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Chapter 1





Hi there. Dustin Graves here, purloiner of arcane artifacts, dead man walking, and handsomest thief in existence – or at least in the mansion that was my target for the evening. It was an easy generalization to make considering I felt like the only living thing for miles around. Unless you counted the talking sword strapped to my back, that is, but I wasn’t in that mansion to ponder philosophy and metaphysics. I was there to steal the most glorious cup in existence. 

A Chalice of Plenty, or so they told me, and as someone who possesses the supernatural ability to step from one shadow to the next – it’s teleportation, basically – I was the mage for the job. The job, of course, being to steal magical artifacts, which I used to do for the Lorica, but which I now do for a man named Carver, for better pay, and slightly better benefits. I do have to live in close proximity to a vampire and a werewolf, though it’s not nearly as bad as it sounds. But back to the cup.

According to Carver, the Chalice was ornately decorated, a finely crafted golden goblet studded with gems, its stem wreathed in fresh, leafy vines that never rotted or even turned brown. Now normally, I wouldn’t have been involved in a job if the item in question wasn’t magical, which, of course, it was. Turned on its side, the Chalice could produce any potable liquid known to man: water, wine, diet soda, you name it, the cup can make it. 

And it wouldn’t stop producing said liquid until turned upright again, so a crazy person could conceivably fill a whole swimming pool with champagne and go nuts. Incidentally, you couldn’t bottle any of the stuff that came out of the Chalice, because then it would just disappear. Interesting, sometimes, how these relics came with their own failsafes, but that was the first question I asked Carver when he was briefing me for this assignment. My dreams of starting my own home brewery were immediately dashed.

“Shame about that,” I muttered as I maneuvered the mansion. It felt like I’d been walking for minutes, but I still somehow hadn’t managed to clear the foyer.

This was exactly the kind of place a crazy person who might fill swimming pools with champagne would call home. The floors were all marble, the high vaulted ceilings supported by those cheesy columns that were supposed to look all Greek, like they were taken right from the Parthenon. Someone – the decorator hired to deck the house out for the evening, no doubt – had wrapped the columns in plastic vines, to make it look like nature had started to overgrow the place.

That appeared to be the theme for the evening. Whatever space hadn’t been taken up by furniture was filled with plants embedded in freshly-laid turf, little trees arranged here and there, with spotlights set about to keep it all a little atmospheric and mysterious. Hidden speakers played nature noises on an extended loop, so that the mansion sounded like something out of the Amazonian rainforest: birds twittering, the distant, isolated chirp of tiny monkeys, and the soothing burbles of running water. Maybe it was the spotlights, or maybe they’d meant for it to be that way, but it was also steaming hot inside the house, just like a jungle.

So it was that kind of party. The theme was probably the great outdoors, or something like it, considering how the mansion had been transformed. And the party had either gone extremely well, or extremely badly. It was almost five in the morning, after all. Either everyone had gotten wasted and gone home, or they hadn’t shown up at all. The house was quiet.

“Too quiet,” a voice said.

“I know.” I looked over my shoulder, at the pommel of the sword slung across my back. “Maybe that’s a good thing.”

“You know better than that,” said the sword. He was probably right, too.

Though we’d only known each other a short while, Vanitas and I had been through the wringer together. That’s his name, Vanitas, and don’t ask how I know, but it’s a “he,” at least based on the voice I could hear in my head when he spoke. I swear to you that I’m not nuts – it was really how he communicated. 

That, and by slicing people and monsters up in incredibly bloody ways, which I hoped wouldn’t be on the menu, but hey. That’s why I took him on my missions. You never know when you need a helping hand, or a helping blade, as it were. Plus, it was always nice to have someone to talk to. Neither of us had to actually to speak to get the point across since Vanitas employed a kind of telepathy to communicate.

The price, of course, was having to carry the weight of a broadsword across my back, but that was nothing some light stretching and a regular trip to the spa couldn’t mitigate. Or so I told myself, wincing and rotating my shoulder as I imagined the next time I could go for one of those full body massages, the ones where they beat the shit out of you but you walk out feeling so damn good.

I could afford those now. Carver paid me well, so a little spa day was a nice indulgence every so often. I’m not one to say no to the good life. I’ll try anything once, I always say, and I kept that in mind as I reached for a flute of something sparkling that someone had left out on a side table.

In my head, Vanitas tutted. “Drinking on the job, Dustin?”

The bubbles tickled my throat on the way down, at least the ones still left suspended in the liquid. It was faintly sweet, lukewarm, and had gone a little flat, a reassuring sign that everyone probably had gone home. That, or they were involved in an orgy somewhere upstairs. Who could say? The mansion was massive.

“Good stuff,” I said, tossing back the rest of the flute. “I like champagne, even if it’s flat.”

“Prosecco, actually,” Vanitas said, a hint of smugness in his voice. “Which is sparkling Italian wine. Champagne only ever comes from Champagne. In France.”

I grimaced, but didn’t retort. Don’t ask me to explain how, exactly, but the sword could pick up on experiences around him, living vicariously through his wielder. Me, in this case. He’d told me multiple times how he couldn’t actually taste or smell things, but it still never explained how he once nailed this one red wine I enjoyed down to its year and vineyard in Australia, or, for that matter, how he could tell that Sterling preferred to smoke mentholated cigarettes. Sterling’s the vampire, by the way. We’ll get to him later.

It was much later on that I realized how it really had been a good idea to bring Vanitas with me, because he detected the smell of wine before I did. Not the stuff I had out of the flute earlier, but something grander in scale.

“Red,” he said. “Sweet, and lots of it. Down that way.”

Vanitas tugged at my back. Rather, he shifted within his scabbard, straining slightly against his straps and giving me a general idea of which way to go. Useful trick, that. I always kept him close. I’d learned over the months that resonance was important for sentient artifacts, or at least it was for Vanitas. 

He had gone dormant once, and it turned out that he needed to be attuned to my energy, staying in close proximity in order to remain awake. That hasn’t been a problem for a while now, since we basically spent half our days together. It could still get grating at times, though. I mean, you try being roommates with a moody, sassy talking sword.

Vanitas bucked again, struggling against my back, trying to nudge me through the archway.

“We’re not here for drinks, V.”

He snorted. “You could have fooled me. You chugged that flat stuff like it was water.”

“I was thirsty,” I grumbled. “And I’m not planning to drink more. Honest. We shouldn’t head that way. We’re here for the Chalice.”

“Which is exactly why we should follow the trail. The cup can make wine, can’t it? And there is a massive quantity down past that archway.” He tugged again. “Cabernet Sauvignon, twenty-thirteen. Napa Valley.”

“Show-off,” I muttered under my breath. Out loud, I realized too late, and I swung my head to look for anyone – or anything – who might have heard, but still our only companion was silence. Well, apart from the track of jungle and animal sounds piping in through the speakers, which only grew louder as we approached.

The archway Vanitas mentioned was one of the openings leading out of the foyer. The others, from a distance, led to the rest of the mansion, possibly a banquet hall, a living area, a shooting gallery, whatever the hell it was that rich people kept in their houses. The wine trail we followed took us into a huge room that could have fooled me into thinking we were outdoors, if it weren’t for the temperature-controlled interiors.

The far walls of the room, which was about the size of a tennis court, were shrouded in darkness. Perfect for a getaway, I thought, should the need arise, but considering the vast, aching emptiness of the house, it seemed unlikely. The walls were absolutely covered in trees and greenery, which thinned out as they approached the middle of the room, the centerpiece of which was a trellised gazebo. 

Vines snaked in and out of the gazebo’s bare wood latticework, giving it the appearance of a large canopy overgrown with leaves and flowers. Also grapes. Lots and lots of grapes, enough that I could imagine the party overflowing with tittering serving girls. A whole squad of them, gliding around in flimsy togas and hand-feeding grapes to guests, like a good old Roman orgy. A bacchanalia.

And who was to say that we could discount that, exactly? Especially since the interior of the gazebo was so well shrouded. Great swathes of light, flowing silk draped over every entrance to the tent, affording some privacy. They moved gently, drifting as languidly as the rush of the water fixtures that had been installed to resemble the flow of a small stream.

These people were crazy. They’d paid for this ballroom to be stripped out and terraformed into a veritable Garden of Eden. There was soil here and everything, the tiny stream running around the gazebo driven by motorized pumps hidden among the bushes. I had to admit, there was something relaxing about the sound of the artificial brook babbling its way around the room. 

“Whoa,” I said, or thought, rather, transmitting to Vanitas. “Are you seeing this?” 

“Yes.” I had no way of explaining how that worked, either, but maybe it was part of how the sword could sense his surroundings through his host human. Hah, did I say host? Slip of the tongue. Vanitas wasn’t a parasite. I meant to say I was his wielder. “And I don’t like it one bit,” he said.

“What do you mean? I kind of like it. Sure, it’s totally insane, but someone clearly spent a ton of money to do this place up. Seemed like a fun party, and – ”

“Dust. Shut up. You don’t smell that?”

I wrinkled my nose. Now that we were closer I could pick up hints of all that wine Vanitas was talking about. “You mean the twenty-thirteen Napa you were bragging about?”

“Not that. The blood.”

What? I stooped closer to the ground, eyeing the shadows closest to me, just in case I needed to make an exit. That’s my talent, the reason I tend to specialize in infiltration and artifact retrieval. To the casual observer, shadowstepping looks unglamorous. All that happens is that I disappear into the darkness, then reappear somewhere else. I can assure you, however, that the in-between that involves moving through the Dark Room is anything but pleasant. 

Beats me how I can do that stuff, but it all started when someone stabbed me through the heart, something which forced the latent magic in my bones to bloom. Now I can enter a dimension full of shadows, and as I recently found out, bring that same dimension into our reality, with extremely bloody results. Though that second part hurts like a motherfucker, which is why I try not to do it too much.

I discovered that my own murderer was the woman who used to be my old boss, and the man I thought was the bad guy was now my new boss. It’s less complex and way more interesting than it sounds because I ended the whole ordeal alive, in possession of a badass flying sword, and handsomer than ever. Did I mention that the sword could fly? Because in addition to talking, it could fight on its own and cut things up into tiny, bloody little pieces. Insane story, I tell you, someone should have written a book about it.

Still, a jaunt through the Dark Room beats getting stabbed in the back. Or the chest. Again.

“Watch my back,” I said. “Keep an eye out.”

“Very funny, asshole.”

But this wasn’t funny to me, not at all. It was too similar to that one night some months ago, when I had discovered a wealthy couple – the Pruitts – murdered in their own home. That, and a dead god, but that’s a whole ’nother mess. Point was that I’d had prior experience with finding corpses when all I was out doing was trying to steal an enchanted artifact or two. How dare these people have the nerve to bleed to death in my general vicinity when all I wanted was to relieve them of their priceless bewitched belongings?

Sorry, terrible joke. I have to be honest though, Vanitas’s little warning was gnawing at me. That was how I found the Pruitts after all, by smelling, almost tasting their blood on the air. I trusted Vanitas enough to be able to detect that sort of thing. Hell, it would have been stupid not to. His hilt kept pressing into my back as he guided me like a dowsing rod. Just past that curtain, he seemed to say, pointing me towards the gazebo and its billowing drapes.

My foot sank into the earth, and my heart thumped. It was wet here, but not because of the artificial stream. I bent closer, daring to sniff at the soil. Wine, and the dirt was getting looser and muddier, meaning that the source of the liquid – the Chalice, no doubt – was somewhere inside the tent. 

I shook the mud off my foot, cursing to myself. Sure, I could buy nicer things now, but my sneakers weren’t a dime a dozen. Though I couldn’t help thinking that there were more pressing matters. The smell of blood, for example. By rights I should have been anxious, on the verge of panic, really, but I knew that some part of me was still in denial. I’d seen enough death in recent times, and I couldn’t be so close to more of it. Could I? Not in a place like this, so tranquil, a garden of delights with its stream of cool water, and a second stream of wine.

Then a man burst through the curtains, screaming, blood on his face, his hair bedraggled, crazed eyes bulging. He was naked, his torso smeared in red. It wasn’t body paint, that much was clear. He clutched and pulled at his hair as he shrieked, his voice going louder and hoarser as he found me, as our eyes made contact. The man exposed his teeth – white, but streaked with gore – and charged straight at me, his fingers gnarled into a claw that stretched for my throat.

I panicked. No time to shadowstep, so I did the next best thing. Twisting out of the man’s trajectory, I let him come to me across the wine-slicked mud at the base of the gazebo. His screams didn’t let up as he slipped in the soft earth, but I aimed a kick at his shins for good measure. He went down heavily, collapsing face first, but the fall barely impacted his momentum. The man scrabbled at the earth, pushed himself to his feet, and with renewed, insane fervor, ran screaming for my throat once more.

Drugs. Had to be. Guy couldn’t be drunk. I didn’t care how much wine went down this psycho’s throat, even if he chugged it straight from the Chalice. No one gets that violent just because of alcohol, and he would have stayed down after that first trip. I watched him cautiously as he ran, my eyes flitting for the right shadow to enter –

When the leather straps securing the sword to my back snapped apart. I froze as the blur of verdigris and bronze sailed past me, the red garnets embedded in its hilt flashing as it rocketed through the gloom.

“No,” I shouted. But Vanitas kept flying straight at the man’s throat.

The last time this happened, Vanitas bulldozed dozens of shrikes, these horrible, multidimensional creatures made out of masses of tentacles and way too many teeth. Before that, just minutes after I met him, he cut a man’s hand off at the wrist. This wasn’t going to end well. I ran after Vanitas, wondering what I could possibly do to stop him, when I noticed at the last moment that he hadn’t unsheathed himself. 

The wind sang as Vanitas swung from a fixed point in the air, cleaving a gold and green arc. Sending a crack through the room, the blunt edge of the sword’s scabbard collided with the crazed man’s face. The loud crunch and the spurt of blood from his mouth told me he was losing at least a couple of teeth in the bargain. His eyes rolled up into the back of his head as he fell backwards into the muddied earth.

“I thought you were going to kill him.”

Vanitas, still in his scabbard, scraped himself gingerly against a clump of grass, smearing away the man’s blood. “He clearly was not in his right mind. Besides, it’s not like I’m trying to get you in trouble on purpose.”

“Yeah. Thanks.”

“And we might have a chance of questioning him when he wakes up.”

“Unless you knocked his brain out along with his teeth. Does he even have his tongue still?”

“Hush,” Vanitas said. He hovered closer, floating at my waist level, blade upturned. “The cup. Where is it?”

That’s right. I parted the curtain at the same side of the gazebo where the drugged-up dude had emerged. Vanitas stayed close, which filled me with some small comfort. Who knew if there was another one of these lunatics hanging out in there?

Turns out there wasn’t. They were all dead.

“This is bad,” Vanitas said.

Bad was an understatement. The inside of the gazebo was decorated with the same mix of plants and silks as the outside, all formed around a small, shallow pool that had been built in the center. The Chalice of Plenty lay on its side, half-submerged, half-floating in the slow but steady tide of deep red wine that poured from its lip. The wine spilled over the edges of the pool, rendering the soil around it soft and muddy. 

In the mud, and partly in the pool, lay all the corpses. A dozen from what I counted, naked men and women, their bodies marked with hideous red gashes. The tips of their fingers and their nails were a macabre crimson, as if they had clawed each other – or themselves – to death. Worse still was how some of the corpses had ecstatic smiles frozen on their faces, mouths in grins, their dead eyes glassy. 

At least the ones that still had eyes, that is. Some of the grislier corpses had ripped their own eyes out. I held a hand up to my nostrils. Rot was far from setting in, but the sheer number of open wounds and the volume of gore made the gazebo stink of copper. Blood mingled with the wine spilling out of the Chalice, seeping into the mud. This wasn’t an orgy. This was a massacre.

Vanitas spoke again. “We should go. Now.”

“But what about the dead? What about the unconscious guy outside? We need answers.”

“We came for the Chalice, and we’re leaving with it. That’s what Carver wanted. Besides – we’ve got company.”

Weird noises emanated from far outside the gazebo, close enough that I knew they were coming from inside the house. I froze in place. Cops? Interlopers? No. Worse. I recognized those sounds, those characteristic hums and pops and squelches of human bodies materializing out of thin air. Teleporters.

The Lorica.

“You’re right,” I hissed. “We need to get the fuck out of here.”

I ran for the pool and grimaced as I waded in, the grotesque cocktail of gore and grapes filling my shoes. They were permanently ruined, but I didn’t want to know how much more screwed I would be if those people outside discovered me in there. I swiped the Chalice, the vines twined around its stem gone red from blood and wine. 

Behind me the curtains rustled. I didn’t turn to look, and whoever it was didn’t have a chance of catching me, anyway. Too slow, bro. I ran into the darkness under a palm tree. Clutching Vanitas close to my chest, I leapt into the shadows, and into the Dark Room I stepped.



