to deliver themselves straight into Mammon’s deserving hands.”

I whipped around, my heart sinking as I saw Banjo streaking down the corridor towards us, followed by Mason, who in turn was closely followed by a slavering, frothing Gil in werewolf form.

“Intercept the little bastard,” Sterling cried.

Carver thrust his hand out, a web of amber fire launching like a net from his fingers. “Come to Papa, Banjo.”

The corgi kept on running, dodging, weaving, practically dancing away from our fingers and from Carver’s magical net. I spun in place again, leaning into a sprint as Banjo ran straight towards Mammon, stopped just paces away, and gave an unearthly bark.

Mammon exploded.

Wet, steaming pieces of demon prince went scattering all over the dojo, its flesh and blood a bizarre, marbled mess of crimson and gold. An eyeball rolled towards my bare feet, its bright green pupil staring accusingly at me. I backed away a couple of steps, my stomach churning.

“Oh my God,” I stammered, clutching fistfuls of my hair. “Oh my God, Banjo, what have you done?”

As if in understanding, Banjo turned to me, waggled his butt, then gave a happy yip.

Carver swept Banjo up in a fatherly embrace, rubbing his head and nuzzling him, and was rewarded with a series of licks to the face. “Good Banjo,” he cooed. “Smart Banjo. Daddy’s little murderer.”

“We’re fucked,” I said.

“Possibly,” Carver said. “But not if we get to work strengthening the Boneyard’s spiritual barriers.” He gazed around us thoughtfully, his false eye glowing as it saw things only he could see. “The walls are thinner than I’d hoped.”

Behind us, farther down the corridor, Gil growled, then whimpered as his transformation reversed. The sprouted fur all over his body receded into his skin – that alone looked hellishly painful – and his bones cracked and snapped back into place. With a final agonized groan, Gil flexed his jaws and rolled his neck, his joints popping.

Mason joined our huddle, gripping his knees as he panted. “Tried to stop Banjo. But he got spooked.” He gave Gil a passing glance, but said nothing more.

“Gilberto.” Sterling pushed his hands into his sides and gave Gil a stern, hard glare. “Did you try to eat Banjo? Be honest, now.”

“Yes,” Gil droned. He stared at the floor and nodded, his lip upturned. “It won’t happen again.”

Mason clapped Gil on the back. “Cheer up. If you hadn’t tried, Banjo wouldn’t have gotten here in time to – Jesus, to do whatever the hell it was he did to that demon thing.”

“Prince,” I said miserably, gesturing at the clumps of mangled flesh and viscera strewn across the practice platform. “That was Mammon, the demon prince of greed.”

“Well,” Carver said, “technically, it still is. Observe.”

Mammon held true to its word: demon nobility could most definitely survive outside of their domiciles. The loose bits and pieces of its corporeal form smacked and squished as they crawled across the floor, picking up dust and grit as they slithered home to the golden pool where Mammon’s disembodied feet were still planted.

Little by little, the many, many fragments found their way into the pool, sinking into the molten gold, no doubt returning to Mammon’s hell to regenerate. And the next time we saw Mammon, I had no doubt that it would be very, very pissed. Its emerald eye rolled all the way to the pool, gave me one last baleful stare, then sank into the liquid gold. 

A pair of lips slurped over, crawling like a fleshy slug. The lips moved, a voice emanating from somewhere within the pool. “Now Mammon wants the dog even more.”

Then the gold itself sank into the stone floor, leaving nothing but horrible smears of demon blood.

Something that smelled faintly like farts fluttered by my head, then sat on my shoulder.

“What’d I miss?” Scrimshaw said, munching on a handful of Puppy Yum biscuits. Banjo stared up at him curiously, or maybe he just wanted a treat.

“By the gods above and below,” Carver muttered. “What a mess. See that you clean this up. All of you. We need to strengthen the wards in this place. No more bloody gods and demons strutting in whenever they please.”

“Aww,” Scrimshaw said. “Well that’s no fun.”

“Wait,” I said. “About that. Can you make one exception?”

“Is it me?” Scrimshaw said.

Carver’s eyes smoldered like embers as he glared at Scrimshaw, then at me. Sufficiently shaken, Scrimshaw mewled, then vanished in a puff of farts. I coughed, choking on the smell, but Carver’s stare made sure that I regained my composure pretty damn quickly.

“The longer we put this off, Dustin, the more likely we are to be assaulted again. Perhaps next time Mammon will be more cautious. Perhaps it will bring minions.” Carver’s lips drew back. “Or the other princes.”

I put my hands up. “Okay, fine. I’ll help you ward the place.” I looked down at myself. “Um, after I put on some pajamas or something.”

Carver’s gaze trailed down, then up my body. “That would be advisable. Yes.”

“Okay. I’ll be right back. One thing, though. How do you think Mama Rosa feels about roasting a whole pig? And is the restaurant big enough for a party? Plus, say, two entities?”
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It turned out that the kitchen of Mama Rosa’s Fine Filipino Food was too small to accommodate the roasting of an entire animal. Or a lechon, as she called it, the Filipino name given to whole roast pigs or cows. We had to look up an actual caterer, one that Mama Rosa selected herself out of her phone. That she had them in her contacts was interesting enough. The fact that she had one business in particular on speed dial was even more curious.

Carver yelled at me a little bit, but otherwise was pretty much okay with the idea of performing the special communion in the restaurant. Mama Rosa’s was small, but there was no chance of it happening in the Boneyard because of the fresh wards. Plus, where the hell else were we going to pull off a feast on such short notice?

Or a fiesta, as Mama Rosa called it.

“Piyesta, to be accurate,” she said, dropping some fresh Tagalog knowledge on me shortly before sending me out to fetch the pig. “We will show this goddess a good time.”

Artemis was going to have a great time, judging by the size of the damn thing. I wasn’t sure a rideshare was going to take me while I was lugging the equivalent of several hams joined end to end, and the sun was beating hot that afternoon, which meant very bad things for transporting porky perishables, but the lady running the caterer was nice enough to send me off with her brother, who drove me back to Mama Rosa’s in a truck.

“You guys deliver, don’t you?” I said, hopping out of the passenger side.

“We do, actually.”

I frowned. Then why did Rosa send me out personally?

“To save money,” she said sagely as Gil helped me carry the pig, wrapped in its own special box, into the restaurant. “And to get you boys out of my hair while I decorate.”

She clapped her hands, and the inside of Mama Rosa’s Fine Filipino Food lit up with tiny fires hovering in various corners. My jaw dropped. There were palm fronds everywhere, growing out of the walls, it seemed, which themselves were covered in deep green moss. The tables were covered in huge banana leaves, topped with silver plates and silver utensils, as per Apollo’s instructions. And the greasy linoleum floor was nowhere to be found, carpeted in lush blades of grass. Mama Rosa had magicked the restaurant into a miniature jungle, not unlike Artemis’s domicile.

“Holy crap,” I said, lowering the pig onto a table. “It’s beautiful.”

“I know,” Rosa said, frowning at her surroundings. “I am incredible.”

“Care to share why you don’t do something like this every day?” I said. “It might help for business.”

She glared at me. “Because we are entertaining a goddess. Diyosa. Say it with me. Diyosa.”

“Diyosa,” I said, eagerly receiving more of my education. Between Rosa, Asher, and Gil, if I lived at the Boneyard long enough, I might actually pick up a whole new language.

If I lived long enough, that is. Because both Mama Rosa and Gil were suddenly staring over my shoulder, straight at the front door, where two men were waiting.

“We’d like to eat some of your fine Filipino food, please,” one man said.

“We’re closed,” Gil said gruffly.

“Oh,” the other man said. “But we’re very hungry.”

He stepped into the restaurant, hardly perturbed by the decor, or the dancing flames. Behind him, more men intruded, until there were six of them in the restaurant with us. A tight fit, to be sure, not at all comfortable considering how threatening their body language was.

Mama Rosa muttered under her breath. “Mister Carver warded the entrance. They should not be here. They could not have entered.”

“Demons,” I whispered back. How I wished I had brought Vanitas and my backpack out of the Boneyard. “Sent from Mammon.”

One man smiled. “Oh, the prince didn’t send us. Tipped us off, though. We’re from the Society of Robes.”

Mama Rosa swept past me, pushing her huge fists into her waist, thrusting out her bosoms. “This means nothing to me. To me, you are all tarantado.” She turned her head towards me, then muttered. “It means ‘bastard,’ Dustin.”

“Got it.”

“Though it is difficult to translate,” she added. “Asshole, jerk, moron, it could mean one or all of those things. I think.”