Chapter 2





“And that’s when the Wings showed up. A whole bunch of them, from the Lorica.”

All eyes were on me as I spoke. This was serious business, everyone knew, and Vanitas and I were lucky to have gotten out when we did. The hideout was as quiet as a tomb, but what else was new? Carver liked to keep things silent and still, and as boarders, Sterling, Gil, and I could only play along. I mean, I didn’t hate it. I kind of like when it’s quiet.

I’d once been tricked into believing they belonged to a death cult known as the Black Hand. I’d learned two things since then. One, that the Black Hand didn’t actually exist, and was just something made up to manipulate me. Black Hand? More like red herring, am I right? And two, these guys were actually mostly okay. Mostly.

“They knew that quickly?” Gil rubbed his chin. Swarthy, muscular, Gilberto Ramirez was the resident werewolf. Nice guy, actually, stolid, levelheaded, and neat, except, obviously, when there was a full moon out. “Why were they after the Chalice?”

“They knew as much as we did.” Carver drummed his fingers against the sparse wooden table in what passed for our combination break room and mess hall, his myriad rings gleaming. Carver was our boss, landlord, and mentor all in one, and we each of us had reasons for being indebted to him. “The Chalice poses a danger to those around it. Say what you will about the Lorica, but it serves its purpose.”

The Lorica were my former employers. As the premier organization of mages in North America, they took it upon themselves to regulate the use and exchange of magic and magical items, ensuring that it stayed out of the wrong hands. An artifact that drove those around it to murder certainly qualified as something that needed regulating. 

Sterling – the vampire, you might remember – leaned over the table, an unlit cigarette dangling loosely from his lips. His leather jacket was so snug that it squeaked as he moved, wrapped tightly over his frame. Slender as he seems, though, Sterling is packed with supernatural strength, just one of the reasons Carver liked to keep him around. “How many Wings?”

“Hard to tell,” I said. The Wings were the Lorica’s teleporters, mages who specialized in transporting themselves and others across vast distances. I was a Hound when I worked for the Lorica, which meant that I was tasked with infiltration and intelligence. I couldn’t take people with me when I shadowstepped, which meant I never qualified as a Wing. “Does that matter now, anyway? I’m sure they brought Hands with them, which is much worse.”

Hands were probably the most dangerous of all the members of the Lorica, mages with talents specifically geared towards combat and destruction. They hurled fireballs, created electrical storms, shot razor-sharp shards of ice out of their hands – crazy lethal stuff. 

Technically the Scions – the Lorica’s elders – would be the deadliest, but they’re so rarely seen on the battlefield, except for that one time they were forced to fight when my former boss Thea ripped open a portal to another dimension. Long story. Like I said, someone should have written a book about it.

“So let me get this straight,” Sterling said. “The Lorica knew all along about this mug thing.”

“Chalice.”

“Sure. Chalice. And now we have it here.” Sterling gestured at the cup, looking all innocuous on the wooden table, and not at all like the epicenter of murder and debauchery it had been just hours ago. “Which means the Lorica’s liable to kick our door down any minute to take it from us.”

Gil folded his arms and grunted. “I’d like to see them try.”

“Gil’s right,” Carver said, taking the goblet by its base, rotating it a few degrees, tilting it to study its sculpted rim. “Our home is warded. Their Eyes can’t see us here.”

Eyes, of course, were mages who used scrying to track down anything or anyone the Lorica deemed useful. Seriously, the Lorica had an answer for everything, and just as well, since it was structured like a corporation, or somewhat more disturbingly, like a government agency. But I believed Carver. The man – if he was a man – was likely the most powerful sorcerer I’d ever met. All I knew was that he had somehow lived for centuries, and that he was responsible for creating the hideout we lived in, possibly quite literally carving it out of empty space. I’d wondered, briefly, if that was why he called himself Carver. It was an obvious alias, after all.

But about the hideout. The only way to access it was through a portal installed in the brick wall set by a service refrigerator in the kitchen of a Filipino restaurant somewhere in the Meathook, a shitty and hilariously unsafe district of Valero, California. Yes, that’s extremely specific, and just as well. The hideout wasn’t located in regular reality, as it were, but a kind of pocket dimension that Carver had assembled himself, like real estate that he had created out of thin air.

It was mostly dim, lit by enchanted flames hidden away in alcoves or hovering above torch brackets. Everything was hewn out of smooth stone, from the floor to the pillars to the massive skeletal statues that adorned the dimension’s every corner. It had the look and feel of a mausoleum, as well as the deafening silence of one. Fortunately, though, through whatever kind of sorcery, Carver maintained a comfortably toasty temperature throughout the entire structure. It was pretty considerate to the dimension’s human occupants – me, basically, and Gil when the moon wasn’t full. Our rooms even had windows that let in sunlight, somehow mystically piped in from its source. Sterling’s room, for obvious reasons, had no such windows.

Carver, whatever he was, never seemed to need to eat or drink, or even sleep, for that matter, but he was kind enough to provide facilities for those of us who needed to. Our break room-cum-mess hall served as a dining area and kitchenette. It was weird to look at, just an oven, a sink, a dishwasher, and a few fundamentals like a microwave and a coffee machine set on top of a bunch of counters, all of it suspended on a stone platform that was surrounded on all sides by total darkness. Most of the public area of the hideout had no walls, so breakfast, lunch, and dinner had to be enjoyed in what essentially looked like the cold vacuum of space. You haven’t lived until you’ve had a bowl of sugary morning cereal while staring off into a pitiless void.

Sterling was typically left to his own devices. We never asked what it was – or who it was – that enabled him to feed, only knowing that he slunk off every night to look for nourishment. To my dismay, it looked like he had discovered some new source tonight. He had set his cigarette aside and was fiddling with the Chalice, turning it this way and that, then finally discovering how to get it to work, tipping it on its end. With preternatural speed Sterling brought the rim of the cup to his mouth as a rich, viscous red fluid began its slow drip.

“Oh, gross,” I said.

Gil tutted. “So inappropriate.”

Carver looked on, amused, his fingers curling at his beard. Sterling was latched onto the Chalice like a lamprey, lips suckling hungrily at its rim, working like a lover. I’m sure I didn’t imagine that his jaw was almost unhinging, to allow more of the Chalice’s bloody gift to tip down his throat. 

I wrinkled my nose at the acrid smell of metal, and really, at just the sight of the vampire going about his grisly business. Kind of cruel, I guess, being so disdainful of the undead equivalent of a dude just chugging a breakfast smoothie, but human blood? Honestly more than a little gross.

“This is so, so very inappropriate,” Gil said.

He must have consumed a gallon by then, but Sterling finally turned the goblet upright, slammed it back onto the center of the table, and wiped at his lips with the back of his hand, smearing blood across the corner of his mouth. He was flushed, like the blood from the Chalice had already worked its way into his system and given him a kind of feed-driven afterglow.

“Did you have your fill?” Carver asked.

Sterling smiled, then nodded groggily, as if he had been drugged, eyes glazed in a kind of dopey euphoria. Was that how vampires behaved after they fed? I watched him closely for signs of violence, but if the Chalice was supposed to drive him into a frenzy, either it didn’t work on the undead, or it took longer to take effect.

“Curious,” Carver said. “You look properly fed. I didn’t realize the Chalice could produce blood.”

A dazed smile split Sterling’s lips. “Human blood, too.”

Carver frowned. “Which makes this relic more dangerous than I initially thought.” He held his hand out – the one bound in a leather glove – and before Sterling could protest, curled his fingers into a fist.

The Chalice shattered into pieces, crushed and splintered under the weight of Carver’s power. A brief sputter of light issued from its golden fragments, followed by a thin wisp of something effervescent, the last of the artifact’s magic returning to the ethers. Sterling stared at the debris dumbstruck, a tiny whimper emanating from his slack jaw.

“You do understand, don’t you, Sterling?” Carver’s voice was soft and even, his expression neutral. “This is how the Chalice hooks you in. It encourages a dependency on its power, and once you’re in too deep, that’s when the frenzy takes over. It fosters obsession. Quite fitting for the artifact’s patron.”

Gil nodded sagely. “Plus, whether or not the hideout is warded, the Lorica can’t come sniffing around, not when there’s nothing left to sniff after.”

Carver curled his fingers and the remnants of the Chalice cracked and splintered even more, until they were reduced to specks of dust. He gritted his teeth as he worked, apparently satisfied.

I cleared my throat. “A patron, you say? Like an entity?”

Carver nodded. “The wine, the vines, the frenzy? All signs point to Dionysus, also known as Bacchus, the Greco-Roman god of indulgence.” He dusted his fingers off, an unnecessary gesture considering he didn’t even touch the Chalice. “I’ll need the three of you to investigate.”

Gil nodded. Sterling folded his arms and sulked.

“Can it wait until tomorrow night?” I said. “Just that I have plans during the day.”

“Of course,” Carver said. “It’s too late to visit the god tonight, and his realm is only accessible after the sun goes down, anyway.”

“Oh, you have something planned?” Gil asked.

“Yep.” I beamed, my back straightening. “I’m going to see some friends tomorrow.”

Sterling smirked. “Huh. I didn’t realize you had any friends.”

“Die in a fire,” I said, through my most winning smile.

“Can’t,” Sterling said. “Already dead.”



Chapter 3





I sank my teeth into my second lobster roll. Ever had one? Those things are amazing. Sweet, fresh meat, crisp bun, and a rich meld of mayo and butter. Total indulgence. I mean, Carver always made doubly sure to keep the hideout’s pantry well-stocked – or at least, Mama Rosa did – but there’s nothing quite like tucking into some hearty seafood to lift the old spirits. Or, depending on where you’re visiting in Valero, give you a case of explosive diarrhea.

Lucero Beach was gorgeous. The day was warm, sure – okay, bordering on hellishly sunny, but not a lot can beat the marvel of seeing beautiful blue water against an equally blue sky, and a beach with sand so smooth that it looked like powder. A welcome salt breeze blew across the waterfront, though not strongly enough, and Herald wasn’t at all shy about reminding us of that fact.

It was tank top weather, to be sure. Must have been ninety out, and Herald was in a sleeveless shirt and shorts, like I was, but his griping wouldn’t end.

“It’s hot, isn’t it?” he said, tugging on his shirt. “I’m hot. Are you hot? God, it’s hot.” 

It certainly felt hotter the more Herald kept talking about it. I could feel the sweat beaded on my forehead trickle down my temple. I pushed the hair out of my face. Maybe it was time for a haircut.

Prudence rolled her eyes and swallowed a swig of her beer. “It’s honestly not that bad. Stop being so whiny.”

She was in a tank herself, revealing a tattoo of a blue dragon that I never knew was on her left shoulder. Hell, I realized I’d never seen either of them outside of work clothes at the Lorica, Prudence in her standard body-fitting ass-kicking clothing, or Herald dressed as what I can best describe as a stylish librarian.

I hadn’t seen either of them in a while, and brunch seemed a good idea for a catchup. Prudence Leung was one of the first friends I made at the Lorica. She was a Hand, likely one of its most powerful ones, capable of imbuing her fists with arcane energy, enough to punch someone’s head off. I watched as she shook her hair away from her nape, revealing the small panel of locks she kept dyed blue, brushing off the last of it with delicate fingers that stealthily disguised her talent for breaking and smashing things with terrifying precision.

Herald Igarashi worked there, too, as one of the Lorica’s archivists. His job involved cataloguing and researching the organization’s vast collection of artifacts. He was the reason I even had possession of Vanitas, who he’d smuggled to me through a magical backpack. Long story, but one that could get him into serious trouble, which was probably why both of us carefully avoided bringing it up in front of Prudence. Herald was an accomplished alchemist, and a talented spellcaster to boot, though what all he kept up his sleeve, I was never truly sure.

“I’m not whiny,” Herald said, whining. “Just hot.” His glasses slid down his nose from the sweat, and he pushed them back up with an expression of wrinkled annoyance. “I don’t know how you guys can handle this. Whose idea was it to come out here on this blistering bloody morning, anyway?”

Prudence snorted. “Ask Dustin. Not that I’m complaining. I’m perfectly happy.” She signaled for another beer, her fourth, last I counted. I was only on my second mimosa and I was already feeling it. Where was she putting it all away?

But yeah, brunch was totally my idea. I always loved the smell of the ocean, the sound of surf. They reminded me of family, and home, which was why I asked Prudence and Herald to come hang out at the beach. I’d promised to keep in touch with the two individually, but the forecast said it’d be nice out, and two birds with one stone, hey? Plus some part of me ached for a little bit of human companionship. Sure, Gil was nice enough, and Sterling was never nearly as much of a bastard as Bastion was, but I wanted to hang out with people who didn’t transform into flesh-ripping monsters every full moon, and who didn’t make creepy jokes about wanting to chew on my neck and suck out my blood.

“I just need a change, okay?” I scratched the back of my neck. “I’m stuck indoors all day, or skulking around at night. Hardly see the sun. You know how it is.”

“Yeah,” Prudence said, leaning in. “How is your fancy new job, anyway?”

I shrugged, considering which parts of my new post-Lorica career I was technically allowed to share. “Office is nice, but a little dimly lit. Colleagues are pretty decent, and the pay is good.” 

It was the best I could manage at being honest, but still being vague about the nature of my job. I couldn’t exactly tell them I was still stealing for a living. That worked nicely when I was running infiltration and subterfuge for the Lorica as a Hound. But now I was on the other side of the equation, see, which technically made me a criminal. I kept my mouth shut about that part.

“Happy to hear it,” Herald said, with just enough enthusiasm, except that I could hear the sliver of sarcasm in his voice. “Is your workplace at least air-conditioned?”

I laughed. Prudence made a face, then shook her head. “And your boss?”

“He seems to like me well enough.”

“Not like the last one, I hope,” Herald said, before he realized what had come out of his mouth. He cringed, and Prudence tapped her foot hard enough that it made an uncomfortable drum beat against the jetty.

My last boss, Thea, turned out to be the same person who had murdered me, thereby awakening my powers. She kept that from me, spending her time teaching me about the arcane world hidden behind Valero, waiting until I had refined some of my shadow magic before once again using me as a blood sacrifice. I didn’t like thinking about it. None of us much liked talking about that whole incident where she summoned a whole army of tentacle monsters in an attempt to destroy the city.

Herald grunted, the result, I realized, of Prudence elbowing him in the ribs. I cleared my throat and kept going, pretending like I hadn’t heard anything Herald had said.

“Yeah, as I was saying. Nice boss. Appreciates my work.” I brightened up, lifting my glass to my lips and grinning. “He even said he would help track down my father.”

My father, who thought I was dead, and who had then disappeared on me some months back. We’d tried calling the school where he worked, checking the post office, but there was no sign of where he’d gone.

“That’s really cool of him,” Prudence said.

“Actually, I was wondering. Do you guys think it would be possible at all to ask an Eye – say, Romira, even – to help find my dad?”

“Sorry, Dust. No outside favors.” Prudence’s reply was stern, but I could read the sympathy in her eyes. “We’re all friends, sure, but it’s not like you can just ask a Lorica Eye to do that for you. And we wouldn’t know where to start. Romira found you because your body registered a massive magical signature, the night you died. It isn’t at all the same with your father, since he’s a normal. It’d be like looking for a needle in a haystack.”

I sighed. She had a point. But the absence of a magical signature might have been a good sign. That meant that dad wasn’t being threatened or hounded by anything magic-adjacent. 

“But you won’t believe what the Eyes did find,” Herald said, bending in conspiratorially. I focused on sipping my drink. I had an idea what was coming next.

Prudence paused as our waitress delivered her beer, then looked between us warily. “I really shouldn’t say, but Herald’s right. Twelve dead bodies, all in one go.”

I choked on my mimosa.

“Twelve, Dust,” Herald said, awestruck. “Can you imagine? Claw marks, like they’d attacked each other.”

“Wow,” I said, my eyes enlarging maybe a little too much, my voice perhaps a little too loud.

“It was like the Pruitts,” Prudence said. “Remember them, Dust? Only so much worse.”

I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand, nodding. Oh, I remembered. The Pruitts were a couple, and the first dead bodies I’d ever seen. But even with the holes blown straight through their corpses – and knowing that Thea had murdered them herself – there was something so much worse about the idea of twelve human beings scratching at each other, tearing each other to pieces. Thirteen, if you counted the man who attacked me.

“There was one man alive,” Prudence said, as if reading my mind. “Number thirteen. We ended up having to take him into custody and feign his disappearance, just so the normals wouldn’t ask too many questions. I know, it’s like taking his life away from him, but it was more merciful in the end than leaving him to the authorities.” She shook her head, frowning. “I don’t think even the clerics and the Mouths can help, though. His mind has been fractured. Won’t stop babbling about a cup.”