“Duly noted,” I said, also noting the fact that this tiny space meant Rosa and I couldn’t risk using fire magic. I wasn’t sure how much of her enchanted jungle was real, but I wasn’t keen on the idea of burning down her hard work, or her restaurant, for that matter. 

I cursed myself, wishing I knew how to work some of that more complicated pyromancy Carver had talked about. Boil their blood, burn their lungs? Less of a mess that way. But maybe I could improvise with some flaming darts, tiny projectiles I could fire into someone’s eyes. Hmm. That could work.

Gil, apparently, had less need for strategy. I hadn’t even noticed him engaging the wolf talons on his finger tips. He plunged them into the first man’s chest. Both of them screamed.

The restaurant – jungle, whatever – erupted into a brawl. Rosa had clearly thought things through, and threw flaming punches instead of fireballs, smashing anyone she could reach right in the cheeks, in the chest, leaving blackened imprints of her fists. It was fucking awesome.

I leapt into the fray, my own hands wreathed in fire, and in my head I was Bruce Lee, Jackie Chan – fuck, I was Prudence Leung, martial artist supreme, delivering flaming karate chops at everything I could reach.

There’s a reason martial artists train, though, and that’s to avoid the rookie mistakes someone like me would make.

I didn’t anticipate the first punch to my stomach, which knocked the wind out of me. I also missed the kick to my shins, which made a horrible noise, and hurt even worse. I fell to the ground, clutching my leg, watching as my attacker prepared to stomp on my neck with the sole of his boot.

He never did. Bright pink tendrils wrapped around his foot, reaching up to the rest of his body, until he was restrained in a familiar, hot pink cocoon.

“En garde, motherfuckers,” Metric Fuck-Ton yelled.

Behind her, Imperial Fuck-Ton delivered a spinning kick to another man’s face, her stiletto leaving a trail of arcane shimmer in the air, her heel smashing into his skull. Hot damn. The Fuck-Tons, just in time to save the day.

I struggled to my feet, then kicked at some dude’s stomach – which isn’t as impressive as it sounds because he was on his side, on the ground. With the Fuck-Tons present, it took a matter of seconds to restrain and bind the Society’s goons.

“Thanks, ladies,” I breathed, adrenaline still pumping through my blood. “I don’t know how you knew about this, but your timing is impeccable.”

“We’ve been tracking the Society’s activities since the incident at the Ramsey House,” said Metric, examining her nails.

“And there was some talk of an attempt to retrieve our furry little friend,” said Imperial. She looked around the restaurant, nodding approvingly. “We followed them here. They must have used some kind of artifact to pass through your wards.”

“Found it,” Gil said, lifting an amulet triumphantly, its chain snapped right off someone’s neck. “I think we’ll be holding on to this, just to be safe.”

Metric fell to one knee, grasping a thug by the collar, and screamed in his face. “Why are you here? Who sent you?” She shook him, her eyes huge, his eyes even huger, widened in terror. “Answer me or I’ll rip your heart out.”

“She’s not joking,” Imperial said in a stage whisper.

“The – the Society’s leaders,” the man stammered. “What’s left of them. They said we needed to complete the ritual. That Delilah’s conscious again.”

Metric threw him back to the ground. “Delilah Ramsey? Isn’t she with the Brandts?”

“Yes,” I said. “They stripped her of all her possessions, all her jewelry and enchantments. How could they have – ”

“You’re forgetting,” Imperial said. “Delilah has always wanted to be a true mage. The Brandts would have warded her room, but perhaps we didn’t give her enough credit. Perhaps the woman knows a few spells, including how to dispel protections on her own.”

“Perhaps,” I said, reaching for my phone, tapping out the quick message to Bastion that I’d meant to sent the night before, except I forgot because of that whole thing with Mammon. “And Mammon gave them our address?”

“Vengeful one, that,” Imperial said, tutting.

Gil grimaced. “That’s bad news. I don’t like people knowing where we live.”

Mama Rosa cracked her knuckles. “Let them come. I will break their bones and turn them into adobo.”

Metric waved a hand around her, then at Rosa. “I love what you’ve done with the place.”

Still wearing her stony grimace, Rosa replied. “Thank you. I love your hair.”

“We need to get going,” Imperial said. “I’m sure you kids don’t want the Lorica paddy wagon coming directly here, so we’ll ferry these shits right out of your way, if there are no objections.”

“None whatsoever, ladies,” I said. “Thank you for showing up when you did.”

Metric sighed dramatically. “A drag queen’s work is never done.” She pulled a compact out from among the folds of her dress, flipped it open, then blew on it. A cloud of powder gusted out, then settled onto the Fuck-Tons and their six prisoners, who all vanished in what was very likely the most fabulous teleportation spell I’d seen yet.

Mama Rosa grunted and turned back to restaurant preparations. “I like them,” she said. “Very strong.”

“We like them too, Mama Rosa,” I said, staring at my phone, then dialing Bastion when I couldn’t take it anymore. But the call went straight to voicemail.

“Put that down,” a new voice said in my ear. I whipped around, my heart thumping, only to come face to face with Apollo.
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“Where were you – how did you – ”

“I just got here,” Apollo said. “What’s up, everybody?”

Gil waved hello. Rosa nodded. From the kitchen came an orange glow as the portal to the Boneyard finally activated. Carver and Mason strolled out, followed closely by Asher, who had Banjo cradled in his arms. Sterling, it seemed, was asleep.

“Where the hell were you guys?” I said.

Carver blinked at me. “Preparing for the ritual. Is something the matter?”

“We were just attacked by the Society of Robes.” I jerked a thumb at Apollo. “Also, this guy is here.”

“Then you didn’t need us after all, did you?” Carver said, with an infuriating calmness. He nodded at Apollo. “Glad you could make it.”

“Delilah Ramsey is awake,” I blurted.

This time Carver looked at me more seriously. “Have you been in touch with the Brandts?”

“I’m trying Luella’s phone now. Voicemail.”

Carver nodded. “Try not to worry for now, Dustin. They must be handling the situation well enough on their own, then. Let us complete this ritual, then you may panic. Surely the Brandts will return your call soon enough.”

I nodded back. Point taken. The Brandts were probably busy holding the fort. We had our own problem to deal with, and with the question of Banjo’s origins answered, we could nip Delilah’s plans right in the bud. If that meant depowering an enchanted dog, so be it. Corgis weren’t meant to explode people, anyway.

“He likes me,” Apollo said, chuckling as Banjo licked at his face.

“Good,” Asher said, curling his fingers at the dog’s stomach. “Because otherwise we’d have to scrape you off the walls.”

“Mason,” Apollo said. “What’s up?”

All heads whipped in Mason’s direction. The silence was palpable. His eyes darted around the room. “What? We’ve met.”

“Okay,” I said. “And how did that happen, exactly?”

“Long story,” Apollo said, throwing his arm over my shoulder. He smelled like sun tan lotion, and olive oil. “We should get started.”

“Excellent,” Carver said, clapping his hands to get our attention. “Then it begins. Link hands, everyone.”

We arranged ourselves into a ring, with the table piled high with expensive offerings – and one very peckish Apollo, who wouldn’t stop poking at the lumpia Mama Rosa made – at the center. Banjo snuffled around the ground inside the ring, distracted by his own little pile of Puppy Yum biscuits.

Carver had explained it, the way Thea had before. Big magic needs bigger gestures, not just one or two people, but as many as you can gather. Calling a goddess to appear out of her domicile definitely qualified as some very big magic. That was the rationale behind cults like the Viridian Dawn, the Society of Robes. Put enough psychic power behind the same intent, and you can change the world.

Thea said so herself, in terms that made my skin crawl: “That’s how you get an apocalypse going.”

I shoved those thoughts out of my head, focusing instead on what we, as the Boneyard, were doing. What we always did: saving the damn world, from this darkness that Delilah wanted to bring, to stop her from sending up another signal flare for her mad masters. We were done with the Eldest. No more. The Old Ones were dead, as far as I cared. Let the gods of myth walk the earth as they were meant to. Fickle as the entities were, they were still ours, as close to human as gods could ever be.

“Sis,” Apollo yelled.

Especially the Greek ones, it seemed.

“Yo sis,” Apollo shouted again.

I looked at the others, puzzled. Mason shrugged at me, his fingers stiff against mine. I looked to Mama Rosa, my hand tiny and frail in hers, but she only grunted.

“This is highly irregular,” Carver muttered. “I was expecting an incantation, or – ”

“Your brother is calling, sweet sister,” Apollo said. “Won’t you come? I’ve prepared a feast. The finest wine. Succulent, roasted meats. Fresh fruit. And these little Filipino egg rolls that look so good.”

“Not egg rolls,” Mama Rosa grunted. “Lumpia.”

“Yes, that. Artemis? Come on.” Apollo ran the edge of a golden knife along his hand, spilling his blood. This was still a communion, after all. The rules for the rituals of summoning were the same, then, whether performed by humans or gods. Apollo thrust his head to the ceiling, his teeth glinting as he grinned. “I Arte-miss you.”

Mason groaned. But that did the trick. A pool of silver light shimmered in the ceiling, forming into the shape and cratered image of a full moon. The moon-pool rippled, as if disturbed by a pebble, only it wasn’t a pebble, but a toe.

A whole sandaled foot followed, then the other, then strong, tanned legs, and the rest of Artemis’s body floated out, droplets of silver running off her skin as she slipped into Valero. Her gaze was set coolly on her brother’s face.

“What is this? I don’t hear from you for months, then suddenly you roll into town – fully knowing I have a perfectly good tether in the botanical gardens – and then – oh.” She looked around herself, shook her head slowly, then folded her arms. “I’ve been bamboozled. Well done. At least the decor is nice.”

“Thank you,” Mama Rosa said. She let go of my hands. I turned to Mason, half smiling, then disentangled my fingers from his. He shrugged, folded his arms, then nodded towards the siblings.

“So. This is what counts for normal in your life, eh?”

I shrugged. “You get used to it.”

He shook his head, sighing. “Angels, demons, gods. What’s next?”

I sighed, too. “I’m not sure I want to know.”

“Fine,” Artemis said, throwing up her hands. “That lumpia had better be so good it makes my head spin. Someone chop up that pig, I’m starving. I’ll do the dog first, then everyone shut up and let me eat. Deal?”

“All the food you want,” Mama Rosa said, her hands clasped together, her cheeks rosy. The restaurant truly was her passion at the end of the day. The woman loved feeding people, and it was clear that she and Artemis were going to get along just fine.

“Get over here,” Artemis said, getting down on her haunches. Banjo immediately warmed to her, licking at her fingers, sniffing at her sandals. “That’s a good boy. Now, look at me.”

As if suddenly capable of understanding English, Banjo stopped wagging his little corgi tail and looked directly into Artemis’s face. He sat in place and stayed completely still, mesmerized by the goddess’s power.

“Well, shit,” Artemis breathed. She placed one hand under Banjo’s chin, lifting his snout closer as she pressed two fingers between his eyes. Banjo didn’t react when the pale blue rune appeared on his forehead.

“Well, shit,” I echoed. “What is that?”

“That,” Apollo said, “is a problem. That’s the dog’s identification. He’s marked, and that’s the owner’s name.”

Carver squinted as he peered closer, then groaned, rolling his eyes. “Gods above and below,” he murmured.

“I don’t like the sound of this,” I said. “What does the rune say?”

Artemis turned to me, blinked, then sighed. “It says Odin. Odin All-Father.”

My phone rang that very instant, and I was sure I wasn’t the only one who jumped, jolted out of the tension. I fumbled for my phone, ready to turn off the ringer when I realized I was still waiting for a call from Bastion. It was probably just him. So I checked the screen – and my heart very nearly stopped.

It said Odin. Odin All-Father.
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“Don’t pick up,” Apollo warned.

“No, pick it up,” Carver said. “We need to know what he has to say.”

“Pretend you missed the call,” Asher said. “You were on the toilet.”

Mason shrugged. “I mean, everyone uses their phone on the toilet. Am I right?”

“Everybody shut up,” I shouted.

I cradled the phone in both hands, like I was waiting for it to explode. I’d saved Odin’s number – the Twilight Tavern’s business line, that is – when I called about that favor he never wanted to give me.

Banjo looked at me over his little shoulders, Artemis’s spell faded. He seemed pretty interested in what the All-Father had to say, too.

“Damn it,” I said. “Damn it all to hell.”

“Put it on speaker,” Gil whispered. And so I did.

“Hello? Dustin Graves?” The voice on the other end of the line was gruff. No valkyrie secretaries or receptionists this time. Odin was all business. “Little human? Puny mageling?”

Okay, so not all business.

“I’m here,” I said, my voice squeaking. “I mean, I’m right here, Odin. How’s it hanging?”

Apollo slapped himself in the forehead.

“How is what hanging, exactly?” Odin blustered. “If this is some kind of awful joke about that time I hung from a tree, then you can just – ”

“Sorry, I’m sorry. It was a figure of speech. Modern human talk. Now. How can I help you?”

“You know exactly how, mortal. Give me back my dog.”

“Your – I’m not sure what you mean.”

“The little one,” Odin snarled. “The one with the small, pert posterior and charming black eyes.”

“Ohhh. That dog. Yes, I think I’ve seen it around.”

“Someone discovered the mark I left on its forehead,” Odin said. “Not just anyone, but someone powerful enough to unmask its true nature. I see it even now, burning clear in my mind. It is dangerous for that creature to fall into the wrong hands.”

“We’re well aware of that, Odin, which is why we don’t intend to let it – ”

“Return the dog to me, or there will be hell to pay.”

I looked around the room, at the mixed reactions – the god twins with their barely contained horror, the members of the Boneyard, shaken, yet defiant. Banjo panted, his tongue lolling out of the side of his mouth.

“And what exactly would you do to Banjo if you did get him back again?” I said.

“You’ve named it? You poor fool, growing attached. Put it to death, of course. The creature was an accident, swept up in one of my hunts.”

I frowned. “The Wild Hunt? That kind of hunt?”

According to myth, Odin loved to do exactly that, going on frenzied hunts with teams of horses and dogs, sweeping across the land, gathering hunters and hounds to the cause, whipping their blood into froth as they rampaged.

Odin groaned. I could tell that his eyes were rolling. “We happened to pass by some human settlements on our last hunt. One of those giant stone huts you call ah-part-ments. The frenzy of the hunt reaches out at times, touches what it can find, gives it power. But a corgi? This stubby little beast? What good is it for a hunt? It is of no use to me. Return the dog to me that I may dispose of it.”

“Over my dead body,” Carver snarled, his fingers locking around my phone. “Do you hear me, All-Father? You can pry Banjo from my cold, dead hands.” Carver’s eyes burned into me with genuine, visceral rage. “Tell him. Tell the All-Father.”

My voice squeaked as it came out of me. “Oh. I think he heard you.” Apollo had his face buried in his hands. Artemis was stress-eating lumpia by the fistful.

The silence on the other end of the line was far more terrifying than anything Odin, the All-Father, the king of the Norse pantheon, could say.

“Listen,” I said, openly quivering. “We can take good care of Banjo. Give him a good life. He’ll be safe with us, and you’ll never have to worry about him again.”

“I will find you, human,” Odin said, slowly, carefully. “I will find you, and the man who dared to defy the All-Father, the one with the cold fingers and the dead body. Do you hear me, you filthy revenant? Gungnir will taste your blood. Sleipnir will trample you to dust. And I will drink from your skull.”

I pulled with all my might, but Carver yanked on my phone even harder. He brought it close to his lips, and hissed. “We’ll be waiting.”

The line went dead.

“Oh my God,” Asher said. “We’re all dead.”

“You’re all dead,” Apollo said, casting his finger around the room. “It was really nice knowing you.”

“Yeah,” Artemis said. “Listen, can I get this stuff to go? It’s been great, but if Odin shows up, I’d really much rather be far, far away. Like, in a different dimension.”

“Please,” Carver said, stroking Banjo behind the ears, the god-mark on his forehead fading. “With the Boneyard’s new protections, and the rune on the dog’s head under my control, Odin will never find us.” He nuzzled his nose into Banjo’s head, laying a multitude of noisy kisses. “Daddy’s little murderer.”

I shook my head. “You’re like this whole other person. Who are you?”

“Don’t listen to the bad man,” Carver told Banjo. 

My phone rang again. I jumped, catching it as it made a little flip in midair. The room was deathly silent once more. Carver glared at my phone, like it had played a role in murdering his entire family. My heart was going to explode. But it wasn’t Odin this time.

“Bastion,” I breathed, relief flooding my chest. “Finally. We heard Delilah woke up.”

“Yes,” Bastion said. “And things are not great. You’d better get here as soon as possible, and don’t bring the dog with you. I’m concerned about this whole Society thing. We’ve got Delilah bound, but she keeps talking about something that lies sleeping. That isn’t truly dead and gone.”

My blood ran cold. Delilah’s last words at the Ramsey House, before she went into her coma. “It waits.”

The pause on Bastion’s end was hardly comforting. “That’s what she said. Get here, as soon as you can. Bring back up. And don’t. Bring. The dog.”

I ended the call. “You guys heard everything. Someone needs to stay here with Banjo. Everyone else? Who can come with?”