This time I controlled myself, tipping the remains of my glass directly down my throat, focusing on not drowning myself in mimosa. Sensing the comforting pounding of feet on the wooden planks of the waterfront, I flagged our waitress down for a sangria. God, I needed a drink, and I’d already just finished one.

I let the lapping of the waves fill the silence for a moment. A gull screamed, like it was prompting me to ask what I was dreading. “Is that why the Lorica popped in? To retrieve the – did you say it was a cup?”

“That’s right,” Herald said. “We had some Eyes scanning for the artifact for a while. The Chalice of Plenty.” He nudged his glasses up again, his cheeks a little reddish now from the heat and his drink. “They were supposed to send in a Hound or two, but something happened that night. All we know is that the relic triggered some sort of reaction, and that caused those people to – well, you know.”

I held my breath. The Chalice’s horrible enchantment must have created a signature large enough to mask my own, or maybe the Eyes were too busy tracking it down to notice my presence. Hell if I knew how it worked, but as long as the Lorica didn’t know I had absconded with the artifact –

“Here’s your sangria,” our waitress said, grinning. I took it in both hands gratefully, tossing back half in the first gulp.

“Going to be a real problem with the Veil,” Herald said, referring to the masquerade that the Lorica meant to preserve, the covenant of hiding magic from the human world. “I wonder if the normals will even buy a story like that.”

“It happens,” Prudence said. “Bath salts. A whole lot of alcohol. Someone snapping mentally. Or all of the above.” 

It sounded callous, but Prudence was right. Sometimes there were casualties as a result of the arcane world’s impact on regular people, and sometimes the collateral damage was worth keeping humanity ignorant of what mages did, and do. But twelve dead, and a thirteenth who may as well have been? I chugged more of my drink.

Prudence did the same, downing the rest of her beer, and Herald tucked into what was either a frozen margarita or a daiquiri. He took a long pull, then wiped at the spot of shaved ice stuck to his nose.

“Still hot,” he said. “Cripes. I’m sorry, I have to do this.” He reached across the table to grab a paper napkin, but knocked over the salt shaker in the process. “Damn,” he muttered, and he kept muttering, dragging his finger across the tablecloth. 

To an onlooker, it might have seemed as if Herald was just clearing away the salt, but Prudence and I knew better. Spilling the salt was just an excuse. We watched as each motion of his fingers left a faint, violet trail, subtle enough to be missed by someone walking by, say, our waitress, or the dozen or so other tables of day drinkers who were far too busy eating to pay attention to the Japanese guy in the stripey tank top who was casting an actual magical spell.

Herald closed his fist, and the pale light dissipated. Cool air blew out of nowhere, gentle enough that it hardly lifted Prudence’s hair, but with just the right amount of strength to counter the sapping heat of the day. Who knew where Herald pulled this very specific cantrip out of, but considering he spent a huge percentage of his day perusing and cataloguing spell books, I couldn’t really be all that surprised.

“Way to uphold the Veil, Herald,” Prudence said, but her sigh of contentment was proof that she was just as grateful for the coolness as we were.

“I wish I could do that.” I couldn’t keep the sulk and small resentment out of my voice. “Hell, I wish I could cast something. Anything.”

Herald puffed his chest out, smiling smugly.

Prudence tilted her head. “Why would you need to learn how to cast anything? I get that you want to diversify, but shadowstepping’s pretty cool on its own. And useful.”

“I know that. But I mean, how can I call myself a mage if I can’t cast a proper spell? And that thing I did at Central Square – I don’t know if I can do that again.”

Or if I should. The ordeal had taken so much out of me. I’d learned that I could open the door to the Dark Room that night, not just to step into it, but to let things out. It was terrifying, the slaughter that transpired, the black shapes and shadows that spilled out into our reality, slashing, tearing at everything. That and how the scar above my heart reopened and bled freely. Yeah. Long story short, I needed a slightly more subtle way to defend myself. Plus come on, how completely badass would I look throwing fireballs? Imagine it. Take a second. Imagine. Ah. How handsome of me.

“It takes a long time, Dust,” Herald said, the smugness melting from his face. “Lots of study, and practice. There’s no rush. You can duck into shadows. That counts for a lot. You’re a mage, like it or not.”

“Yeah, but you can cool the air, bind misbehaving artifacts, probably make knives out of thin air and shit. I wanna do that.” I cupped my hand the way Carver taught me, then I watched my palm expectantly for the puff of flame that never, ever manifested, no matter how hard I squinted.

“You’re being silly.” Herald nudged my drink closer. “Here. Finish it off. Then one more and we’ll call it a day.”

“Really shouldn’t,” I said, stifling a burp. “I’m basically drinking all day. Heading to a bar tonight.”

Prudence raised an eyebrow. “You, a bar? Who are you? What happened to the old Dustin?”

Herald reached for his own drink and smirked. “He’s exactly the same, just with a more pickled liver. You meeting some other friends of yours?”

“You could say that.”

Herald narrowed his eyes with mock suspicion. “You don’t have other friends.”

I frowned and picked up my glass. “Cheers, you smug bastard.”

Eight hours away until we had to find Dionysus and my bloodstream was already half alcohol. I downed the sangria, maybe in some hopes of drowning out the image of twelve dead bodies slumped in a puddle of blood and wine.



Chapter 4





I sipped on what must have been my fifth drink of the day, a wine so red that I could taste every grape and sunbeam that went into it, out of a goblet that looked very much like the Chalice of Plenty. If anything, Dionysus was consistent with his branding, and nearly anything served at the Amphora came in something that could have been carved right out of Greco-Roman antiquity.

It was confusing to me, initially, that an entity would be so brazen about their domicile, especially after the effects of the god murders not so many months ago. But as I studied the bar that the god had decided to call headquarters, I understood more and more that it was cleverer for him to hide in plain sight.

“The front half is mundane,” Gil said, leaning on his elbow and bending over the table so I could hear. “See? The public seating area, it’s for scrubs, hangers-on, mortals. Those who aren’t in the know.”

It definitely felt that way. We were in scrubland, for sure, at tables clustered so tightly together on a floor not far from the Amphora’s entrance. The decor was done up in deep red swathes of velvet draped across brass fixtures, complimented by dim lighting that was meant to evoke firelight. 

Scratch that, it was actual fire, on closer inspection, the magical, smokeless kind, like the ones at the hideout and the Lorica, suspended in censers and braziers. Also there was ivy. Lots and lots of ivy, snaking in and around columns and posts, working its way over and under the railings at the bar, like it had been allowed to grow that way, choking the establishment in garlands of green.

Sterling stared over the rim of his cup as he drank, gray eyes focused on the other end of the room. I’d learned that vampires could actually partake of food and drink if they wanted, not for sustenance, but pure enjoyment. He might have mentioned that their bodies didn’t process calories the way humans do, either, which, admittedly, gave me pause. Did that mean he could eat as many burgers as he wanted? 

But back to the point. Sterling was examining the Amphora’s other half – the better one, as things went with these fancy shmancy places. 

“To the untrained eye,” Sterling muttered, nudging his cup at me – gee, thanks – “that would be a regular old VIP area, like you’d see anywhere else. But you’ll notice that there are no velvet ropes, no bouncers to keep the riffraff out.”

I looked closer. He was right. The VIP area was elevated, set higher than the rest of the place and sectioned off behind some very fine, sheer curtains that were designed to separate Ipanema from us commoners. 

“Anyone could get in, then,” I said. “That means anyone could just walk in and do what they want. That’s pretty ballsy of him.”

Him being Dionysus, manifested in the Amphora’s VIP section as what I took to be his favored form: that of a handsome youth, so impetuous and vital that he nearly looked too young to be there. He wore a shirt that opened down to his navel, sipping from a cup that never seemed to empty, spread out languorously on a velvet divan as he took in the revelers and dancers around him.

Oh. Did I not mention the dancers? Dozens of them, men and women alike, stripped to their waists or worse, writhing with reckless abandon to the curious crash-bang of cymbals and drums and flutes, like electronic dance music gone especially, horribly wrong. It would have felt like a strip joint except that I knew that almost none of these sweat-glazed, wine-crazed dancers worked there. These were regular, if incredibly attractive people in off the street, thrill-seekers who had wandered into the Amphora looking for a good night, and ending up spellbound under Dionysus’s thrall.

He seemed to have that effect on everyone around him, and he watched on in half-bored amusement as breasts and bare chests writhed and wriggled involuntarily for his entertainment. A few pairs of revelers, I noticed between the billowing of the curtains, had moved on from dancing to other, even sweatier activities on the mountains of cushions deeper in the VIP section. 

“Crazy shit, isn’t it?” Sterling made an odd sort of smile and looked off among the curtains. “Like the good old days.”

I looked away, cleared my throat, and tugged on my collar. “Imagine if the cops got wind of this place. They’d be shut down in a minute.”

“That’ll never happen,” Gil said. “The place is warded. Anyone Dionysus doesn’t want knowing about the stuff behind the curtains simply won’t see or remember. And speaking of the curtains.”

“Yeah. I could just step in there, couldn’t I?” And by that, I meant shadowstepping. All I needed was a pool of shadow big enough to accommodate my body, and I could jaunt through and jump out of another shadow. Again, like teleportation, except that I preferred to be able to see where I was going. I didn’t like the idea of stepping blind. You ever drive with your eyes closed? Yeah. Exactly.

“Nope.” Sterling shook his head. “They’re warded, too. You try stepping in there and you’ll probably be shredded into pieces. You ever try stepping from our world to theirs?”

I shook my head. Shredded to pieces? Holy shit.

“See? That’s why he’s so overconfident about this. Anyone who tries and teleports in there won’t make it. Domicile rules are in effect. So no need for any guards, no ropes to keep people out.”

“So how are we expected to commune?” I looked between the two of them. “Wait. We didn’t even bring an offering, did we?”

“Pssh,” Sterling said, shrugging off his leather jacket. “Watch this.”

He was wearing something skintight underneath, which, combined with the nut-busting tightness of his jeans meant that he fit right in with the kind of wanton, slinking supermodel types that Dionysus kept in his wriggling retinue. Sterling downed the rest of his wine, pounded his empty cup on our table, then strutted over to the curtains.

Which promptly stiffened, forming a solid, sheer barrier between the two halves of the Amphora. No one on our side seemed to notice, but I caught two of Dionysus’s serving girls tittering as they watched from his divan. Dionysus himself gave Sterling an apologetic smirk, and shrugged. The vampire tested the curtain, pushing on it with his fingers, and when it refused to nudge, he made a U-turn and stalked back to our table, his face furiously red for someone already dead. Gil was reddening too, hand clamped over his mouth to stifle his laughter.

“Oh wow,” I said. “That’s pretty harsh, dude. Ancient Greek god turned you down because you weren’t good enough to be a go-go boy? Super harsh.”

“Shut the fuck up, Graves.” Face like thunder, brows creased, Sterling snapped his fingers, calling for another wine. A server showed up with a fresh goblet, her hair just enough of an artfully curled mess to cover the smirk on her lips. So someone had noticed after all. Sterling took his cup and glared at her reproachfully as he sipped.

“Thanks kindly,” Gil said. “You can put that on our tab, but, if you don’t mind.”

He slipped a bill under our server’s tray, making sure her fingers made contact with the money. Her eyes lit up and she palmed the twenty, secreting it under the folds of the revealingly altered toga everyone who worked at the Amphora wore as a uniform.

She grinned. “And how can I help you boys this evening?”

“We’d really like to get into the VIP area, please.” Classic Gil. Brusque, but polite.

“I’m so sorry,” our server said, twirling her hair around the end of one finger. “It’s just that it’s by invitation only, and whatever the boss says, goes.” She nodded in Dionysus’s direction, and I noticed that he was still watching our table, a half smile playing on his lips.

“I mean, if there’s a cover charge, I think we’re willing to pay it,” I said, giving her a grin. “Or we could negotiate.”

The server simpered. “You’re cute, but no dice.” Her eyes hardened for just the fraction of a second. “Our master knows better than to let supernatural beings intrude on his domicile.” She eyed Gil, then Sterling icily. “This one, especially. I know that your kind like to sample exotic blood, and our master’s is about as exotic as it gets.”

“That’s not what we’re here for, maenad,” Sterling spat.

The server’s face darkened. She was a maenad, then, one of Dionysus’s worshippers, which only made sense. He would have his own allies out here, mortals who could do his bidding in our reality, even while he watched and moved the chess pieces from the relative safety of his domicile, which, I finally understood, sat half in our world, and half in his. 

“Look,” Gil said. “We don’t want any trouble. We’re just here to talk.”

Gil was right. That was the thing about maenads, or bacchantes, or whatever it was you wanted to call the god’s worshippers. They were famous for whipping themselves into frenzy, whether through dance or devotion or drink, with the end goal of receiving just a drop of Dionysus’s power. What that meant, in mortal terms, was that they found themselves bestowed with inhuman strength, enough to tear people apart, limb from limb. I thought back to the gazebo orgy and swallowed, very slowly.

“Talk?” The maenad bared her teeth. “You don’t just walk into a god’s haven and demand to ‘talk.’ You guys have been nursing the same cup for the last half an hour, and you didn’t even bring an offering for – ”

Her eyes glazed briefly, and the air caught in her throat. She turned her head towards the curtains, then back to us, a glimmer of fear in her eyes. The maenad’s posture adjusted as she collected herself, and she smoothed down the front of her toga with one hand.

“I – I apologize. Dionysus says he will see you. But only one of you.” She lifted a finger to point at me. “The mage.”

“Fine,” Sterling said. “Whatever. Let’s just get this over with.” I had to admit, there was a perverse sense of pleasure in knowing that the god picked to commune with me over him, but hey, this was my forte. Having great people skills, as I was happy to discover, translated pretty well when it came to communicating with ancient deities and demons and beings of myth.

“Awesome,” I said, sliding my chair back and rising from the table, when the maenad placed her hand on my chest.

“But he demands an offering. A spot of your blood.” She smiled, the same kind I’d once seen on a succubus shortly before she sucked out a tiny bit of my soul. It hurt like hell, and I watched in trepidation as the maenad pulled out something slender from the folds of her robe. I looked to Gil cautiously, but he just nodded, almost imperceptibly so.

Communing with entities – the blanket term for the beings who exist between the corners, the gods and demons who live in the reality layered over our own – came with its own rules. Many of the more powerful entities lived in their own domiciles, pocket dimensions outside of our world, and access was only granted after the right rituals and motions had been performed. In many cases it involved casting a circle, which symbolized opening a door into another plane. A gateway, if you will. 

I wasn’t sure how the rules differed for the Amphora. I’d never seen an entity so bold that he would literally straddle both worlds and leave himself so vulnerable, but maybe that spoke to his actual power and how confident he was in his ability to remain safe. What I did know was what they called the slender little thing the maenad had produced.

It was a miniature version of Dionysus’s symbol, the thyrsus. A thyrsus was a pole that ended in a point made out of a pinecone, often with a sharp end, which made it both a staff and a spear. Every maenad had one, a copy of their master’s favored weapon. This thyrsus was tiny, like a wand, only a little bigger than a regular pencil, but in the firelight I could tell that the pinecone tip was razor sharp. I guess the god wanted to go with the times, shrinking the instrument the way humanity invented progressively smaller cellphones. 

“A drop of blood,” the maenad said, “and you will be granted your audience with our master.” She made a light stabbing motion in the air, then giggled, the zealous worshipper melting from her expression, and the cheery, twenty-something waitress from earlier zipping back. “Just a little prick.”

“That’s.” Sterling grunted, then chuckled, in spite of his prolonged sulking. “That’s what she said.”

The maenad tittered again. “Well?”

Gil nodded. “Go on. You know what needs to be done. Ask everything Carver wanted to know, or as much of it as Dionysus will tell you.”

“Right.” I eyed the thyrsus warily. Color me dramatic, but I didn’t do well with small, pointy objects, not since someone stabbed me in the heart with a sacrificial dagger. But this was work, and it needed to be done.

I extended my hand. The maenad smiled, lowering the thyrsus and prodding the end of my thumb in what felt like a precise and, I don’t know, respectful manner. I hissed at the brief jolt of pain, then winced when she squeezed the end of my thumb and lowered herself to the floor. 

No one in the Amphora seemed to think it crazy that a waitress was on her knees ready to receive some random guy’s blood in her mouth, but there we were. Offering or no offering, this was the standard: every entity expected a bare minimum of blood.

A single crimson bead dripped from my thumb and fell into the maenad’s mouth, spreading across her tongue. It hissed as it landed, dissipating into a wisp of smoke that, oddly, smelled both like copper and a little bit of sandalwood.

“Such a shame,” Sterling said, shaking his head and running his tongue over his lower lip.