“I’m out,” Apollo said. “Did my part. But as for you – we’ll be seeing each other again, Dustin Graves. Pretty soon, I hope.”

I shook my head. “Not too soon, damn it.”

Mama Rosa pushed more plastic tubs of leftovers into Artemis’s overflowing arms. I thought I saw a container of flan in there somewhere. I didn’t even know we had flan. Artemis waved, her mouth full, and the siblings vanished in shafts of silver and gold that fired straight through the ceiling.

“Must clean here,” Rosa said, shaking her head at the mess.

Asher sighed. “I’ll stay with Banjo. I always miss out on all the fun.”

“I sincerely doubt that this will be any ‘fun,’ Mister Mayhew,” Carver said. “I shall stay as well. Reinforce the wards, in case anyone tries yet another bloody infiltration. Or worse, a siege. We shall send Sterling to your location just as soon as the sun goes down.”

“Then I’ll come with,” Gil said.

“Count me in.” Now, that, I wasn’t expecting. Mason stepped forward, his fists bunched at his sides, his chest puffed out.

“I’m not sure that’s the best idea, Mason,” I said.

“Probably not,” Mason said, “but you need as many hands as you can muster.”

“Great reminder.” I punched out a text message to Herald, telling him to find as much backup as he could and to meet us at Brandt Manor. “As many Hands as we can muster.”

“Stand closer to each other, now,” Carver said, ushering the three of us to squeeze in together. “No, closer.”

“What’s going on?” Mason said, his eyebrow cocked as Gil corralled us. “No time for family pictures, we need to get going.”

“And going you shall get,” Carver said, one hand gesturing through the air, the other holding Banjo against the crook of his elbow. “Stay alive, gentlemen.”

Mason stared down at his fingers, marveling as the tips of them vanished, as the amber flames of Carver’s sending spell licked at his skin. To be so young, and so inexperienced. I waited for the fires to consume me, to take us to Brandt Manor.

Where it – whatever it was – awaited.
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We reappeared on the Brandt Manor helipad, of all places, as if some part of Carver knew that the thing was meant for transportation. Hah. Close enough.

“What the hell,” Mason began to say, whirling very much like a helicopter, actually, as he took in his surroundings. To be fair, Brandt Manor by day looked even more opulent and ridiculous, since you could see just how far the outdoor swimming pool really went.

“Rich people,” I said. “Teleportation spell. No time to explain.”

Gil was the fastest runner, natch, and he led the way up the mansion’s steps and through the double doors, which were already open. An anxious looking butler and an alarmingly calm Remington were waiting for us by the entrance.

“Sirs,” Remington said, nodding as we dashed past.

“Remington,” I said, zipping into the foyer, my shoes skidding against the marble as we came to an abrupt stop.

“Boys,” Luella Brandt said, greeting us from the top of the stairs. “This way. Try not to trip on your way up.”

We were more careful heading up the staircase – I wondered if I’d scuffed the marble, oh damn – and Luella cooed as Mason passed.

“Well hello,” she said. “This is a new one.”

Mason seemed to grow a few inches taller.

“Mother, please. The boy seems barely legal.”

Bastion stood outside one of the myriad doors just off the landing, and he beckoned for us hurriedly. I stepped into the room, not at all surprised to find Delilah Ramsey in bed – but certainly surprised to find her tied up in her own bedsheets, held telekinetically in place, in an eight hundred thread count white cocoon. Her eyes stared at the ceiling as she muttered to herself, drool dripping down the corner of her mouth.

“Catatonic since she woke up,” Bastion said. “Or at least, this was how we found her.”

“Pulled down the curtains, tore up the sheets,” Luella said, sauntering into the room, a fresh whiskey already in hand. “The good ones, too.”

“Mother,” Bastion said, harsher this time. “Please. Listen. She’s babbling again.”

“It lies sleeping,” Delilah murmured. “Not truly dead and gone. It waits.”

“That could be about the Eldest,” I said, sweat dripping down the back of my neck. “Or something worse.” What it was, I refused to say.

At the sound of my voice, Delilah’s eyes swiveled to the side, searching for me, her gaze burning, penetrating. She grinned, her mouth bubbling with froth.

“It lies sleeping,” she repeated. “Not truly dead and gone. It waits.” Her eyes bored directly through my chest.

No. She knew. They all knew. The Dark Room was still swirling inside me, waiting for its moment to strike, to break to the surface. All it needed was my permission.

But I wouldn’t give it. Ever.

“Dust?”

I whirled towards the doorway at the sound of Herald’s voice, the fear of Delilah’s words falling away from me, my blood already running warmer. I ran to him, pulled him in for a hug, unafraid, I realized, of how the others would react. Luella tipped her head at us, sipped from her whiskey, and gave the warmest smile I’d ever seen on her lips.

“I’m glad you’re safe,” Herald said.

“Likewise. Did you find anyone to bring?”

Bastion coughed softly. “I’m pretty sure we alerted the same people, anyway.”

Herald nodded. “It’s how I got here so fast.” Behind him, in the hallway, were Romira and Royce.

“Dusty,” Romira said, twiddling her fingers at me. “Gil, Bastion. Hi. And who’s this cutie?”

Mason was so thrilled that he was practically seven feet tall by then.

“Graves,” Royce said, giving me a little salute. “Still alive, I see.”

“And you guys are still together,” I said. “The world is full of miracles.”

Royce squinted at me. “You kiss your boyfriend with that mouth?”

I just barely caught Herald smirking and inhaling as he prepared something sharp to say.

“Okay,” I said loudly, cutting him right off. “Enough banter. We need to get our shit together.”

“Agreed,” Bastion said, his voice going just a little deeper. It was his Scion voice, I realized. “Until we figure out what it is Delilah’s rambling about, we’ll all need to keep a close vigil. There’s no telling what this is, but I’m convinced that her soul was touched by the Eldest while she was unconscious. Nothing else explains the sudden madness.”

“Don’t like it,” Gil growled. “Don’t like it one bit. This means that those bastards still have a gateway into our world.”

“Through the efforts of their servants, yes,” Herald said. “And through their minds as well.”

“It lies sleeping,” Delilah whispered.

“She keeps staring at you, Dustin,” Mason said.

“Not truly dead and gone. It waits.”

Herald watched me in silence. Everyone was watching me, and the pressure of it was making my heart thump harder, the sweat flow faster. Did they know? They had to know. I couldn’t keep the Dark a secret forever. And more than ever, how I longed to surrender, to dive into the comfort of shadows.

But surprise of surprises, it seemed that the shadows had come to me. The windows in Delilah’s room were darkening, if slowly. That shouldn’t have possible, though.

“It’s barely seven o’clock,” Gil said. “Sun can’t be down yet.”

He approached one of the windows, and as with many times before, I was grateful for his werewolf reflexes. Gil’s hands flew to his face as the windows burst inwards, showering the room in a hail of glass.

Cries went up from around the group. A brief gleam went up through the room, like a glass wall had been erected, followed by another, the Brandts engaging their mystical barriers. Herald and Mason took the front – our vanguard – each raising a shield, one made of ice, and the other called from the Vestments.

We were as defended as defended could be against whatever had blown in the windows, but whatever it was hadn’t deigned to reveal itself. The world outside was darker, and the shadows seemed to be seeping into the room, choking the air itself with blackness.

But worst of all, Delilah was no longer muttering. She was cackling. Staring at me, her hair a mass of white snakes against her pillow.

Something darker than dark, like a hole in reality, entered through the window. A humanoid shape cut out of the blackest velvet, smoking and shimmering as it passed through the artificial night – then through the Brandts’ barriers completely.

“Shit,” Bastion hissed. “Down the stairs. Everyone. Now.”

I lingered just long enough to see Bastion tether Delilah’s cocoon in its own telekinetic bubble, and we hauled ass straight down the staircase. Herald fired a tentative spray of icicles as we retreated, backed up by a salvo of Romira’s favorite fire grenades, yet all of them passed harmlessly through the black shape.

Was this Delilah’s darkness? The thing that lay sleeping. Did she summon it in her madness, some avatar of the Eldest?

We watched, transfixed, as the shape walked – no, glided down the stairs, an amorphous, vaguely humanoid blot of shadow. Tendrils of night lifted from where its shoulders would be, like wisps of smoke, of pure darkness.

“Chernobog,” I gasped.

At the sound of his name, the god vanished from the stairs, then reappeared mere inches from my face, the mask lifted from his own. He had shadowstepped, or done the closest thing to it. Hooded, sinister, the god of darkness smiled with a mouth full of sharp, silver teeth.

“I promised to hurt you for what you did to Metzli, mortal,” he said. “And I keep all my promises.”