“Buddy, you gotta stop doing that,” I said, retrieving my thumb and sticking it in my mouth to suck on the rest of the blood. Sterling watched quietly. Like I said: creepy. He’d threatened to suck my blood the night we met – the night I met both him and Gil, actually, when they more or less assaulted and chased me through a darkened park. 

He kept grossly hinting at the possibility of it happening over the time we’d spent being roomies – housemates? – over at Carver’s hideout, and it was Gil who had to explain that vampires sought out rarer kinds of blood to sate themselves, or to stave off the boredom of immortality. I guess I was a special treat because I was a mage, but that made it clearer why the maenad was so apprehensive about letting Sterling cross over into the VIP area himself.

The maenad rose to her feet and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. Her gaze went distant for a moment, and she smiled again.

“The master will see you now. Right this way.”

I looked over my shoulder at Gil for any last minute advice – nothing, apparently – and maybe I threw Sterling a last little taunting look. He stirred his wine with a finger, sucked it, then rolled his eyes away from my general direction.

As I stood, I reached for my backpack, the enchanted leather satchel that Herald had given me as a loaner from the Gallery. The thing could never be filled to capacity, its insides far larger than it appeared, which made it a cinch to smuggle Vanitas into the Amphora in case I needed him. The maenad clicked her tongue and wagged her finger. Dang. Guess not. I left the backpack in my seat.

The maenad stopped short of the step that led to the VIP area. She held up one arm and gestured past the curtains, smiling, but silent. I stepped past her, leery of the curtains stiffening at any moment, but I managed to pass through safely.

Couldn’t help it. I guess I still wanted to gloat, so I turned around to give Sterling another little jab – and all the breath left my body.

The common area, scrubland, whatever you wanted to call it was completely gone, in its place a thick, impenetrable hedge grown over completely with vines and ivy. Behind me the strange song played on, keening flutes and crashing cymbals and drums keeping time for the undulating masses dancing and fucking and worshipping for the wine god’s pleasure. Above the music and the mating came Dionysus’s voice, clear as a bell over the ruckus.

“Clever, isn’t it? That you could see me from your end, not knowing that the barrier was there all along.”

I turned to him and shrugged wordlessly. As I thought, the entity was much smarter than he was letting on. He was perfectly defended all this time, and only those who’d been granted permission could have entered his home. I walked closer to Dionysus on his divan, stepping carefully between the greased, gyrating bodies of his many dancers, the cast and atmosphere of the domicile oddly red and blood-like in spite of all the greenery.

“So why bother letting them see at all?” I spoke as casually as I could, because you really never can tell with these gods. It was always best to feel them out, so I could pick the right approach. Flattery worked wonders with most of the ones I’d communed with in the past. I wondered what strategy I would have to adopt here. “Why let the riffraff see you when they know they can’t enter without an invitation?”

Dionysus grinned, black curls tumbling over his brow as he took a long pull from his Chalice. “Because it’s good for sales. They see all of this,” he said, gesturing at his worshippers, “and they want in. And then they see this,” he continued, thumbing at himself, puffing his chest out, and wearing a winning smile, “and they’ll do anything to be near me.”

Ah. Flattery it was, then. 

He pushed one of his serving girls off his divan. She collapsed to the floor, tittered madly, then sauntered off to join the dance. Dionysus patted at the empty space he’d just cleared.

“Sit, mage. Come and talk.”

So I did, taking my place next to the god on what must have been the most comfortable piece of furniture I’d ever laid my ass upon. Still, it was all so new to me. Every communion I’d ever been on had an ever-present edge of danger in the experience. Sure, the entities were amicable in the end, if you could call it that, but basically all of them had tried to kill me, one way or another. I decided that I shouldn’t get too comfortable just yet.

“So,” Dionysus said, grinning through a perfect set of teeth. “To what do I owe the honor of a wizard’s visit?”

Wizard? I didn’t know very much about magical hierarchy, but I still knew enough to acknowledge that a wizard was at least several notches more prestigious than a plain old mage. So flattery it was. “I’m only here for information, your, uh – ”

The god laughed. This close I could smell him, a mingled scent of olives and sweet wine. “Please, mortal. Dispense with the formalities. We’re friends. You may call me Dionysus.”

“Y-yes,” I said, politely refusing the stuffed grape leaf a passing serving girl was attempting to feed me with her mouth. “And I’m Dustin.”

“Dustin. A fine name. Ah, but where are my manners? You do not have a cup.”

I looked around for the omnipresent serving girls, not wanting to be rude, when I realized that they’d all given me distance. In fact, the music had stopped as well, and dancers and revelers alike were all watching the divan. I held very still.

“Was I supposed to bring one myself?”

“Well, no,” the god said with exaggerated care, a hand on his chin. “I would have offered you one similar to the goblet I’m using. It never empties, you know.”

“I see.” The silence choked me. I eyed the hedge of vines blocking the exit from the entity’s realm. The waitress at the Amphora on her own had been just the one maenad. I looked around, realizing too late that every last person in this room was a bacchante, a worshipper of Dionysus. One snap of his fingers and the frenzy would take them. The ruby-red tinge of the domicile started to make sense.

Dionysus inched closer on the divan, so uncomfortably close that I could feel the warmth of his god-breath on my cheek. The wreath tattooed to his temples moved of its own accord, as if rustled by an invisible breeze, but the marvel of it did nothing to soften the menace of the god’s expression.

“I wonder, Dustin,” Dionysus said. “Have you seen my Chalice?”

I looked around at all the gleaming red faces, finally regretting my decision to leave Vanitas and my backpack outside, not that I had a choice. Forcing the tremble out of my voice, I finally spoke.

“I can explain.”



Chapter 5





“Now tell me, in plain language, exactly what happened.”

“With all due respect,” I said, speaking around a mouthful of vines, “that might be easier if you let me down from here.”

Dionysus was not amused. The vines around me tightened, and I grunted against the discomfort that was slowly, surely turning into pain. 

It happened much too quickly for me to react. All the god did was wave his hand, and a swarm of vines erupted from the ground, wrapping around my limbs, simultaneously restraining and suspending me in what I might generously describe as an unpleasant position. 

I was tied up with my arms and legs splayed out, in short, with vines as thick as my wrists binding so much of my body that I couldn’t do very much more than speak or breathe. And both of those activities were getting more and more difficult by the minute.

“I was sent out to find your Chalice,” I said. “It was at an orgy full of normals in some mansion. The Chalice did something to them. I mean it made lots of wine like it was supposed to, but it affected the normals, made them violent. There were twelve dead.”

Dionysus’s face remained stony, but I spotted the twitch in the corner of his eye. “And why were you after my Chalice? Are you one of those dogs that works for the Lorica?”

“Hounds,” I sputtered. “Was. Used to be. Now I work for someone else.”

“And what does ‘someone else’ want with a Chalice that belongs to the god Dionysus?”

“He studies them. I don’t know why, exactly, but he collects artifacts for his own purposes.”

Carver liked to get his leather-clad mitts on arcane relics, leaning on his web of contacts to tip him off on new leads. As an enchanter, he was endlessly fascinated by everything magical. Every artifact was an opportunity for study and research, and if their acquisition meant keeping another powerful item out of the Lorica’s hands, well, that was just a bonus. 

Of course, the dirty work of actually stealing stuff was left up to me. One of the vines restraining me squeezed over a particularly sensitive area. I yelped. If I lived through this, I needed to remember to ask for a raise.

“Ah,” Dionysus murmured. “And I suppose it wouldn’t be difficult for you to convince your employer that the Chalice’s rightful owner wants it back.”

“Ah. About that.” My heart twinged with the littlest stab of panic. “You know, this would be so much easier if you’d just let me down. It’s getting hard to breathe.”

Dionysus stared at me for a long half minute, utterly motionless, apart from the tattooed wreath on his temples that shifted as if blown by wind. “Here’s what’s going to happen, mage.” Dang. Demoted to mage. “You tell me what I want, or I snap my fingers and my maenads tear you limb from limb. We’ll send you back to your friends in a box.” 

The vines constricted ever tighter across my chest. The god’s worshippers hadn’t moved a muscle since I’d been hoisted up on my glorified noose, yet it appeared as if they were huddled closer, so much that I could hear their breathing and smell the stink of their sex and sweat. 

“Well, my boss, you see, he discovered that the Chalice had been corrupted. It was doing stuff it wasn’t supposed to, you know? So he, uh. He destroyed it.”

As crimson as the tinge of the chamber was, it went an even deeper red as Dionysus glared at me with eyes that burned like coals. The vines wrapped around me looked like they’d lost their viridian luster, gone red, not like the lush tendrils they were, but like arteries. Veins. I swallowed thickly.

“Destroyed it.”

“Yes.” I blinked as innocently as I could manage. In the back of my mind I used every expletive I knew in colorful combinations with Carver’s name. Seriously. Fuck that guy.

The smolder in Dionysus’s eyes burned darker, ever more scalding, his lips pressing tighter and tighter together until – until nothing. He sighed, an exhalation that blew all the tension out of the room, and at once the crimson hue of the chamber faded into a verdant green. His worshippers turned away and went back to their bacchanalia, as if they’d lost interest. The vines wrapped around my body loosened, dumping me unceremoniously on the floor.

“Ouch.” I rubbed at my wrists and my ankles, careful to keep the rest of my thoughts to myself. That encounter could have gone so much worse.

“It’s as I thought,” Dionysus said, his voice lined with surrender, exasperation. “Something – or someone – is attempting to usurp my station. And failing that, they have seen fit to corrupt my symbols of power.” He held out his hand and his Chalice appeared out of thin air, filled to the brim once more. Dionysus drank deeply, sighed, then sat back on his divan. 

He patted the empty space by it as the domicile once again filled with the crash-bang of music. I approached slowly, unwilling to offend, but still wary. Once I was sure the furniture wasn’t lined with teeth or hiding yet more clumps of vines waiting to throttle me, I sat down again.

“I apologize for the harsh treatment,” he said. “Can’t be too careful, not since the murder of our brethren.”

He meant Resheph, the Canaanite plague king, and Lei Kung, a Chinese thunder deity, two of Thea’s victims. Slaying the gods gave her a portion of their power, and she used Resheph’s dominion to command Valero’s rats to inscribe a massive summoning circle around the city itself. Totally crazy shit, and none of us saw it coming.

“Is that what you mean by usurping your power?” I asked. “Is someone trying to kill you?”

“Not as such. As you’ve seen I’m very well defended in the Amphora. A group of mortals has banded together, thinking to siphon what they can of the gods’ abilities through artifacts we may have left out in your realm. Misplaced.”

“Misplaced.” I blinked slowly, rubbing the circulation back into my wrists.

Dionysus frowned and took another swig. “Fine. I was shitfaced. Is that what you want to hear? I got drunk and lost my Chalice. Which wouldn’t have been such a dilemma since, watch this.” He held up his free hand, clasping his fingers around thin air, and out of nothing a second Chalice appeared. “I can make another one any time I want. Here. A souvenir.” He thrust it in my hands. It was an exact replica of the goblet I had found at the mansion. Just having it against my skin made me queasy.

“You know, I never read about you and a Chalice of Plenty in any of the mythology books.”

He shrugged. “You can’t believe all of those stories, can you? Plus, if you haven’t noticed, I’m a god. I have time and power enough to enchant whatever I want. The Chalice is one of my favorites. Losing it wouldn’t have been a dilemma if those idiot mortals hadn’t banded together and gotten their hands on the one that I left out in your world. No, not just any ordinary mortals. Cultists, I’d say.”

“Cultists?” This shit again. I’d spent my time at the Lorica being lied to about a false cult called the Black Hand, and it turned out to be part of Thea’s deception all along. Cultists. Ugh. Just saying the word out loud – hell, just thinking it left a sour taste in my mouth.

“Perhaps that’s putting it lightly. What’s that word you humans like to use again, for people who like to spread fear and destruction? Ah. Terrorists. That’s closer to the truth of it. They couldn’t siphon power from my Chalice, and they ended up warping it instead. I don’t know if it was intentional, but I felt it when it happened, when the energies of my artifact were corrupted.”

“Wait. So if you knew that your Chalice was corrupted out in the city – then surely you also knew that my boss destroyed it.”

“Correct.”

I threw my hands up, narrowly avoiding sloshing a full cup of wine all over myself. “Then why the whole thing with hanging me upside down and trying to wring a confession out of me?”

Dionysus shrugged. “I wanted to test if you were someone to be trusted. If you were honorable.”

“Pssh,” I said. Screw communing, and screw etiquette. That was probably the rudest I’d ever been to an entity, but I felt I deserved to express that much. I sipped from my own Chalice in what I hoped was a sufficiently defiant and grumpy display, but as soon as the wine touched my lips I felt my inhibition and annoyance rush out of my body. Whatever wine they served out in the Amphora was fantastic enough, but this? It was like tapping into the source of nature itself. The sun, the earth, pure water, and the finest grapes bursting in my mouth all at once. Every cell in my body was humming in sheer pleasure.

“Holy shit,” I mumbled, chugging more.

Dionysus tipped his goblet at me. “I know, right.” He sipped from his own cup, then tapped it against mine in a half-hearted toast. “But listen. These cultists, terrorists, what have you. My Chalice was only ever meant to provide endless bounty, never to incite the frenzy. That only I can do on my own. Something they did to corrupt the Chalice made it so that it bore an aura of destruction on its own, driving those around it to madness.”

“Uh-huh,” I muttered. I knew all that stuff already, whether from Carver, or from Prudence’s spilling over brunch. Damn, that wine was amazing.

“Now these people? They need to be stopped. Because twelve dead mortals is bad enough, and I don’t need the Lorica or your human authorities sniffing around. It’s bad for business, and well, less mortals in this city means less customers and worshippers for me.” He waved his hand. “And I guess the dead people bit. Imagine if these cultists laid their hands on another god’s artifact and twisted it to their own nefarious purposes. Mine was just a drinking cup. They might take a weapon next, then corrupt it. Do you see what I mean?”

“Uh-huh.” I can’t lie, I’d probably chugged about two cups by then, and downing that much wine so quickly was taking its effect on me. I was only really half-listening to Dionysus at that point.

“And since you used to be a dog – ”

“Hound.”

“Yes, a Hound. Since you used to be one, you will have the correct set of skills required to locate these people, find information on them, and stop them. The gods don’t need idiot mortals besmirching our good and holy names.”

“No way.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“The most I can tell you is that I can talk to my boss and see what he’ll have us do. But I can’t do much on my own, man. Like I can walk through shadows and shit, and I guess I have this sword that’s really good at cutting people up, but like – ”

“You have three days.”

I laughed. “Says who?”

The smile creeping across Dionysus’s lips made my skin itch. “Says the poison you just consumed.”

“What?”

“I give you the freedom to choose, mage. You may die now at the hands of my servants, with your genitals stuffed down your throat and up your arse. Or you may take your chances at locating these cultists before the poison takes hold of your puny body and consumes you utterly.”

I looked at the Chalice in my hand, then blearily up at Dionysus. I guess I was too stunned to even get properly pissed at that moment – or maybe I was just too drunk. 

“Dick move, bro.”

“Indeed. My agents tell me that these idiots call themselves the Viridian Dawn. Start with that. You have three days.” 

He grasped my wrist, and I hissed at the immediate, searing pain of his touch. I pulled my arm away, but the god’s grip was far too powerful. When the sensation was intense enough that I thought I was going to pass out, he smiled, then released me.

I looked down at where he had touched me. On my wrist was a tattoo of a flower, wavering slightly in the invisible wind blowing across my skin, precisely like the wreath of living ink Dionysus wore across his temples. 

With mounting horror I realized the flower had three petals – one for each day I had to accomplish his task. I set down my goblet, politely, because I decided that three days was still better than risking offending the god, getting ripped apart, and having bits of me torn off then shoved in various orifices.

I fixed him with a dark gaze. “Whatever happened to honor?”

“Ah,” Dionysus said, lifting his finger. “I said I wanted to test if you were honorable. I never said anything about myself.”



Chapter 6





The maenad was waiting for me beyond the ivy hedge as I emerged from Dionysus’s domicile. Sterling and Gil still had their heads craned towards me – though I realized that was probably part of the domicile’s enchantment. I’d been gone for a quarter, at most half of an hour, but to them it couldn’t have been more than a minute or two.

“Welcome back,” the maenad-waitress said, her tone chirpy, her grin toothy as ever.

“Yeah. Hi.” I stabbed a finger over at our table, my other hand wiping at the cold sweat on my forehead. “I could really use another drink, like, now, if you don’t mind.”

She giggled. “Aww, it couldn’t have gone so badly for you. You’re still in one piece, after all.”

“Very funny.” I tugged on my collar. Was it hot, or was that my body changing temperature? Fuck. “Rum and coke, please. As dirty as you can make it. And cold. Very cold.”

The maenad winked, gave me a single-handed finger gun salute, then bustled off to the bar. I made a beeline for Sterling and Gil, pulling at my collar and sweating the whole time.

“Jesus,” Gil said, sliding over to give me a seat. “Dust, you okay? You look terrible.”

“I dunno,” Sterling drawled. “Looks about as sweaty as he always does.”

I swatted Sterling’s hand away from his goblet, hardly caring about his protests or how he bared his teeth when I tossed the rest of his wine back in one gulp. I did the same with Gil’s cup. There was definitely something warm building in my blood. I prayed that it was the alcohol, and not Dionysus’s poison working its way through my system.

“Right,” I said, wiping at my lips with the back of my hand, finally calming a little. “Right. I’ll start with the good news. We’ve got a lead on what happened to the Chalice. Dionysus says it was corrupted, that it wasn’t meant to behave that way, but now we’ve got a name. Organization called the Viridian Dawn. A bunch of cultists, looks like. Possibly terrorists.”

“Hey, you did good, kid,” Gil said. “But you need to calm down. What the hell happened in there?”

It was comforting, at least, to know that someone was willing to lend a sympathetic ear. Good guy Gil. I couldn’t say the same for Sterling. He’d gotten over the annoyance of having his drink stolen from him and was leaning closer across the table, listening intently, watching like a bird of prey waiting to snatch at the first ragged morsel off a fresh carcass.

My cocktail showed up just in time. Gil stared at it warily, but nudged it towards me once he saw the thirsty look in my eye. I slammed half of it in one go, saving the other half for after I’d said my piece.

I wasn’t sure what I was doing chugging every liquid in reach, either, but maybe I thought that I could delay the poison’s effects if I could dilute it somehow. Presumptuous? Yes. Stupid? Most definitely. But at least I was getting a buzz out of the bargain.

“So,” Sterling said, his chin resting on the peaks of his fingers in an annoyingly precise impersonation of Carver. “About that bad news.”

“Yes. Well. Dionysus made it personal. We have three days to sort this out.”

Gil’s eyebrow hitched high up, like a bushy black caterpillar attempting to escape his forehead. “Don’t tell me you agreed to something.”

“Not exactly. He poisoned me.” I ran my tongue across my bottom lip, deciding whether to continue or finish my drink. But wasn’t that what got me into trouble in the first place? I raised my hand, showing them the brand Dionysus left on my wrist. “This says I have three days to live, and presumably I only get the antidote if we track the cult down and stop them.”

“Oh, Dustin,” Gil groaned, pushing his palm up against his forehead.

“Ohhh, Dustin,” Sterling crooned, much more gleefully. Far too gleefully.

“Look. He trussed me up in a bunch of vines, threatened me a little, then when I told him Carver smashed his Chalice, he let me go and offered me a drink.” I shrugged, simultaneously acknowledging my stupidity. “I guess I didn’t want to be rude. Communion etiquette, right?”

“Hmm.” Sterling rubbed his chin with all the wisdom and flair of someone who had a beard. The resultant effect was a light scritching of his fingers over bare skin. “To be fair, he could have absolutely killed you at any point throughout that meeting.”

“Right. Exactly.”

“Strangulation by ivy. Torn to pieces by the bacchantes. Thyrsus through the throat.”

“R-right. Yeah.”

“Dustin,” Gil said, his voice thick with meaning. “You’ve communed with other entities before this. Correct?”

Arachne the spider-woman was my first communion, and then there was Hecate, the Greek goddess of magic. I nodded slowly.

“Right,” Gil said. “And how many of them have tried to kill you?”

I sipped my vodka coke sullenly. “All of them.”

Gil nodded, then waved for our server, calling for our bill. “And Dionysus makes a third. Right. So assuming we can find a way out of this for you, consider this a lesson learned. Etiquette is one thing, but entities don’t think the way we do.”

I tried not to look so startled at that, and probably failed. He said “we” as if we belonged to the same species. I suppose we did, to a certain extent, but I figured it wasn’t polite to probe into the shared origins of humans, vampires, and lycanthropes just then.

“You know what I mean,” Gil said impatiently, plunking down a wad of bills. “They behave differently. Fickle, like. They don’t take mortality into consideration. It’s a game for them, and we’re just pawns.”

The maenad nodded enthusiastically as she gathered up our check. “Oh, totally. But the master’s different. Not quite so cruel, I’d say.”

I finished the rest of my drink, then set my glass noisily back on the table, hoping the ice was clinking in some suitably ominous way. “Easy for you to say,” I mumbled.

“Oh, relax,” she said. “He may have poisoned you, but Dionysus is merciful. He has a lead for you boys.” She gestured at a corner of the bar. I wondered how I hadn’t noticed him, the blond man in the gray suit, but that was when I realized how nondescript he was, as if he was attempting to fade into the background on purpose. He gave a small nod, and strode over.

“Arnaud,” he said, by way of introduction, his speech inflected with a faint French accent. He slipped a hand into his jacket and retrieved an ivory-colored business card, placing it into Gil’s hand. “My employer is in need of your services. We must speak, and soon.” 

Gil looked up at this Arnaud as he left, his brows furrowed, then down at the card in his hand. I peered for a closer look. The card had a series of numbers embossed into it, with no ink or anything, so that you could read it by running your fingers across. 

“Fancy stationery,” Sterling said.

Gil fingered the card. “Phone number. We’ll figure this out back at the hideout. No sense talking about it now. Clock’s ticking and all.” He nodded at me in what I knew was meant to be an encouraging way, but I still felt my heart sink. “Maybe Carver will know some way around this.”

“That,” I said, “or we’ll just have to work extra fast.” I scooped up my backpack. The worn hide was soft under my touch, almost comforting, and it was just another reminder of how vulnerable and naked I had felt back in Dionysus’s domicile.

We stepped out into the street, the warmth of the Amphora leaving us to the chill of Valero’s night air. My buzz wasn’t going anywhere fast. I was too full up on fear and alcohol, caught in that disgusting limbo between my blood running warm from all the drinks and my skin being coated in the damp, reptilian sheen of a classic cold sweat. It hadn’t sunk in yet, somehow. I was going to die.

Gil took the lead, but Sterling hung back, to my surprise, chucking me on the shoulder.

“Cheer up, man. We’ll figure something out.”

“Yeah,” I said, mildly suspicious of his friendliness.

“Worse comes to worst, I could always turn you.” 

He grinned, his overlong canines giving me the heebie-jeebies as they always did. But maybe that genuinely was Sterling’s best effort at being a buddy. I sighed. “Thanks.”

We walked along in silence, and I assumed we were going to continue the rest of the way on foot. I’d run into trouble in this neighborhood before. Anyone who’s spent any time in Valero knows not to go walking around in the Meathook, especially not during the night, but that was how Vanitas and I first became friends. And seeing as how I had both a werewolf and a vampire for company, it felt like I didn’t have much reason to be concerned, Meathook or no.

But Gil stopped in his steps abruptly, his shoes scraping against the asphalt. Sterling stopped moving, too, as stiff and as quiet as a corpse. We weren’t even in the Meathook yet, but the sudden stillness of my two companions had me worried.

“Company,” Gil said.

Sterling sniffed at the air. “Trouble.”

Further down the street, just paces away from Gil, I spotted a familiar blue glow. Oh. Oh no. Prudence. Great. Just great. Sterling hissed.

I backed away, inspecting the choicest shadow I could leap into, then bumped into the second of the Lorica strike team that had been waiting to pounce on us. I didn’t even have to guess to know who it was, but I sighed and turned resignedly on my heel all the same.

Bathed in the harsh florescence of a street light, Sebastion Brandt’s teeth glowed whiter than white.

“Hiya, Dusty. Did you miss me?”



Chapter 7





Bastion’s smile was playful, and as infuriating as I remembered. He rolled his shoulders, his joints popping as he rocked his neck from side to side.

“Man, how long has it been since we’ve seen each other? A while, I bet.” He gestured at his chin, then pointed at mine. “Growing the stubble out? It’s a good look. Helps you fit in with your new, um, friends.” Sterling scoffed. From somewhere behind me, Gil growled.

“Must have been a couple of months now,” I said, through gritted teeth. “Yeah. Good to see you too. You haven’t changed a bit.”

“I know, right?” He ran his hand through his hair. “Still pretty.”

“Still a douchebag,” I said. Bastion laughed, unfazed. He tugged on his fingerless gloves, cracking his knuckles. I swallowed as my hand reached for the flap of my knapsack.

Bastion and I had a complicated friendship, if you could even call it that. He was always cocky to the point of exasperation, and I never really did come to understand why we never got along back when I worked with him at the Lorica. I did, however, fully acknowledge that he was cocky for a reason.

From my limited time with the organization I learned pretty quickly that Bastion was among its most powerful Hands. He had a natural talent for manipulating matter, lifting things into the air and using them as weapons, like a kind of occult telekinesis. I’d seen him use a telephone pole like a baseball bat, throw a car through the air, and turn a handful of pebbles into machine gun fire. And that was when I was playing on his side. 

It didn’t help that he was partnered with Prudence, who could crush things with her bare hands and feet when she imbued her strikes with her signature blue fire. So the Lorica had sent two of its very best after us, and on the same day that I’d hung out with two of their employees for brunch, too. Not gonna lie, I felt totally betrayed. Somebody squealed about the Chalice.

I adjusted my composure, one hand still resting lightly over the dented bronze clasp of my knapsack, then spun confidently on my heel, an eager grin plastered on my face.

“Prudence,” I called out. Gil looked over his shoulder, his face set, but his eyes questioning my tactics. I kept my focus on Prudence, who only nodded back firmly. “Nice night, isn’t it? My friends and I were just heading home.”

She shook her head, adjusting the wrists on her gloves, the blue flames licking at her fingers. I tried my hardest not to gulp. She was ready for a fight. Let’s be honest, I had good reason to be concerned. Prudence was a friend, sure, but she was also a seasoned professional: getting the job done always came first. 

“No can do, Dustin,” she said. “You know the rules. We can’t have civilians just lugging dangerous artifacts around in the streets.”

On reflex, my hand slid away from my backpack. “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean. And civilian? I’m a mage.”

Bastion snorted. “Barely.”

“You don’t work for the Lorica,” Prudence said. “That makes you one of a few things. A civilian, or a threat.” She cracked her knuckles. “Which will it be, Dustin?”

“Aww, come on, Prudence.” I spread my arms out, grinning, tightening my muscles so no one could tell I was shitting my pants. “We’re all friends here.”

Prudence held her hand out, her open palm pulsing with blue fire. 

“Just give us the sword, Dustin.”

I’d been reaching for my bag again, but I froze. They weren’t supposed to know about Vanitas. 

“What – what sword?”

Bastion scoffed. “Don’t play dumb, Graves. We know you have it.”

“Look at me.” I gestured at myself. “Where would I keep it? How could that be possible in any sense?”

Prudence clucked her tongue. “Don’t make us do something we’ll regret, Dustin. Just hand it over and we’re good.”

“I left it in my other pants.”

Prudence made to stride over, but Gil lifted one huge arm, blocking her path. Her gaze could have ripped the flesh from my bones, but Gil only stared her down harder.

This was going to get ugly, and fast. I weighed my options: fight, or flee. Rather, it would be a matter of Vanitas doing the fighting, because as much as I knew that opening the door to the Dark Room would ward Prudence and Bastion off, that didn’t mean I wouldn’t kill them, or the others, or myself. I didn’t exactly want anyone dead. So I peered at the closest shadow, and –

“Not so fast,” Bastion said. Too late I noticed that he had been muttering under his breath the entire time I was talking to Prudence. Nicely done, I thought. The two worked really well together, operating on an instinctive level, even. He snapped his fingers, and a flicker of white shot from his hand to the sky above us. 

Sterling stepped back abruptly – I was there when a shaft of sunlight ripped out of the midnight sky and incinerated half his face, remind me to tell you about it some time – but the light dissipated. A strange sheen gleamed in the air around us, momentarily revealing the shape of a dome, as if the five of us were underneath a large bell jar. 

Well, shit.

“Cute trick I picked up from one of the Scions,” Bastion said. I remembered, too. It was Odessa, who threw a massive force field over Valero’s Central Square to protect the city’s civilians. “Keeps us in, and keeps the normals out.”

On instinct, my eyes went to his shadow on the pavement. There was still a way out. But Bastion smiled.

“Sorry. You can’t make it out, either. No shadowstepping here, Dusty.”

Ah. Then I was well and truly fucked. Except –

“The Veil,” I stammered. “Anyone sees us fighting here and that’s it. The Lorica will have your hides for that. Won’t they?” Hey, it was worth a try.

Prudence chuckled. “Bastion’s gotten a little better at magic since you last saw him, Dust.”

“Aww, shucks. Thanks, Prue.” He pointed at the faint shimmer of the force bubble planted around us. “I made a little augmentation. I infused the field with a glamour. It’s a simple matter of bending the light, see. The normals can’t see us in here. It’s like a one-way mirror. Maybe they’ll bump into it – not that anyone’s even wandering around here – but we won’t be violating the Veil.”

“Wonderful,” Sterling said. “Then nobody has to watch when I tear your tongue out.”

Bastion blinked. “I don’t think we’ve met.”

“You people talk too much.” Sterling puffed out a swirl of smoke and stubbed his cigarette out against the pavement. I didn’t even notice that he’d lit one up. How the hell was he staying so calm? I tried to communicate that very same notion with my face, but he just rolled his eyes, ever the bored, immortal man-child. “Let’s just get this over with. Gil, you take the lady. I’ll deal with the pretty boy.”

“Why, thank you,” Bastion said, smiling.

“Gonna rip his face off,” Sterling said. Bastion stopped smiling.

“Guys,” I said. “We can talk about this.“

The flash of azure light from Prudence’s hands told me we couldn’t. Gil dodged in time, twisting out of the trajectory of her punch, his reflexes alarming considering his height and weight. Prudence’s fist drove into the pavement in an explosion of cement and rubble.

Gil laughed. “Jesus, lady. Watch where you put that.”

“Prudence,” I called out, waving my arms. “Stop. This doesn’t have to get violent.”

“Business is business, Dust.”

“But we did brunch today!”

Prudence ignored me. She swiveled her body on one foot, bringing the other careening in a heavy roundhouse, blue fire tracing the arc of her kick. Gil wove again, barely dodging this time as her foot slammed into a newspaper stand. A sharp crack heralded the burst of splinters and ripped, smoldering pages that drifted into the air.

Gil chuckled. “Does the Lorica pay for collateral damage? You just cost someone their living, lady.”

Prudence charged again. “Stop calling me lady. And yes, I’m sorry, but Sully’s Snack Shack is going to be just fine.”

“Good to know.” Gil twisted as he dodged, then spread the fingers of both hands. He groaned as the ends of them burst into flecks of blood and flesh, as massive talons erupted from his fingers. “Hope you’ve got good insurance, too.” 

He snarled, then struck. Blood trailed the arc of his first attack as he swiped his talons at Prudence, who danced out of his range unperturbed, unbothered by the grotesquerie and the violence. Was that how werewolves worked? And it wasn’t even a full moon yet.

“We can talk this out. Guys?” But if the rational half of this street fight was already slamming at each other with fists and talons, I didn’t know why I expected Sterling and Bastion to even give me a listen.

Bastion was already on the ground, his hands thrust up to project a shield. Sterling slashed and punched at him, every blow against Bastion’s invisible shield ringing like a flat, glass gong. Any more of that and I knew it was going to break, and like I said, I might have had my issues with Bastion, but I didn’t want him dead.

“Sterling, stop.”

The vampire whipped his head at me, hissing, teeth somehow longer and sharper than I remembered, eyes blazing red. But that was just the opening Bastion needed.

“Get the fuck off me,” he shouted. Radiance pulsed in a flash of light from his open palms and Sterling went flying across the sidewalk, slamming into a wall. He crashed against it like a rag doll, then crumpled to the ground, limbs arranged in ways that arms and legs weren’t supposed to bend.

“Holy shit,” I said. “Bastion, you killed him.”

Bastion dusted himself off and shrugged. “I mean, maybe? What are you doing hanging around with these types, anyway?”

“My new job,” I said, my eyes darting for a shadow that I could at least step to within the bubble. If I could just emerge behind Bastion, knock him out with a blow to the back of the head – but he’d seen me do that enough times to know it was coming. “They’re my coworkers.”

“Interesting company you’re keeping.” He kept walking towards me, head tilted, tugging on his gloves. “Must keep your work so interesting. We’ve been busy at the Lorica, see. Something about a missing Chalice. Heard anything about that, Dusty?”

Oh shit. They knew. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” I stepped away, slipping my hand into my backpack, groping around in the pocket dimension. Cellphone, wallet, shit, where the hell was he?

“I see. So you don’t know anything about a Chalice that went missing at a massacre of thirteen – ”

“Twelve,” Prudence interjected, landing a brutal elbow strike that left Gil winded. 