His hand passed through my jacket, my shirt, my skin and flesh, reaching into my chest. Then it pressed, squeezing around my heart. I screamed.

“You were warned to stay away from the Midnight Convocation. We know that you’ve seen Artemis.”

I heard Herald’s voice scream my name. Flashes of fire and ice fired across the room, but every bolt slung in Chernobog’s direction passed uselessly through the shadow of his body. His talons raked like fire through my flesh, burned like a white-hot gauntlet around my heart. I remembered when Carver had done the same to extract my screams of anguish. But Carver had meant me no harm. Chernobog clearly meant to leave his mark, if not kill me outright.

“Your friends cannot see into the pitiful husk of your body,” Chernobog rasped into my ear. “But I see all, especially the blackness within you. The Dark still lives, mortal. Will you succumb to it? Is it not easier to unleash what still dwells in your heart?”

“Please,” I said through gritted teeth. “Don’t. It’ll kill everyone. Please. Kill me first.”

Chernobog’s grin went from ear to ear, his teeth like jagged rows of razors. “With pleasure.” He pressed harder. I gagged and sputtered on the blood rising up my throat.

And then, the pain was gone. Tufts of grass pressed against my skin, my back warm against a lawn still steeped with the heat of day. I stared up at a blue sky, the sun beating against my face. I sat bolt upright, hacking and spitting onto the ground as my own blood threatened to choke me. A hand slapped me on the back.

“No need to thank me,” Royce said. “How many times have I saved your life now? Hey, who’s counting, right? But that’s okay, drown in your blood. No need to thank me.”

“Fuck off,” I murmured, squeezing his shoulder so hard I could have crushed bone. It was the best I could do to thank him for teleporting me out of harm’s way, yet again. We were somewhere on the grounds, not far from the mansion itself, judging from the cloud of black still lingering near the windows.

A face peered out of the smoke, Chernobog sneering. His expression was a strange mix of satisfaction and restrained disappointment. My hand trembled as it went to my chest. I could feel my heart pounding, the shard of star-metal in it still searing. I’d come so close to unsealing the Dark Room. Too close.

The cloud dissipated, and slowly the light of day returned to Brandt Manor.

“Come on,” Royce said, pushing himself off the ground and offering me a hand. “Time to head back to the others. Looks like the worst is over.”

I forced a smile, stumbling as I tried to get up, but I never touched Royce’s hand. The next thing I felt was something sharp pressing into my flesh, like a spike had been driven into me.

I looked down at myself, at the patch of blood spreading like a crimson flower across my shirt. The knife in the middle of my chest, that wasn’t there a moment ago. The hand holding it wasn’t there, either. Then the rest of the arm, the shoulder, and the body materialized, until I was looking up into a grinning, malevolent face.

“Donovan,” I gasped.

“The worst isn’t over,” he said. “It’s only just begun.”

Donovan blinked out of existence, vanishing before my very eyes. But the knife was still inside me. Royce shouted my name, but all I heard were my own screams. All I heard was my own laughter as the Dark Room burst from my chest, returning to our reality.

It lies sleeping, not truly dead and gone. It waits.

Welcome back, I thought. Welcome home.
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The shadows rose around me in a solid sphere of night, the blades and tendrils of darkness swirling in a vortex that blotted out the sun. The laughter poured from my throat even as the blood spilled from my chest.

I hardly felt the pain. The swell of power numbed anything that could have ruined the reunion: agony, bleeding, even the guilt of enjoying the returning rush of shadow magic.

This was the Dark Room’s way of greeting me, I knew. The sphere, the whirlwind of blades around me was meant to offer us a private moment of togetherness. Catching up, as it were. Little shapes cut out of midnight ran around my feet, nipping at my heels, lapping at the tips of my fingers.

As the black mists touched my skin, as they brushed affectionately against my cheek, I heard the Dark Room’s unspoken story. It had been waiting all along, it told me, in glimpses, in flashes of emotion. There was never any way to truly destroy it, only lock it away. And Donovan, sweet Donovan, stupid Donovan had broken the seal on the thing that I feared and loved more than anything.

More than Herald? The last vestiges of human logic left in me spoke in a tiny voice. More than my father, my family, the Boneyard? And as doubt returned, as the shame of releasing the Dark washed over me, so did the sphere of night recede, bringing back streams of sunlight from overhead, and panicked, shouting voices from all over the Brandt Manor lawn. Some new voices, too. But Bastion’s rang loudest of all.

“You set him up, Jonah,” he shouted. “You did this so you could have an excuse to kill him.”

The shadows dissolved into fine mist, then sank into the ground, unveiling the world around me. Bastion was talking to a group of about a dozen people, some of them familiar faces from the Lorica. A few were Hands and Wings, but the one standing closest to the front of the mob, that was the Scion. Jonah. I could tell from the arrogance in his posture, from the way his eyes burned like coals into mine. He sent Donovan to release me, to ensure that I couldn’t control the Dark any longer.

I had a hard time focusing on the Scion’s face. At first I thought it was the glamour that so many of the more secretive – no, cowardly members of the Lorica’s inner circle liked to wear. But soon I realized that a different part of me was attempting to process the situation, that long-dormant animal brain that enjoyed the kill. Was this Scion a catalyst, or a future victim? Should I thank him, or threaten him?

He answered the question for me.

“Dustin Graves,” Jonah called out, his head held high despite the fear I could taste in his heart. “By the authority of the North American branch of the Lorica, I hereby place you under arrest.”

My head tilted, like my ears were adjusting to hearing sound outside of the Dark Room once more. It was like being on autopilot. I felt the corners of my mouth lift into a smile as I looked down at the dagger in my chest, as I pulled it out, then let it fall into the grass.

Trembling with excitement, my fingers gathered the blood leaking from my wound. I remembered how my bond with the Dark had quickened, how I could use my own life force to empower the shadows. I looked into the Scion’s face, my palms drenched in red, my eyes seeing only a dead man walking.

“I think I’ll pass,” I said.

I lifted my hands, and from my own blood two lances of solid, blackest night shot out of my palms, heading straight for the Scion’s head. His eyes went wide with terror. Inside me, the Dark Room was laughing.

The air flashed with white light as my spears collided against an invisible barrier, exploding into shards of black, then vanishing in puffs of smoke. I set my sights on Bastion, hating that he’d stepped in to defend the Scion, the worthless thing, that worm of a man.

“Dust,” Herald cried out. “Don’t make this any worse than it is.”

Oh. Was he taking sides now? My blood ran hot with anger, with the joy and glory of being tapped into so much power once more. If Herald loved me, then why was he siding with the Lorica against me? If these people were my friends, then why were they standing on the opposite side of the lawn, huddled behind Bastion’s shields?

Why were they looking at me with fear in their eyes?

“Dust,” Herald said again. “Please. You’re bleeding. Stop this.”

Traitors. All of them. I looked down at my hands, willing the Dark to send more of its terrors. I felt the shadows course through my blood, answering my summons as fresh spear-tips of solid night emerged from my palms.

“It’s not us you have to fight, Dustin,” Bastion said. “The Dark Room is taking over. You have to fight it. Let us help you.”

Fight the Dark Room? No. Why would I fight the only ally I had left? I gritted my teeth as slender, barbed javelins jutted out of my hands, prepared to fly for the throats of everyone who had betrayed me.

“Don’t make me do this, Dustin,” Bastion shouted.

I raised my hands. He raised his. My backpack flew open, its flap lifted by the sheer force of Bastion’s will. I jerked from the speed of Vanitas flying out of his dimension.

I didn’t expect him to circle back around, split into sword and scabbard, and come straight for my throat.

“No,” I hissed, dismissing my spears, reshaping them into a black shield, big enough to cover my body. “No. Not you too.”

“You’re acting crazy, Dustin,” Vanitas roared into my mind. “This isn’t you. That other place is taking over. Think of the consequences.”

“The consequences? Dying. That’s the consequence. Being killed for what I am. I didn’t want any of this. I didn’t ask for any of this. They did this to me – Thea, Chernobog, Donovan, they all did.”

“And the Eldest,” Vanitas shouted. His blade slammed against my shield, the impact vibrating through my bones. “You’re calling them back. They can see you again, Dustin. Remember the whole point of concealing the Dark Room – of sacrificing your mother’s memory.”

I stumbled, the shield vanishing from my palms, melting back into my blood. Vanitas yielded, hovering just far enough away, I knew, to speed right back into attacking if I made the wrong move.

“Her memory,” I said. My hand went to my throat, my fingers brushing across the garnet that dangled there. “Mom?”

Something – happened just then. I wasn’t quite sure what. My mother’s amulet began glowing, its red haze suffusing my skin, my body. I felt the grip of the Dark Room loosening, uncurling its tendrils from my mind. The team from the Lorica, Jonah included, erupted in shouts of warning, pointing at me. I looked at my hands again. What had I done?

“Pull yourself back together,” Vanitas said. “There’s work to do.” Satisfied with my docility, he whirled through the air.

“Thank you,” I thought to him. “For knocking me out of the madness. That’s never happened before.”

“And we’ve never been up again this kind of madness before, either,” he shouted. “Look alive. We’ve got company.”

Vanitas flew directly towards, then past the Scion and his cohorts. Heads spun to follow, and my heart sank when I found another group of people at the end of Vanitas’s trajectory. Had they just teleported there? They were wearing the same cloaks from the night at the Ramsey House, too. It was the Society of Robes, and this time, they weren’t content to send thugs. These men and women came magically armed, firing wands at everyone in reach: the Scion’s group, Bastion and the Boneyard, Herald.

Herald?

I wanted to go to him. I wanted to join the others, because who was I without them? What’s a lion without its pride? I walked a step, then immediately crumpled, crying out as the numbed pain of my knife wound came rushing to me all at once.

“Dust,” Herald shouted. If he could reach me, then he could heal me, make me whole, and make me worth something in this fight. What the hell was going on, anyway? First the Scion, then the Society? Were they coming for Delilah? And where was Donovan?

“I’m coming for you,” Herald yelled. But he never made it.

Wisps of bright green rose from the ground, and I was instantly glad that Herald hesitated. What first looked like rapidly growing blades of grass turned out to be plumes of emerald fire – very similar in color to the eyes of a certain demon prince.

In the fires, I found those same eyes set in a face that had been flawlessly reconstructed from its previously mangled form. Clad in its signature ruby regalia, Mammon waved at me, laughing as it bathed in the fires of its own hell.

“Kill me then,” I thought. This was Mammon’s chance, but the demon prince only watched me, cackling, gloating. I finally heard its voice, soft and high-pitched between the sounds of battle.

“Bleed, Dustin Graves,” Mammon said. “Keep your precious playthings if you want – dog, sword, nephilim, it matters not to the courts of hell. Bleed and die now, for you will regret living long enough to see Mammon once more.”

The flames burned hotter, and rose higher. I blinked, and the prince of greed was gone.
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Like a moat between me and my friends, the viridian flames rose higher and higher, until they had become curling spires that I could only just see through. The air wavered from the intense heat. I crawled away as best as I could, as the hellfire licked closer and closer to my feet, growing as high as a wall.

But it was a wall in name only. Between the dancing flames I could still see snatches of the fight, of the Boneyard battling both the Lorica and the Society. My heart lurched when the Scion turned his sights towards me, our gazes locking through the fires. He barked something that looked like an order. His Hands gathered around him, then gestured. They were preparing spells.

Bolts of arcane energy lanced across the lawn: spheres of fire, arcs of lightning, shards of ice, all headed in my direction. Mom’s amulet had protected me from the Dark, but would it protect me from the Lorica? I panicked, glancing at the ground, searching desperately for a shadow to sink into, when I realized that I couldn’t. I stood frozen, wondering when I’d forgotten to shadowstep. The bolts came closer –

Then exploded as a radiant burst of golden light erupted from the ground just in front of me. I thought that one of my friends had put up a barrier, but the protection had come from someone I hadn’t expected to react so suddenly, and so quickly.

My mouth dropped open. “Mason?”

He stood in front of me, grunting as he dug his heels into the grass, the massive, shining shield grasped in his hands planted deep in the earth. His clothes were singed, wisps of green fire only just fading from one of his shirt sleeves.

The back of his neck gleamed with sweat as he held the shield in place, warding off more and more of the Lorica’s attacks, his body shuddering each time a magic missile struck his defenses. Then the others – my friends, my family, the Boneyard – whirled into action, retaliating against the Scion and his men in my favor. My heart clenched with guilt, then gratitude. How could I have ever doubted them?

Mason’s shield flickered, then faded, and he fell to the ground, clutching his chest. I rushed to him, kneeling at his side.

“You didn’t need to do that,” I said through clenched teeth.

“Sure I did,” Mason said, forcing a chuckle, his face dripping with sweat. “Someone had to do something. But I didn’t realize just how powerful those fuckers are. I think I just discovered my limits.”

“You fended off a dozen mages singlehandedly,” I said. “Some of those wands, too. And you punched through a demon prince’s hellfire. Holy shit, Mason. You saved us. You saved me.”

“Yeah, well – fight’s not over.” He pushed himself off the ground, panting, then stumbled again.

“Rest up,” I said. “It’s hot as hell here – literally – but we don’t have a damn choice unless someone puts Mammon’s fires out.”

Someone put Mammon’s fires out. A hail of ice was falling from the sky, pummeling and beating back the flames, until the green of greed’s hellfire was replaced with the green of Luella Brandt’s lawn. Or at least what was left of it.

The Scion shouted for his Hands to cross the not-moat now that the flames had cleared – except that there was a very pissed off werewolf standing in their way. Gil raked at them with his claws, snapped with his teeth, and backed by Romira’s fire, they bought enough time for Herald to make his move. He sprinted across the scorched, muddied grass, his shoes sploshing with every step, and he practically threw himself at me.

“Dustin,” he said, grasping me by the shoulders. “Are you all right? Jesus, you’re bleeding.”

“Help him first,” I croaked, pointing at Mason, pretending I was going to be okay.

Mason forced another laugh. “Is your boyfriend always this dumb?”

Herald chuckled under his breath. “Don’t talk about your father like that.”

Mason grimaced. “Gross.”

Tendrils of violet energy sank through my clothes and into my skin. I couldn’t very well see past all the blood, but I felt the hole in my chest stitching back together, if only a little. The pain was still there, but thanks to Herald, I knew I wasn’t going to bleed to death. I just had to be careful not to rip myself open in whatever was left of this ridiculous fight.

“My hero,” I muttered, pulling on the back of Herald’s neck, planting a tentative kiss on his cheek.

Herald scoffed good-naturedly, then looked me in the eyes with a hard expression. “That stuff that happened just now, with the Dark Room? We’ll talk about that later.”

“I love you?” I said, as if that was enough of an apology and an explanation.

Herald harrumphed.

“You guys are so sweet,” Mason said. “Now fucking help me, please, I can barely breathe.”

Herald placed a glowing hand on his chest. “Exertion. You’ve taxed yourself too much. I don’t know how you celestials work, exactly, but if it’s anything like magic, you’ve probably pushed your limits.”

Mason chuckled. “That’s what I thought.”

Those limits were being tested all across the board. Bastion and the others were only just keeping our enemies busy, and Gil and Romira were making good progress with taking out the Scion’s Hands, but I’d been spotted.

“He’s alive,” the Scion shouted, his face turning red. What I wouldn’t have given to punch the teeth right out of his stupid face. A Sneaky Dustin Special, I thought – fade into the shadows, then drop on him with a kick to the face or the back of the head – but then I remembered that it was the Dark Room that got us into this whole mess to begin with.

“Come on,” I said. “We’ve got to beat these bastards back. The Lorica basically framed me, and those Society people – I think they want Delilah.”

“None of those words make sense to me,” Mason said, grunting as Herald helped him to his feet. “But point me at something and I’ll beat it senseless.”

“I like this kid. He’s got spunk.” Herald patted him on the back. “Let’s go fuck up some cultists.”

And trust me when I say that I was more than prepared to bring the fire. I went charging in. A little too reckless, you might think, but I was already being careful by limiting myself to the flames, keeping things safe. That was the best thing about the Society – for all the magical wands and artifacts they had access to, it seemed as if none of them had given much thought to how very flammable their uniforms were.

The first cultist I set on fire screamed in a most satisfying way when I hurled a mass of flame at his chest. The second was more restrained, maybe because I started at the hem of his robe, but fire is fire. Everyone burns in the end. If we scared them off, I thought, then all that left was the Scion and his lackeys.

Except he’d been dealt with, too. Herald and the others had taken down the Hands, leaving just the Scion and a couple of straggling Wings. I didn’t know what that meant for Romira and the others, but Jonah was in the wrong. Surely the Heart would listen to Bastion and Royce over a Scion gone rogue.

Bastion roared in frustration as the Wings whisked their master away, vanishing. With thinned numbers, our remaining enemies in the Society turned to each other nervously. I rushed for the last ones standing, my fists bathed in flame.

“It’s done,” one of the cultists shouted as he attempted, then failed to fire a shot from his wand. It was spent. “We need to leave.”

“We must,” said another. “She’s awake.”