“Right, twelve dead normals. Something about a Chalice that belongs to the god Dionysus? And I suppose it’s no coincidence that the three of you just came from his bar. Interesting.”

“That’s pretty interesting, all right.”

“Enough with the denial, Dusty. Give us what we’re here for. Where’s the Chalice?”

“Gone.” My fingers made contact with something cold and rough. Ah. Finally.

“Fuck’s sake, Dustin. At least give me the sword.”

I slid the backpack around to the front of my body and lifted the flap.

“Here you go.”

Vanitas flew screaming out of the bag, the shrill scrape of metal reverberating around the dome as he separated into blade and scabbard. Bastion’s eyes went wide with shock as his hands thrust up to his face to erect another shield. Just in time: sparks flew as blade and scabbard smashed into him head on. Bastion stumbled away, winded, then raised a hand again, muttering.

“Don’t kill him,” I thought.

“I’ll try not to,” Vanitas said back. “What’s even going on here?”

Of course. Vanitas was technically in another dimension when he was stuffed in the bag, and didn’t pick up on anything that was happening.

“Former coworkers from the Lorica,” I said.

“Lady Facepuncher and Lord Douchebag?”

“Right. And they want you back.”

“I mean, they can try.” Vanitas’s laughter sounded like it was bubbling from the depths of some ocean. “Hey, Dust, tell them they can pry me from your cold, dead hands.”

“I don’t like that idea at all.”

Vanitas bludgeoned Bastion once more, cornering him against the edge of the dome. “You’re no fun, honestly.”

“Prue,” Bastion shouted. “Little help here? Smash this thing to pieces, maybe?”

“We’re supposed to bring it back,” Prudence yelled. “That’s not the damn point, remember? Subdue it and we can get the – ”

She doubled over wheezing, reeling from a kick to the midsection. I swore I heard something crack, but better than being gored by Gil’s claws. The flames around her fists flickered, then guttered out, but she returned with an uppercut to Gil’s jaw. Something snapped, and Gil backed off, clutching his chin.

Talk about job hazards. This was far from ideal for any of us. I couldn’t just give Vanitas up. He wasn’t just a thing, after all. He was a friend, almost a person, honestly. Who was the Lorica to dictate his fate? And he attuned with me. If we were separated, he’d just go dormant and inanimate again. The only thing worse than losing him as a buddy and bodyguard was knowing that he’d be as good as dead. He only had sentience because of our resonance. Herald said so.

I slapped my forehead. Herald. He must have told them. I filed that away in the back of my mind. We were going to have some very serious words if I somehow got out of this alive.

And if Bastion somehow survived this with all his limbs intact.

“The sword, Dustin,” Prudence cried.

“You can try and take it, lady,” Gil said, chortling through a split lip turned crimson with his own blood. “The Lorica doesn’t have a monopoly on artifacts.”

“Say it,” Vanitas hummed.

“Fuck no.”

“You can pry it from his cold, dead hands,” Sterling snarled. He had snuck up behind Bastion, who was still fending off both sword and scabbard. Bastion turned to defend himself, but too late: Sterling’s fist landed on the back of his neck.

“Ack,” Bastion gurgled. He slumped to his knees.

“Vanitas, enough,” I shouted, and the sword stopped its assault bare inches from Bastion’s face. He slid back into his scabbard then hovered to me wordlessly. I tucked him back into my knapsack, an odd sense of dread building in my chest.

“Bastion!” Prudence ducked under another swipe of Gil’s talons, then sprinted to Bastion’s side. She fell to her knees, catching him in her arms just before he crashed to the ground.

The barrier around us gleamed, then flickered, then faded. The dome was gone.

“Now,” Sterling hissed, tugging on my jacket.

“Wait,” I said. Bastion wasn’t moving. Prudence was breathing quickly, fiddling with a phone in her hand.

“We need to get out of here before more of the Lorica shows up,” Gil said. His talons had retracted into his body, but his fingers were still ragged and bloody.

“Is he going to be okay?” I heard myself say, as if from a distance.

Prudence eyed me coldly, then sighed. “You should run. He’s unconscious, but – ”

Gil was already gone. “I’m out,” Sterling said, before vanishing in a silver streak, dashing off into the night.

“I’m sorry,” I told Prudence.

“Yeah,” she said, stroking Bastion’s forehead. “Me too.”

I stepped into the darkness.



Chapter 8





“You could have killed him,” I said.

Sterling picked under his nails. “I fail to see your point.” Against the grimy interiors of Mama Rosa’s Finest Filipino Food, even with his clothes and hair a little torn and tousled, Sterling’s pallor made him stand out like a beacon.

“You knocked him out flat.” I was trying to focus on the beer in my hand, but even a nice, frosty San Miguel straight out of Mama Rosa’s fridge wasn’t enough to cool me off.

“And you were charging him down with a sword. You know what, you’d think I’d get a little more thanks for getting us all out of there. And if you think it was easy for me to just pop my bones back into place after he basically crushed me to a pulp – ” 

Carver cleared his throat. It was enough to silence us both. “Sterling did what he had to do to facilitate your escape, Dustin. Don’t be so hard on him.”

Sterling smirked. I scowled.

“About time, too,” Gil grumbled. He had a raw, chilled steak over his eye. I remembered him pulling it out of the freezer to thaw earlier that day. Dude must have been saving it for dinner before Prudence roughed him all the way up. “That chick did a number on me. She might have broken something. What was her name again?”

“Prudence,” I said. “Prudence Leung.”

“Interesting. And kind of fitting. I just know how to hurt things, but she knew exactly what she was doing. Patient, looking for openings, timing her strikes and everything. Very skilled.” 

“Years of experience. She’s legitimately a martial artist.”

“And it shows.” Gil winced as he lifted the steak off his face. He took a bite out of the corner, ripping at the raw meat with his teeth. “I’m honestly not that mad that she almost kicked my head off,” he said, chewing thoughtfully.

“Yeah, I’m honestly surprised you survived that.” I tried not to focus on the trail of red fluid dribbling down his chin. “How the hell did you manage to dodge her so consistently?”

“Werewolf reflexes, I guess?” He shrugged. “It was a matter of wearing her out so she couldn’t expend any more magic. I figured that out, at least.”

“Yeah, about werewolves.” I held my hands up, fingers extended. “What the hell was that all about with your nails? Talons?”

“Keeps me useful. I don’t have to wait for the full moon to get things done, if you catch my drift. Carver taught me how to do it. But I didn’t want to go full dog. I don’t exactly want the Lorica coming down on us. I wasn’t planning to kill her or anything.”

“That makes one of us,” Sterling said. “I should’ve ripped pretty boy’s spine out the back of his head.”

“God, Sterling, please.” I squeezed the bridge of my nose. Bastion was okay. He had to be.

“Yes. Please.” Mama Rosa swatted at him with one massive hand. The eponymous proprietor of the Filipino restaurant that concealed our home, Mama Rosa was an excellent cook, and was possibly descended from giants. She was huge, built like a rhinoceros and likely just as violent. She spoke so rarely, but when she did, even our resident vampire sat up and listened. “Please get out. No smoking, how many times do I have to tell you.”

“You smoke, too,” Sterling said.

“Not inside.” She swatted again, her hand making a meaty thunk against his shoulder. Sterling whined. “Out. Get out.”

Carver tutted. Sterling sulked, then slunk outside, making a show of wrapping his leather jacket tighter around himself. I was pretty sure that vampires were impervious to cold, but apparently they weren’t impervious to acting like gigantic babies. He pulled out his cellphone, face screwed into an exaggerated pout.

“At least we got out fine, and with the goods intact,” Gil said. He nodded at my backpack. “That sword is ridiculous. You don’t want to give that up.”

I nodded. Not a chance, not when Vanitas was both my roommate and my personal bodyguard.

“Indeed,” Carver said silkily. “Far be it for you to surrender the only weapon you have.”

I cringed. Here we go again. He was going to bring up the magic.

“But I’ve been trying,” I said.

“Not hard enough. Well and good that generating fire takes time and practice, Graves, but between your innate talent and my enormous brain, you would think that there would have been more progress.”

I held my hand up, staring hard into the creases of my palm, willing something, anything to happen. Carver sighed.

“Well you can’t expect anything at this point, can you? You’re exhausted.”

“But you brought it up.”

Carver folded his arms, tapping his foot from his table in the corner of the restaurant. Rosa tutted and tapped her foot as well, seemingly in rhythm. Gil gnawed on his raw steak, his eyes carefully avoiding mine.

“And then there’s the matter of the honing,” Carver said ominously.

“You know that’s even harder for me, Carver. That’s not fair. You know the risks better than I do.”

He slammed his hand against the table, the crack whipping the inside of the restaurant into renewed silence. “Then when will you learn?” he hissed.

I took a deep pull on my beer, half to buy time, and half to drown out whatever retort might have tried to make its way out of my body. The honing. That’s what Carver had come to call our process of refining my connection to the Dark Room. The battle at Central Square had seen me unleashing its contents, resulting in both wide-scale destruction and the incredibly painful, incredibly bloody reopening of the scar in my chest.

Carver wanted us to fine-tune that process, to hone my use of my ability, as it were. Instead of fully breaking down the door to the Dark Room, I could open it just a crack, enough to use it surgically. If I could learn to let out just enough of the shadows, I might be able to control them enough to use them as weapons. Given time, by literally sharpening my mastery of the darkness, I could conjure blades made of solid night out of nowhere. Trust and believe, that sounded so insanely fucking awesome that I jumped at every opportunity to practice and give it a shot.

At first, that is. At first. Because I realized the fundamental difference between merely moving through the Dark Room and actually opening the door. One was creepy, and cold, and always made it hard for me to breathe. The other made it feel as if someone was plunging a white-hot dagger straight through my heart.

I rubbed at my temples. This was why I even agreed to join the Black Hand – sorry, Carver’s little brigade – wasn’t it? To learn more about myself, what I could do, and ultimately, what I’d become after Thea not only sank a dagger into my heart, but planted something there. And there was something else I needed to talk to him about, too. There was the small matter of the poison rushing through my system. Fine. I decided to adjust my attitude.

“Soon,” I said, straining to soften my tone. “I’ll learn soon. But listen, can I talk to you somewhere private?” My eyes flitted between Gil and Mama Rosa. 

Carver said nothing, but stood up in understanding, marching to the exposed patch of brick wall by the industrial refrigerator. He drew a circle in the air out of pale amber flame, used one of his many rings to prick the end of his finger, then embedded both the fire and his blood into the wall. The bricks slid apart, revealing a portal into Carver’s domicile, our home, what the guys and I had come to think of as the hideout.

We stepped through in silence, and Carver gestured down the hallway of our dimensional apartment-cum-office, which resembled a darkened temple hewn completely out of smooth, gray stone. 

“Meet me at my desk,” he said, pointing past the knees of the enormous statue standing in the center of the temple, the sculpture that rose so high into the darkness that I still didn’t know what it represented after months of working and living there.

“We won’t have to,” I said. “I’ll make this quick.”

He folded his arms, cocked his eyebrow, then tapped his foot once, very much like a parent waiting for an apology. I wanted to just roll my eyes, but I caved.

“Okay, fine. I’m sorry. But is it really my fault that I’m so bad at this? You don’t bear down on a student for being dumb. You help them.”

Carver watched me for a tense moment, then sighed. “Oh, Dustin. It isn’t that. You’re just – unpracticed. Inexperienced. This is all so new to you. Sometimes I forget that you’ve lived your whole life not knowing about the existence of true magic.” He clapped me on the shoulder, leveling me with ocher, cat-like eyes that smoldered with fatherly understanding. “You’re absolutely right, Dustin. It isn’t your fault that you’re so very stupid.”

“Hey now. Ouch.”

He laughed softly. “I only want for you to come into your full potential. It’s been so long since I’ve had anyone to apprentice.” He folded his hands behind his back, as if to tamp down his enthusiasm, like he didn’t want me seeing that he was getting excited. “I very much want for you to progress past being just a mage.”

“Just a mage?”

Carver waved his hand. “Sometimes it’s only a name, after all, but it’s so – generic. We, all of us who have access to the invisible energies of this earth, are mages in our own respect. But it all comes down to nomenclature, whether by power or tradition. Elementalists, shamans, brujas. All roads lead to Rome, yes? Everything has a name, and sometimes it is only a word. But how wonderful to hear the name of something and know it for what it is.”

His words lingered. I knew he wanted me to ask, and so I did, even knowing that he might not answer. “So what are you, then?”

He smiled. “I already told you that I might be considered a sorcerer, but I know you want something more specific. The word you are looking for is ‘lich.’ Undying, for as long as I have reason to live on this earth.”

I’d actually heard the word before, but only in a gaming context. Liches were wizards who refused to die, so driven by their hunger for occult power that they would do anything – and I mean anything – to lengthen their lives. I studied Carver’s face, wondering what he had done himself. But I had more questions.

“And Thea. What was she? No. What is she?”

“An affront to the discipline and study of the arts.” Carver grimaced. “Thea Morgana is no mage. She is a monster.”

“And what am I? Am I a monster because of what she did to me? What could I become?”

“No, that much we cannot say just yet. Your energies stem from the Eldest, yes, but as for whether you will become one of their abominable children? Unlikely.”

I shuddered. The Eldest were beings far older and far more powerful than the entities of earth, primal forces beyond our understanding. To the gods, demons, and creatures of myth, humans might be seen as pawns, playthings, and very rarely, as allies. But to the Eldest? We’re just insects. Specks of dust. And as little as they cared for humanity, there were still those mad enough to worship the Eldest, to risk attracting their corruption in exchange for power. Thea was one of them. Knowing that I wasn’t transforming into an abomination warped by the madness of the Eldest would have been a relief, if I didn’t already know I was going to die in a couple of days.

“But back on pace. As a mage? You are someone who uses the darkness, who employs forces that the unenlightened deem nefarious and unclean, perhaps even evil. You could be a warlock. Goodness. If you truly come to your power then the precious Lorica might even have to find new words to describe you and your unusual talents. An umbral sorcerer. A weaver of darkness.” His eyes widened and gleamed a bright amber, like young fire. “A shadowcrafter.”

“Badass,” I said, and I totally meant it. A shadowcrafter? I mean damn. I could live with that. But there was still that one thing we had to discuss. “But I don’t know if I’ll have the time.”

He nodded gravely, reaching for my wrist. “Yes. About that.”

“You – wait, you knew?”

“I thought we’d been through this.” Carver sucked air through his teeth, his eyes narrowing as he peered at the tattoo. “You are stupid, and I am not.”

“Be serious. I could die. I probably am dying.”

“Perhaps. It’s hard to tell with these entities sometimes. The time he gave you to live might be inaccurate. It might even be a ruse.”

I blinked, hope blooming like a flower in my chest. “You mean I might have more days than Dionysus mentioned?”

“I mean that you might have even less.”

And just as quickly, that flower wilted. “That sucks. That really, really sucks, Carver. And I haven’t even seen my – ”

“Your father, yes,” he finished. He looked up into my face. “Locating him has been more of a challenge than I initially thought. It is difficult to find someone who doesn’t want to be found. Even the Lorica and its Eyes would be hard-pressed. They can’t find our base because of our wards, and they can’t find me because one of these keeps me cloaked.” 

He waggled his fingers, drawing attention to his rings. Much like Thea, Carver put a lot of stock in enchanted baubles. So mages could cloak their signals from scrying? Huh. Good to know. “Rest assured that I am attempting still, but now I have more to occupy my time.” He turned back to my wrist. “I will have to study this. For now I need you to go about your life as normal. You won’t mind if I take a sample, do you?”

I stiffened. “Of what?”

Carver’s hands moved too quickly for me to react. I cried out at the sharpness that stuck into my wrist. 

“Ow. Carver, what the fuck?”

He had the nerve to shush me. I only then spotted the tiny needle protruding out of one of his rings. This one didn’t have a gem set into it, but what looked like a hollow glass globe. It was a piece of jewelry that acted like a syringe. What the – had he always worn that one? How did he even know he’d need it?

Carver lifted his hand away, admiring that particular ring, which was now filled with the bright red of my blood. “Thank you,” he said, already spinning on his heel to head towards his office.

“A little warning next time?”

“You should have known to react faster,” Carver called musically. “Work on the Viridian Dawn. Pretend that nothing has happened. Carpe diem, Dustin.”

Seize the day. Easy for him to say. And yeah, we still needed to get in touch with the contact on that business card the maenad gave us. That would have been easy to do from where I stood, except for how cellphone reception never worked from the inside of Carver’s hideout. I couldn’t say that he was frightened of technology, exactly. Maybe it made more sense to say that he had a low opinion of it, compared to everything that magic could accomplish.

No wifi, either, which I’m sure you can imagine is basically torture. I can’t tell you how many nights I’ve climbed out of the hideout’s portal to huddle in the midnight cold of Mama Rosa’s kitchen to try and get a signal, only to find Gil already there swiping away on his phone.

I stepped back out into the kitchen, pulling my phone out of my pocket. The Viridian contact was one thing, but I did remember that I wanted to confirm something about what happened earlier that night. Prudence and Bastion couldn’t have known about Vanitas unless someone had explicitly told them about him. I frowned, looked up my contacts, and hit dial. Herald had some ’splaining to do. I held the phone up to my ear, sweeping past Rosa and Gil right onto the street outside the restaurant.

He picked up in two rings. “Dust!” he said, his voice uncharacteristically enthusiastic, so much that I could hear the exclamation point. “Buddy. Old pal.”

“Herald? About tonight.”

“Okay, okay.” His tone dropped immediately. “I can explain.”

“I’m listening.”

“One of my supervisors went looking for the sword, and since it was registered under me they knew that something was fishy. They didn’t care about the backpack, but Vanitas? They were pissed. The Gallery was going to fire me, all right? Or worse. The last time anyone smuggled something out of the archives the Scions threw him into an alternate dimension.” I could hear him tutting on the other end of the line. “Poor Jeremy.”

“Okay, great, but the press release here is that you totally betrayed me. Not cool, dude.”

“Dust, come on, I’m sorry, okay? How the hell are we gonna have beach brunch together in shitty hundred-degree weather if I’m stuck in some nether dimension?”

“So funny.”

“Listen. I knew that they wouldn’t be able to get at you, okay? Between your shadowstepping thing and the sword, what chance did they really have? They’re not going to do anything to risk damaging Vanitas. And they sure as hell aren’t going to hurt you. I mean, did they even lay a finger on you?”

I paused. He was right. “No, they didn’t. But – ”

“You see my point? It’s going to be okay, Dust. I get to keep my job, and you get to be a wanted fugitive. Everybody wins.”

“Igarashi, I swear I’m going to wring your neck.”

“Sure, sure, anything you want. Brunch is my treat next time. But maybe we just won’t bring Prudence along, eh? Right? Right. Okay. Gotta run.”

“Herald, wait – ”

Click. The line was dead.

That asshole. He was totally right, though, no arguing his point. Vanitas’s attunement meant he wasn’t coded to kill anyone I really cared about, and the sword was too valuable to the Lorica for them to risk destroying. I liked to think I mattered a little to Prudence, maybe even Bastion, too.

But what if the Lorica sent even bigger guns next time?

Something cold brushed my arm. I yelped and leapt back.

“Chill,” Sterling said. “Just me.”

“Don’t scare me like that.”

“Kind of hard not to. You’re so jumpy. You still worried about that whole poison thing?”

“Damn it, Sterling, I’m not letting you turn me.”

He chuckled and shrugged. “Hey, it was worth a shot. Listen. I called the number. Go put on a jacket or something, we’re meeting the contact.”

“What, now?”

“Yes. Now. I’ll meet you out here in ten. I’m gonna go in and tell Gil, make him wash the gunk out of his beard. Guy eats like a dog.”

“It’s way past midnight, and it’s been such a long day. I’m exhausted.” Too whiny? Perhaps. But I was totally destroyed.

“This is as much about the contact as it is about your death sentence. You can sleep when you’re dead.”

The breath caught in my throat. I gawped, sobered by the reminder. “Yeah. Okay. You’re right. But did you have to schedule something so late?”

Sterling cocked his head. “News flash, Dust. It’s universally safer for the three of us to work under cover of night. It’s what we have in common.” He grinned, his fangs wet, gleaming in the moonlight. “Embrace the darkness. Carpe noctem, motherfucker.”



Chapter 9





The Nicola Arboretum was unreasonably chilly at three in the morning, especially by Valero standards. And damp, too, every leaf and blade of grass studded with dew, with moisture that clung to the bones like ice. But I couldn’t say that it wasn’t worth coming to see it. 

I’d been once, a long time ago, back when my mom was still alive. Even then it was impressive, just this lush expanse of green, dotted here and there with the colors of so many flowers in bloom. By the light of the moon, everything was so much darker, but the gleam of nature was so much more pronounced that way. The arboretum was one huge, glinting sculpture, hewn out of the darkest emerald, twinkling in moonbeams and starlight.

“This is insane,” Gil breathed, his voice just above a whisper. “It’s beautiful.”

I nodded. “Took the words right out of my mouth.”

Sterling shrugged. “I mean, it’s okay.” Trust him to be the downer. 

We looked around, ever watchful, though what we were looking for exactly was anyone’s guess. The man that Sterling had spoken to on the phone had told us to meet by the statue in the center of the park. It was a nine-foot sculpture of Nicola Boules, the man responsible for establishing the arboretum, providing the people of Valero an inexpensive weekend destination where they could both indulge in nature and be educated, and providing the teenagers of Valero plenty of huge, dark bushes in which to awkwardly experiment.

“Any minute now,” Sterling said, glancing at his watch. It was silver, like basically every piece of jewelry he wore, from the multiple earrings working their way from his lobes to his cartilage, to the occasional rings he wore on slender fingers. I’d learned in my time with the boys that vampires weren’t actually sensitive to silver. Neither were werewolves. But a lot of other things from myth and urban legend were definitely true. The heightened senses, for example, which I realized Gil was employing when he lifted his head and sniffed.

“They’re here.”

They? Well. This was going to be interesting. I wore my backpack over just one shoulder this time, to make it easier to lift the flap, just in case I needed to release the hounds again. Vanitas, it seemed, had no complaints, and frankly I would have been okay with hefting him around – I needed the exercise, let’s be real – but one does not walk around Valero with a broadsword without attracting some suspicion, or one or two very distraught police officers.

I saw the man first, tall, blond. It was Arnaud, our contact from the Amphora. He was pushing what I initially thought was a trolley, until I spotted his cargo. It was a woman in a wheelchair, wizened and small, at first glance, but as the two approached, I saw how straight she sat, how her hair was masterfully pinned into a perfect, white bun. I recognized her immediately.

Enrietta Boules was a minor celebrity in Valero, mainly for her family’s business, which was rooted deeply in farming and agriculture. The family had diversified over the years, and Enrietta specialized in essential oils, supplying them to various industries around the world, but also creating her own aromatherapy and home decoration line.

It was a magazine at Mama Rosa’s, okay? She had a bunch of old ones sitting in a corner, and that’s where I read about Enrietta, and the Boules, and the fact that the statue we were standing right under was her ancestor.

I heard more sniffing. This time it was Sterling, his head tilting as he watched the pair approach. 

“She’s magical,” he said. “He isn’t.”

I wasn’t entirely sure how that worked, or whether this ability to sniff out magical blood was universal to all vampires, but I had to hand it to Sterling, it was a pretty nifty trick.

Arnaud nodded at us wordlessly. The wheelchair, soundless throughout their entire journey, squeaked to a stop as the pair joined us under Nicola’s statue. Enrietta, looking austere in a tight gray smock, nodded at us primly.

“Gentlemen,” she said.

“Mrs. Boules,” I replied, giving a shallow bow. I kept my smile to myself when I noticed the others casting me surprised looks.

Enrietta cracked a smile. Ah. We had an opening, then. If she liked me, then half the work was done.

“How charming,” she said. “You must be a fan of our products, then.”

“Oh yes,” I said. “I used to like the patchouli incense sticks a lot, but now I think I’m more of a eucalyptus candle kind of guy.”

Out of the corner of my eye I watched as Sterling’s eyebrow climbed so far up his forehead it could have flown right off. Enrietta chuckled, the sound of it like scraping wood. A lot about her felt wooden, in fact, the hard lines of her jaw, the deep, rugged complexion of her skin, like a woman carved out of bark. Weathered, but enduring, stalwart.

“We discontinued eucalyptus candles two years ago, young man, but I appreciate the effort you’ve made to flatter me.”

I lifted my head proudly. Somewhere off to my side, Sterling snorted. I guess it was up to me to take the lead.

“Mrs. Boules, I’m Dustin Graves, at your service. And these are my colleagues, Sterling and Gil.”

The two grunted in greeting. Enrietta nodded.

“Enrietta Boules, as you already know, granddaughter of the big, honking statue you see before you.” She waved a hand at the man behind her. “And this is Arnaud, my assistant. I believe you’ve already met.”

Arnaud placed a hand on his chest and bowed his head politely. “Greetings,” he said, the word curled with the hint of an accent.

“I will cut to the chase. I’ve been connected to you by an agent wanting only to be known as Dion.”

I nodded, staring at her intently, trying not to roll my eyes. Really, Dionysus? So lame.

“I was informed that you people are the best at what you do – acquisition of magical artifacts, is that correct? The best, that is, apart from those turd-sniffers they hire at the Lorica. Now what were they called again?”

“Hounds, madam,” Arnaud provided helpfully. 

I eyed him carefully, but he only smiled. Mama Rosa aside, I’d never really encountered a normal who was privy to the workings of the arcane underground, all the stuff that lay behind the Veil, but I was sure that either of the boys would have said something if they were alerted to anything suspicious about him by now.

“Yes. Hounds. I don’t want the Lorica getting involved in this. We all know they would keep the artifact I desire to themselves, anyway, whisk it off to their precious Gallery.”

Sterling elbowed me gently, speaking loud enough for Enrietta to hear. “I like her a lot,” he muttered. Enrietta smiled.

“You hold no love for the Lorica either. Then it appears my contact was prudent in connecting us.” She pushed at the armrests of her wheelchair, face contorting with effort as she struggled to stand.

“Madam, please,” Arnaud said, his voice whisper-soft.

She raised a hand stiffly. “Let me do this. Give me this one thing.” Jerkily, Enrietta got to her feet, which I only then noticed were bare. She stepped onto the grass, then sighed, closing her eyes, lifting her head. Arnaud rushed forward, placing a wooden cane in her hand. Enrietta nodded her thanks, then planted the tip of the cane in the grass.

“I’m too weak these days to find much time to come to the arboretum, but this was always the true nexus of our family’s power. Dryads, all of us, from an old line. We kept the blood pure, so we could trade in natural magic, and nature’s own magic was our trade. Fruit, vegetables, flowers, and all their wonderful by-products. Perfect, you see, for this sudden boom in wellness, this concern for healthcare. Yet for all of our specialization, for how we monetized our magic, even the finest apothecaries in the Boules line couldn’t find a cure for cancer.”

She stepped forward, leaning her weight onto her cane. She sighed with each step, apparently adoring the sensation of wet grass against the soles of her feet.

“I am dying, gentlemen, from a hereditary illness. I am running out of time, and there are none left to continue the Boules line. I will be damned before I leave my legacy to a boardroom of simpering old men. I need you to secure an artifact for me. An artifact which, incidentally, is being held by a group known as the Viridian Dawn.” 

Arnaud listened in silence, his eyes watching Enrietta for any signs of her faltering. Gil, I could tell, was taking notes in his mind, committing every detail to memory.

“Now normally, I might have misgivings about stealing. I’m a businesswoman, after all, not a thief.”

I cleared my throat very quietly. 

“But I have learned that this Viridian Dawn is responsible for the deaths of many, and it is my opinion that these filthy cultists will stop at nothing to continue their culling and killing. Why, I’ve heard that they corrupted an entity’s artifact, warping it so that it would force those within its vicinity to tear each other limb from limb, like animals.” She nodded sagely. “Dion told me so.”

Bless her heart, I thought, for failing to connect the lines. It was best that she didn’t know.

“We’ll be more than happy to help, Mrs. Boules,” I said. “We just need information on the artifact’s whereabouts.”

“Ah. Yes. Arnaud will give you the dossier. As for now, the pertinent details. I require something called the Genesis Codex. It is a font of pure vitality, a source of immense life energy that may be the key to ridding my body of this accursed disease. The only problem is that no one knows what this Genesis Codex looks like. It remains up to you to locate the Viridian Dawn’s hideout, find the item within, then extract it. What happens to the cultists, I care not.”

Gil cracked his knuckles. “Sounds like a plan.”

“Wonderful. You may discuss the subject of payment with Arnaud. I trust you will find our terms very agreeable indeed.” She raised her head up to the statue, regarding it wistfully. “The same disease took him, you know, all those decades back. It took my husband, too, made it so we could not bear any children.” She sighed. “I might not have the womb enough to offer an heir for our lineage, but at least I will have time to find someone suitable. Yes. Time is what I need.”

She crept back to her wheelchair, turning about as she positioned her frail bottom. Arnaud held her by the forearms, supporting her tenderly as she lowered herself back in her seat. Enrietta sighed.

“And time is what I shall have. Find me the Codex, gentlemen. The sooner, the better. If you find opposition – kill them if you must. If you end the Viridian Dawn, there may well be a bonus.” She raised a hand, and without further words or prompting, Arnaud approached, placing a manila envelope in Gil’s hands.

“What we know of the organization,” Arnaud said. “Including their whereabouts. They are dangerous, but not clever.”

“I trust that you will put this to your advantage. Gentlemen. I bid you good evening.” She nodded at us, then at Arnaud. “Home. I’m very tired. There’s a good lad.”

He smiled tightly at her, then at us, and then the two were off, the gray woman in her silver chair, her assistant in his equally ashen clothing disappearing into the emerald darkness of the arboretum.

The poor woman. I felt better knowing we would solve everything in one blow if we found the Codex: the Viridian Dawn would be stopped, and Enrietta and I both got to live. Win, win, triple win.

None of us spoke for a good few moments. Something about Mrs. Boules seemed so ancient, and so infused with melancholy that it stayed behind like a miasma, cloying and thick. But what really stayed behind was what she had left in her wake. Where her bare feet had touched the ground was the same wet grass as before, only there were now sprays of flowers among them, small and pale, like stars.

Sterling bent down, sniffing at them, then picking one up. It looked so delicate in his fingers, tiny and frail, like Enrietta Boules herself.

“It looks like we’ll need a little help,” Gil said, flipping through the files in Arnaud’s dossier. “An entity, maybe. Dust. You up for it?”

I thought of Dionysus and his poisoned cup, of Arachne and her venomous brood, of Hecate and how all three of her apparitions tried to murder me. But it was all part of the job, I knew, and communing was one of those things I could do well. Do it for Mrs. Boules, I told myself.

“Talk to another entity? Yeah. Sure.” I pushed my hair back, blinking away all thoughts of dying horribly, and mustered my brightest grin. “Who did you have in mind?”



Chapter 10





Gil thumbed through the Viridian dossier as we made our way back to the hideout, reading by the light of electric lamps. He seemed to be doing pretty well considering the dark and how fast we were walking, but I chalked it up to his werewolf senses.

“So?” Sterling asked. “Where do we hit? Who do we kill?”

“Shush,” I said, the air streaming out of me in a cloud of mist. “I know this is the Meathook but geez. Someone could hear.”

“Shut up,” Gil said, running his finger across the pages. “Right. Says here that the cult is hiding out in a residence, somewhere near the Gridiron.”

So a house close to the industrial district. It made sense. Lots of activity and plenty of movement in and out, so much that no one would question shipments and deliveries. The fact that normals had no way of detecting or even knowing that arcane curiosities existed was, of course, a bonus. They were hiding in plain sight.

“So we torch the place,” Sterling said, lighting yet another cigarette. “Easy peasy. Everything burns down, then we sift through the ashes and pick out what’s left.”

I scoffed. “Yeah, because that wouldn’t alert the normals. You know how police and firefighters work, right? They’ll pick the place clean. And what’s the chance that the Codex will survive the fire? We don’t even know what it is. Could be a grimoire.”

Sterling blinked and stared at me blankly for a moment, the cigarette dangling from his lips. “It was a stupid joke, and you had to make a whole thing out of it. What we need to do is infiltrate.” He nodded at the sheaves of documents in Gil’s hands. “What’s a good time?”

“The day, it looks like. Apparently the vast majority of the Viridian Dawn’s members still carry on with their regular lives. It’s not a cult in that sense, per se. Which means that with the cultists living their day-to-day lives and working their jobs – ”

“The house is more likely to be empty by day,” I said. “Or at least more lightly guarded.”

“Correct. But we’re probably going to need all hands on deck for this one. Floor plan is showing multiple levels, it’s a pretty big building. Carver might have to come with.”

The hairs at my nape pricked up. Carver was coming? Wow. I’d never seen him on a mission before. I had pretty limited experience with his abilities, having seen him disintegrate solid objects into motes of worthless dust. Gotta admit, it both excited and terrified me to wonder whether he could do that to people. I stuck my hands into my coat pockets and shuddered.

Gil folded up the documents, slipping them back into the envelope and under his jacket. “We’ll have to find some way to take Sterling with us, too. We need all the help we can get.”