I was close enough to hear, and nearly close enough to ask. What did they mean? Delilah had been awake this whole time, probably somewhere in the foyer safe under Luella’s protection. I let out a battle cry as I leapt for the cultists, my fist upraised.

But one of them pulled a glass orb from inside her robes, throwing it at her feet. Thin wisps of pale smoke rose from its broken fragments. Her body – and the bodies of the other cultists – began to fade from the feet up. 

A teleportation bauble. I cursed, hurling a last ball of flame, but too late. The members of the Society of Robes had escaped.

Well – all except for one.
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Bloodied and pinned to the ground under the weight of a snarling, extremely angry werewolf, the last cultist lay frozen in the grass, eyes huge, shivering with fear.

“Steady,” I murmured, unsure of how to deal with Gil in his transformation. “Easy, boy.”

Gil’s head snapped towards me, his eyes red with rage, slaver dripping from the edges of his teeth. He continued to stare at me as, for a second time, I watched him revert to human form. I held my breath as he screamed, as the sprouted fur forced its way back under his skin, as his bones and his skull cracked and reshaped back into the guise of a man.

“Dios mio,” Gil growled, shuddering, his entire body drenched in sweat. “It never gets easier.” Slowly, deliberately, he turned his head towards the terrified cultist, then grasped him by the throat. “Why are you here? Why did you come here? What were you degenerates after this time?”

Luella Brandt stepped closer, her hair only slightly mussed from battle. She watched the man out of one eye with palpable disdain, a drink already in her hand. “Whatever the hell you came for had better be so fucking important, because I’m down three windows, part of a wall, and half a lawn.”

“D-Delilah,” the cultist stammered. “We knew she was awake, and something in her m-mind told us to come. To attack. Because this was where the Confluence was meant to happen.”

I stood very still, my hands curling into fists. I didn’t like the way the man said the word Confluence, with its big, ominous capital letter.

Gil shook him, pulling their faces closer. Herald, Bastion, and all the rest had gathered around us, watching, listening with burning interest.

“What. Is. The Confluence?”

The man looked around him, eyes flitting to each of our faces with mounting terror at the realization that only life in the Prism awaited him – or worse. “It was what our masters told us, in our dreams, in our ravings. The Old Ones commanded the worthy among us to come on this day, at this hour, to unleash as much magic as we could afford.”

The stammer, I noticed, had worked its way out of the man’s voice. I didn’t like that at all. He was starting to smile, too.

“The Old Ones, they knew, that right on this very point on this very earth, there would be a meeting of magics. A nexus. The Society’s wands, the Lorica’s magery, and more. Much more. The power of the old gods would be released here as well.”

Chernobog? The Eldest knew that much?

The man grinned, his eyes staring maniacally into the sky. “And not only the old gods. The Eldest, they said that the fires of hell would burn on earth, this very day, this very hour.”

And Mammon, too. Luella eyed her burnt lawn again, but this time with more worry than annoyance.

“That even the forces of divinity, the light of heaven would shine on this very same spot,” the cultist sang, his voice quivering with excitement, with delight. Mason shifted uncomfortably, his eyes glancing towards me, then quickly away. “And lastly, and most crucial of all, the masters said that their own power, that the madness of dark and void would emerge from a chamber hidden within the shadow man’s heart.”

The cultist’s eyes swiveled towards me, his lips drawn so far back, so unnaturally in a horrible rictus grin. “The Confluence,” the man said. “A meeting of the greatest powers that walk the known planet, a crossfire and conflux of the earthly, otherworldly, demonic, and divine. We sensed the dog’s energies, how it was god-touched – thought that we could use it for the ritual. But this? This was better. We should have trusted the Old Ones. They know. They always know.” He licked his lips, still watching me intently. “And now, she awakens.”

“You keep saying that,” I said. “Delilah has been awake for hours.”

The man laughed. “Not Delilah, but the trophy of the Old Ones. Their champion. The lioness.”

Luella gasped, just as a hideous boom cracked across the mansion grounds. As one we whirled towards the mansion, and my heart leapt up my throat as a cloud of dust settled over a demolished section of wall. A figure moved through the dust – no, flew through it. Luella cried out in anguish.

“No,” she said. “Mother?”

It was Agatha Black made whole, her limbs unfused and freed from their former torture, the warped, melted wax of her features restored to their handsome, piercing glory. She watched us with eyes flecked with steel, an empress high above the masses, imperious, powerful. Her silver hair was swept into a mane at the back of her head. Agatha looked exactly as she did in her pictures on the Brandts’ mantle, a legend brought horribly back to life. In the light of the setting sun, her hair burned like fire. Not a candle spent, but an inferno reborn.

The lioness, the cultist said. It lies sleeping. Not truly dead and gone. It waits.

And now, the lioness has awakened.

“Grandmother,” Bastion breathed. “It’s you. But how?”

“Sebastion,” Luella said, running to his side. “It’s not her. It can’t be.”

Agatha Black’s eyes scanned the grounds, then our faces. They finally settled on her family. She watched them coldly, the faintest glimmer of recognition lingering in her gaze.

“I knew you, once,” Agatha said, her words dull, yet echoing, as if coming from her throat as well as from some unseen, distant place. “The boy is grown.”

“Mother,” Luella said, her voice shaking. “We thought we’d lost you.”

“And you have,” the cultist shrieked. “She belongs to the Old Ones now.”

Gil punched the man in his face, a horrible crunch sounding as his knuckles connected. The cultist cried out, then went silent. Agatha floated closer to the ground, drawn by the commotion. The rest of us rushed back and away.

I tugged on Gil’s shirt, yanking him up and off the cultist. We didn’t know what Agatha was capable of, and any distance was a safe distance. Vanitas – even bloodthirsty, gung-ho Vanitas gave her a wide berth.

“Who are you?” Agatha asked.

The man clambered to his knees, blood dripping from his nose into the ruined grass. He planted his hands in the ground, groveling, almost worshipping.

“Your servant,” the man said. “Anything and everything for you, oh lioness, greatest of witches. For the Eldest.”

Agatha tilted her head, like a snake observing its prey, then straightened out, lifting off the ground and hovering into the air once more. Without looking at the cultist, she spoke again.

“The Eldest have no use for you, and neither do I.”

“Please,” the cultist said, trembling. “Please. I live to serve. I would die for you.”

“Then do so,” Agatha said, a strange lilt in her voice. Above, she gazed at the sky and clenched her fist. Below, the man barely let out a scream before he burst into an explosion of blood and gore – just as if he had been squeezed by a huge, invisible hand.

A finger landed by my feet. I scurried backwards, my eyes huge as I stared up at Agatha Black. Bastion and Luella combined couldn’t have done that, and the lioness had only just awakened.

“We need to stop her,” I muttered – to myself, to anyone within earshot.

“Go ahead and try,” Royce muttered back. “We’ll be happy to hose you off the lawn when you’re finished.”

Agatha’s ears pricked up, like a beast of prey hearing something important and delicious. Her eyes glazed over, staring into the distance of the evening sky. “Yes,” she intoned. “I obey.”

She lifted her head to the clouds. Like a rocket taking off, Agatha blasted into the sky, with a pulse of power so magnificent that it punctured a crater in the ground. The earth shook, a sonic boom splitting the air as she vanished into the encroaching darkness.

Luella fell to her knees, weeping. Bastion gathered her in his arms, whispering softly. “Mom. Please. I’m here. I’m right here.” She stroked his hair, but said nothing.

“We are fucked,” Royce whispered. “Royally and truly.”

Romira clucked her tongue and shook her head. “Between this and the Dark Room coming back? Gods know what will happen next.”

My gaze fell on the grass, the shame creeping back up my neck, until Herald’s hand fell there, squeezing.

“This isn’t your fault,” he said quietly. “Donovan, and Jonah – the Scion – they set you up.”

I nodded, mainly at the burnt grass, but said nothing.

“Chances are he won’t be going back to the Lorica,” Royce said. “Word will have spread by now. As much as the Heart has seen you as a threat, Dustin, there are still those who believe in justice. If the Donovan boy hadn’t stabbed you, none of this would have happened.”

“Still a bunch of nonsense to me,” Mason said, “but whatever’s out there, we can take it. Right guys?”

The silence was telling.

“Guys?” Mason waited for a response, then, getting nothing, shrugged. “Whatever. I’m not about to roll over and let these weirdoes take over the world or whatever it is they have planned for us, and – hey, who the hell is that?”

Again we whirled as one, following Mason’s finger as he pointed out someone approaching. My muscles thrummed with soreness, lethargy spreading through my blood as I remembered how long we’d been fighting. My body had already gone through so much, between the battle, the release, and the containment of the Dark Room. I couldn’t take anymore. I just wanted to retreat somewhere safe, and private, and quiet. I fought not to think of the Dark. I fought not to think of the Dark.

The interloper scrambled through the rubble of Brandt Manor’s grounds, negotiating the shattered remains of what used to be the helipad. I recognized the man’s pallor and gleaming leather outfit in an instant. It was Sterling. He stood there, looked around the compound, and blinked once.

“What the fuck did I miss?”
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  “You knew all along, didn’t you? You knew it was there, and you said nothing.”


  I looked guiltily away from Herald’s gaze, but I felt his eyes searing into me.


  “I knew,” I said. “And I tried. God but I tried, but I couldn’t control it any longer.”


  “I’m sorry,” Herald said. “I’m not trying to blame you for any of this. It isn’t your fault.”


  I sighed, still believing, at least on some level, that it was.


  “It isn’t the end of the world,” he said, giving me a tight smile, squeezing my hand. “Not if we have anything to say about it. You and me, right? Gonna save the world. Kill the bad guy. Send Mason to college.”


  I frowned. “He’s not my kid, and therefore, not our kid. We need to drop this joke, it makes my skin crawl. Whatever happened to Mister Grumbles?”


  Herald laughed heartily. “Mister Grumbles is highly intelligent, I’ll have you know, and is going to receive a full scholarship. He takes after me. We don’t need to worry about his college fund.”


  I rolled my eyes, then tugged him towards the gardens by the Brandts’ indoor pool. If I got some food in Herald, maybe he’d shut up, at least long enough to choke down a hotdog.


  It had been a day since the incident at Brandt Manor, and after a night’s rest – however many hours I could grab considering how much my brain was still whirling in bed – we decided to reconvene at the mansion. Team Boneyard and Team Lorica had agreed to meet to strategize about this new threat, and to attend the poolside barbecue that Bastion had promised Sterling. Luella needed the distraction, Bastion said. Hell, we all did.


  An adjoining door leading out of the pool area went directly out to a section of the gardens, where Remington and Mama Rosa had set up a grill. It was odd seeing Remington in his chauffeur-slash-butler livery cooking up hotdogs, burgers, and other pedestrian treats, but he seemed to be enjoying Rosa’s company. It was hard to tell if he was ever smiling under his huge white mustache, but even to a casual observer, it was clear that the two of them were getting along just fine.


  Herald wandered off to find some beers. In my search for something to stuff down my gullet, I locked eyes with Carver. He was dressed in a suit, as always, even though it was nearly ninety degrees out that night. I almost did a quick one-eighty, but it was too late. I felt as though things would be awkward after what had happened with my chest, with the Dark Room.


  Carver had been nothing but understanding, cursing Jonah and Donovan under his breath as I explained. But it just felt different somehow, the dynamic, like I’d betrayed my friends, my own family. I hadn’t even gotten around to telling Dad what had happened yet. I wondered if I should. God, he’d be so pissed.


  “It is fine, Dustin,” Carver said.


  He didn’t need to use his false eye to look into my mind to know I was still bothered – not that I’d ever confirmed he could do that. But Carver had this talent for zeroing in on how I, or anyone else at the Boneyard felt, as good a father as anyone could have. For Asher, hell, even for Sterling, and now, for Mason, I thought it counted for a lot.


  “I do not blame you either,” he said, patting me on the back. “There, there.”


  I squinted at him. “You don’t have to do that.”


  Carver kept patting me. “By my understanding, and from memory, this is how compassion is expressed, yes?”


  “To a dog, maybe.”


  “Yes,” Carver said, sighing. “I do wish we could have brought Banjo along, but I still need to put protections in place before I will feel safe allowing him out of the Boneyard, to properly hide him from the All-Father.”


  We’d left Banjo in his bedroom – yes, the Boneyard designated the corgi an entire bedroom – and figured it couldn’t hurt for a couple of hours. I was positive that Carver would leave Brandt Manor at the soonest opportunity, though. He just couldn’t bear to be away from his new son for very long.


  “Perhaps an enchanted collar,” Carver said, looking over the spread of snacks and dishes, perusing. He sighed again. “How Banjo would have loved this festival of sausages.”


  I would have corrected Carver, but technically, he was right that time. I left him to his own devices, poking among the meats and cheeses. Mason bumped up against me, his cheeks puffed out like a chipmunk as he worked on an impressive mouthful of burger. At least he was dressed sensibly: shorts and a tank top. Just right for the weather.


  “Sup,” he managed to say.


  “Not much,” I answered. “Probably going to grab one of those burgers. That looks good.”


  “It is,” he said in a muffled voice, finally swallowing. He plopped his burger onto a paper plate, then jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “I can grab you one if you like. You want cheese on yours?”


  I shook my head and smiled. “You don’t have to, Mason. You’ve done enough.”


  When he smiled back, it was genuine, beaming, without the characteristic snark or cockiness I’d come to expect. The sigils inscribed on his shoulders and chest even glowed just a little bit brighter.


  “It’s Mace,” he said. “You can call me Mace.”


  I grinned. “Then I will. Thanks again for saving me back there. Just yesterday, actually.”


  He shrugged. “You do what you do. You’re not a completely terrible person.” I flinched, but Mason smiled. “My dad thought you were worth saving. I figured there was a reason he gave you his life. In some twisted way, I wouldn’t be here if that hadn’t happened. I still wish I could have met him but – in a sense, he gave us both new lives.”


  “Samyaza was a good guy.” I waved my hand vaguely around myself. “But I guess you’re kind of stuck with us now.”


  Mace shook his head. “It’s nice to have friends. And you and me, we have the same blood running through our veins. Maybe there’s a reason for that. It counts for something.”


  “If only certain people were more generous about their blood,” Sterling said, muscling his way into the conversation.


  “Dude, I like you,” Mason said. “But you’re not making out with my neck.”


  “Yet.”


  “Ever.”


  I chuckled. “Leave him alone, Sterling.”


  “What, are the two of you friends now?”


  “Fuck no,” Mason said.


  Just as Sterling turned away, Mason winked at me and grinned. Then he walked off, probably to find something else to eat. I smiled. As far as angels went – or nephilim, in his case – Mace wasn’t all that bad.


  “I forgive you,” Sterling said.


  “I’m sorry, what?”


  He blew out a puff of smoke, then rotated his hand at the wrist. “I’m trying to fast-forward this dumb conversation I don’t ever want to have with you. You’re feeling guilty about the Dark Room, even though it was that Donovan twerp who forced it out of you, and I don’t want to stand here watching you sulk like a baby all night. I forgive you. Nobody cares.”


  Sterling could be harsh sometimes, and he was a constant pain in my behind, but I really could have hugged him then. That was my fear, exactly. I enjoyed the rush of power too much. This was my destiny, where I was meant to belong: in the Dark Room’s embrace. But for that moment, my destiny didn’t matter. I wasn’t villain or victim. I was just Dustin, and everything was okay.


  “Hey,” Sterling said. “No worries. We’ll sort this out. We’re here to figure out how to tackle Luella’s mother, turn off the Eldest for good by whacking their champion. Maybe they don’t even need you anymore. Maybe you can even use the Dark Room without it being a problem.”


  I shook my head, skeptical, but silently hopeful. “Maybe.”


  Sterling threw his arm over my shoulder, his skin cold even through the thickness of his leather jacket. “We’ll sort this shit out, hey? Believe in yourself a little, you dickhead. Trust in Dustin.”


  I smiled. It was a tiny one, but it was a start. Sterling guided me to the poolside, where everyone lingered. He ruffled my hair, then whispered in my ear before he slunk away – to hit on Luella Brandt, no doubt.


  His message? Carpe noctem, of course. Seize the night. Because together, working and lurking in darkness, the boys of the Boneyard and our honorary allies at the Lorica – we could do anything. Conquer demons, burn angels, break the gods themselves. 


  I looked over the faces of my chosen family, old and new, whether our bonds were sealed by friendship or by blood. A lion is nothing without its pride. The universe could throw what it wanted at me, at us, and I would meet it with fangs and claws, with the mightiest roars I could muster.


  Yet I couldn’t help wondering if they feared me, knowing that I could turn, that the Dark could consume my mind and my heart at any moment.


  But Herald sidled up to me, handing me a frosty beer, pressing his forehead against mine for the briefest second. Let the worst come, I thought. For Herald, for my family, for everyone I loved, I would tear anything apart, set the world aflame.


  I took a quick sip of beer, relishing the rush of cool bittersweetness as it bubbled across my tongue. I smiled to myself, then chuckled, my certainty, confidence, and intent tumbling out of me. Herald asked what was so funny. I shook my head, then laughed again.


  In my heart, in my chest, in a voice very much like my own, the Dark Room laughed with me.


  ––––––––
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