Sterling folded his hands behind his head. “Wouldn’t miss it for the world. Dibs on the magic users. Their blood is tastier.” He blew out a puff of smoke, then gave me a slow, meaningful wink. I shuddered again.

We raised the shutters on Mama Rosa’s restaurant, unwinding the chains holding the glass door together after turning keys in the three different padlocks she used to secure the place. Tedious, yes, but it kept her restaurant safe, and our domicile even safer. Besides, in an emergency, Carver could easily wave his hand and unlock all of them in a single go. The restaurant was empty by then, about four or so in the morning, which meant she’d already gone home, but unsurprisingly, Carver was perched at one of the tables, chin resting in his clasped hands, eyebrows set expectantly.

“Well?”

Gil handed him the dossier, briefing him on what we’d discussed.

“Excellent. Good work taking initiative on planning, Gilberto.”

Gil shrugged, but I could tell he was hiding a smile. Carver had that effect on people. You wanted to show him you were good at your work, and you wanted to hear him say it, too.

“I agree,” Carver continued. “This is a four-man job, and we’ll definitely need Sterling on board. I also agree that we’ll want an entity’s intervention to smooth the creases in this project.” He rubbed his chin, stroking his beard. “We could shroud the place in darkness.”

“So a moon god?” I suggested. “Some kind of night demon?”

“Better to take the sun away entirely,” Sterling said.

I laughed. No one else did. “Is – is that even possible?”

Carver smiled tightly and spread his hands. “Welcome to the arcane underground, Dustin, where anything is possible.” He made a small cough. “Even fireballs.”

“Please don’t start.”

“A sun god it is, then,” Gil said. “We could try Apollo, maybe.”

“Or,” Sterling said, “and here’s an idea. Or we could not. Remember what happened the last time? Do you think I can just keep regrowing myself?”

“I mean, theoretically, you can,” I said. I’d seen the results before. I’d watched as a beam of sunlight burned half his face and a good part of his hands right off his body. I met him again just days after, and he was perfectly healthy and smooth, as if nothing had happened.

“You stay out of this,” Sterling growled. He folded his arms, shook his head, and stamped his foot. “No Apollo.”

“Well, if you feel so strongly about it. What about Ra?” I said, trying to be helpful, as if I had any idea where to find these gods’ tethers to begin with.

“A good suggestion,” Carver said, nodding slowly. “But considering the recency of Resheph’s death, I’m inclined to say that the Egyptian pantheon at large might not be so friendly towards humanity at the moment. I suggest someone more neutral. Amaterasu, from the Japanese pantheon. Her mother Izanami is a goddess of the underworld. I suspect she’ll be more amenable to dealing with the undead.”

Sterling held his hands up. “Oh, I’m out. No offense, Carver, I don’t care if Amate-what’s-it has an ‘I heart vampires’ tattoo on her face. I’m never going on a sun god communion ever again.”

“That is – acceptable.”

“Plus the sun’s coming up in a few. I should be in bed.” He sauntered off towards the kitchen, the faint hum and crackle of our domicile’s portal indicating that he’d left the restaurant and our reality. I fidgeted with my backpack’s straps, my feet itching to follow. It had been a long, long-ass day, and I couldn’t wait to just lie down and sleep everything off.

“So it’s settled,” Carver said, rising from the table. “We commune with Amaterasu.”

“Okay, sounds good. When do we go?”

Carver blinked at me, watching me with an expression that told me I was an idiot for even asking. “Why, now, Dustin. We go now.”

I groaned.

“Like Sterling said, the sun’s coming up soon.” Gil shrugged. “What better time to commune with a sun goddess than the dawn?”

“I know, but.” I cut off the rest of my thoughts. It was unfair. Everything I knew of werewolves told me that they were basically tireless, and Carver being a lich meant he was tireless as well as practically immortal. Somehow I knew that blurting out “I’m only human, let me sleep, you monsters” wasn’t an acceptable excuse.

“Let’s just get this over with,” I grumbled.

“Make yourself a coffee to perk yourself up, Dustin. There’s a good boy.” Carver patted the seat next to him, inviting Gil to sit down. “Actually, make that three coffees. It’s a fine morning, and I haven’t had anything to drink in weeks.”

Not for the first time I questioned the true value of agreeing to an apprenticeship under Carver’s watchful eye, and not for the first time I questioned the value of telling him that I’d once worked as a barista.

“Make mine a latte,” Carver said, with a grin that dared me to talk back and complain. I set down my backpack and dragged myself behind the counter. I guess it didn’t matter whether I worked for Carver or the Lorica, though it also struck me that maybe, just maybe, this was what normal people did on the regular. The everyday grind, powering through work with a little grit. My grind just happened to involve magic, and the undead, and a boss who I was almost sure liked to see me suffer. But at least this one hadn’t sacrificed me on an altar to a dark god. At least not yet.

An hour, a second latte, and two mochas for Carver later, he finally decided it was close enough to daybreak to seek out Amaterasu’s tether. What that was, exactly, I hadn’t been told. An entity tethered itself to our world through something physical, a kind of anchor that bridged its realm to ours and allowed mortals to communicate with them. It was like the brass knocker on a mansion’s front door, like a doorbell, only it came in many different forms. Sometimes it was just a symbol painted inconspicuously on a wall full of graffiti. Hecate’s was a dead pigeon in the back alley of a pharmacy, and Dionysus’s must have been his entire bar, the Amphora.

I headed for the barred front door of the restaurant, but Carver clucked his tongue. We weren’t heading out? Huh. Maybe he had another portal somewhere in the kitchen. I paused then, wondering whether I’d driven myself insane since I’d just thought that exact sentence. Ooh. Or maybe he had a whole room full of portals hidden somewhere in his temple.

“Come closer,” he said, beckoning with one finger. Gil was already standing abreast of him, in the little space on the restaurant’s linoleum floor that wasn’t occupied by its busted-down tables. I stepped closer.

“Closer.”

I frowned and watched his hands carefully. “You aren’t going to take my blood again, are you? Use your own damn blood this time.”

Carver chuckled. In a flash his hand darted out to tug on my sleeve. I yelped, shocked at his strength, and caught myself before I stumbled. The three of us were now just inches apart. 

I stared at our shoes, uncomfortable with the proximity. “Now what?”

Carver smiled. Too late I noticed the ball of liquid flame he dropped from his open hand. I yelped again, my reflexes taking over as I attempted to dance away from the fire now roaring about our feet, but Gil snatched at me, grasping me firmly by the wrist. The flames licked higher, burning brighter, consuming our bodies and all vision of the restaurant as Carver’s laughter filled my ears – 

And then we were somewhere else. Gil let go of my hand and I stepped away from the two of them. I rubbed my wrist and threw Carver a reproachful glance.

“You need to start warning me when you do all this crazy shit.”

“And you need to stop being so jittery about every last little thing,” Carver said, his voice lined with mirth. “If Gil hadn’t held on to your arm, you might have missed your very first proper teleportation.”

Which, now that I thought about it, didn’t feel as gross or disorienting as I’d expected. It was nothing like moving through the Dark Room, and not similar to the descriptions some of the Wings gave me back when I worked at the Lorica. One said it felt like her limbs were wrenched apart and popped out of their sockets, then forcibly reassembled at her destination. Another said it felt like being flayed alive, in a way that was painless, but still deeply disturbing, his body fraying into its components each time he traveled.

But with Carver, all it felt like was a momentary, balmy breeze, the flames hardly burning above anything warmer than the heat of a radiator. That fleeting warmth was even more noticeable because of the chill of the morning, a dewy, damp coolness, not at all dissimilar to how it felt at the arboretum. Which made sense, since, as it turned out, we had ended up in someone’s garden.

“Where are we?”

“Ah, yes. Amaterasu likes to keep her tether here. We’re in the garden of one Mrs. Yoshida, in a residential suburb in, I’d say, northeastern Valero. A lovely woman, I’m told, who has no idea that a sun goddess has deemed her backyard worthy of hosting a portal into another realm. I suppose Amaterasu likes to keep it in the family, as it were.”

I looked around at the stone lamps, at the carpet of smooth, perfect stones, a bamboo water fountain sloshing and clunking with soothing regularity among the foliage.

“And where is that portal, exactly?”

“Shush,” Carver said. “Keep it down. Just wait.”

A stabbing pain took over me, radiating from my wrist. I bit my tongue, careful not to show either Gil or Carver that anything was amiss. I watched in the gloom of predawn as one segment of the flower on Dionysus’s brand faded from black into nothingness. Two petals remained.

The dawn of a new day, and the countdown continued. Just wait, Carver said. I stared at the horizon, wondering how many sunrises I had left, and waited.



Chapter 11





I wasn’t sure what I was waiting for until I saw it. The sun broke through the darkness, sloughing off the black of early morning with the orange and pink of a new day. But I knew we weren’t just there to watch the sunrise. It rose slowly, a fierce ball of flame riding through the sky, and I shielded my eyes as I dared to watch it go, wondering whether it would crash to earth, or send a flare, some spectacular way of opening the gateway to the goddess’s plane.

It was simpler, it turned out, but no less spectacular. A ray of sun pierced the clouds, solitary and bright, reaching through the skies over Valero to strike the spray of water splashing from the bamboo fountain in Mrs. Yoshida’s garden. 

A kaleidoscope of light burst as the sunbeam met the drops of water, fragments of rainbow scattering across the garden, then rejoining into a perfect circle on the ground. Carver beckoned us to step into the scintillating disc of color, already running one of his rings across his fingers. He dripped the requisite bead of blood into the circle’s center.

“What about the offering?”

He only smiled and shook his head. Gil looked warily from Carver, to me, then down at the circle, and we stepped in at about the same time. The world burst into fractals of colored light, so much brightness that it felt as if we’d entered the heart of a perfectly cut diamond.

I blinked, clearing the afterimage out of my eyes, and realized that I wasn’t far off. All around us the domicile looked very much like the inside of a giant lantern, its walls like great, mirrored sheets of glass reaching up to a bright blue sky. Wisps of cloud rolled far above us, each a perfect, slender rendition of something out of poetry and art. 

But there was no sun. No, the light came from within, from the woman with the alabaster skin, with hair like black silk, and regalia more grandiose than anything I’d ever seen in my life. She sat there, majestic, on a palanquin in the center of this massive lamp, shrouded in the world’s most elaborate garment, half kimono, half battle armor.

“Visitors, so early in the morning?” She held a hand over her mouth as she spoke, feigning a yawn. Amaterasu’s voice was melodic, sweet, and kind. And fair enough to give people the benefit of the doubt, but I’d met enough entities to suspect her true nature. 

“But isn’t it always early for you, dear goddess?” Carver smirked. I noted a familiarity in the air between them. “There is a sun in every time zone.”

“Indeed,” Amaterasu said, lifting something from the folds of her robe. It was a smart phone, with a charm dangling from a red thread on its end, a tiny cartoon cat. “Nearly six in the morning in California? Ah. That explains your presence.”

“Bright and early. It is good to see you again. These are my apprentices,” Carver said, gesturing to us. “Gilberto Ramirez, and Dustin Graves.”

Amaterasu’s nod was nearly imperceptible. I made a low bow. Gil followed with a suitably polite gesture of his own.

“There is a fourth,” Amaterasu said. “Or there was. I smell the taint of the undead on you.”

She could detect Sterling even when he wasn’t around? I nudged Gil. “It’s his body spray. I keep telling him to change it.”

Carver rolled his eyes.

“You know, he doesn’t even need it,” Gil whispered. “Vampires don’t sweat. I’m extra hairy, like, everywhere, and if I miss just one shower it’s wet dog city. It’s so unfair.”

No sweating, and no body odor for all eternity? Suddenly the little perks of undeath were looking very appealing. Very briefly I considered the possibility of letting Sterling turn me after all, just in case this whole find-the-Codex thing didn’t work and I needed to worm my way out of the Dionysus problem. But Carver threw us a withering glare. Gil stopped talking at once, and I coughed softly into my fist.

The corner of Amaterasu’s mouth quirked in amusement. “Your two proteges are – interesting, in and of themselves. One is tainted by the moon curse. The other is tainted by something greater. Something worse. It’s very bold of you to have brought them here. Uninvited. Without telling me.”

“I thought you might find them interesting,” Carver said. “There’s something to learn from everyone, after all. Someone told me that once.”

Amaterasu smiled, but only briefly, the turn in her lip vanishing as quickly as it appeared. “Yet I also notice that you’ve come without an offering. You are really testing my patience with these breaches of etiquette.”

Carver sighed. “I’ve grown accustomed to your unique way of doing things. The radiant Amaterasu demands an offering when you enter her domicile, not before. Isn’t that how you like things to work?”

She smiled again, more broadly this time. “How sweet of you to remember.” The smile vanished. “An eye. Give me one of your eyes.”

I froze. Was she serious?

“Only an eye this time?” Carver chuckled. “And here I thought you would ask for my heart.”

What the hell was going on? I’d never seen this side of Carver. Then again I’d never seen him interact with anyone outside of our little circle of unfriends at the Meathook. I watched the two of them with interest, my mind recording everything, eagerly taking notes. 

But the flirtation had ceased, at least for the moment. Carver reached up to his face, his fingers digging into the socket of his eye. I squirmed as I watched him pluck the entire eyeball out of his skull, and I waited for the accompanying gush of blood – but it didn’t come. The eye swiveled around in his hand, as if it had a life of its own, and its gaze came to rest on me. I can’t tell you how I know, but I swear it winked at me.

He stepped forward, hand outstretched, presenting the eyeball to the sun goddess. Her expression remained unchanged, but I could tell that her cheeks were rosier.

“Then this is mine to keep?”

“The gift matches the receiver. I know you’ll make full use of it, even though you can already quite literally see everything under the sun.” Carver chuckled again. “And I can always make another.”

Make another. I knew that like Thea, Carver was an accomplished enchanter in his own right, crafting the ensorcelled jewelry he constantly wore on his fingers. It wasn’t a stretch to assume that he also created that thing that he plucked out of his eye socket. Was that how he located me, how he always knew where to send Sterling and Gil before I joined their little crew?

Amaterasu grinned openly, letting the eye roll about in the palm of her hand before pocketing it somewhere in the folds of her immense garment. “Ask, and you may receive.”

“You know of the nature of – some of my colleagues. We have a preference for moving in darkness, but there’s something we must do that necessitates working in the daytime. I request you gift us with some method of temporarily blotting out the sun.”

Amaterasu laughed. “Truly? You ask me to hide my countenance from the world?”

“Yes,” Carver said, a smirk on his lips. “I’d say around two in the afternoon, in Valero. The Gridiron, specifically. Pacific Standard Time.”

The goddess laughed even harder. “Do you realize how ridiculous this sounds? I’ve retreated from the world before, when my brother frightened me so much that I hid myself in a cave.” She lifted her chin, her spine straightening. The light pouring from her skin shone even brighter. “I will never be made to dim my radiance again.”

“Please,” I blurted. “Hear us out.”

Was I talking out of turn? Sure, but maybe this required a stronger hand. Carver was banking on his prior relationship with the entity, on this play of flirtation and gentle mockery. We needed an alternate approach, good cop, bad cop. Ultimately, I just didn’t want to die, and I knew that finding the Codex was the key to saving my hide. And fine, yes, saving the potential dozens or hundreds of other innocents that the Viridian Dawn could hypothetically harm with its insane magi-terrorist attacks.

“We’re looking for an artifact that’s in the possession of – well, of unsavory characters. They’ve killed twelve mortals already, and driven a thirteenth into insanity.”

“It is no concern of mine whether – ” 

“And they did that by corrupting a god’s possessions.”

She stopped, regarding me coolly. Ah, that was it. Now it was personal, and I didn’t have to actually state the rest of my point in order to make it clear. The silence rang louder: the Viridian Dawn could go for Amaterasu’s relics next. If anyone had divine artifacts worth worrying about, it was the Japanese goddess of the sun.

“We’re unsure of how these people – the Viridian Dawn, they call themselves – came to acquire artifacts belonging to the gods. But they did, and in corrupting one such relic, they’ve killed many. Who’s to say that they won’t go for the treasures of other gods? It’s worse than thievery,” I said, somehow keeping a straight face as I spoke. “They’re playing with things that don’t belong to them, that they don’t deserve.”

“Like Prometheus.” Amaterasu frowned, and her chin lifted even higher. Aha. I hit it on the mark. This would jeopardize her pride. The light from her skin glowed even stronger, reflecting off the pure walls of crystal that made up the barrier to her dimension. 

“Yes, exactly. Unworthy mortals, clawing at the things that rightfully belong to divinity? What of Mjölnir, or the Aegis?” I made sure to catch her gaze as I spoke again. “What of the Imperial Regalia?” From out of the corner of my eye, I saw Carver stifle a grin. So he approved. I hid my own smile. See, now that I’d mentioned the jewel, blade, and mirror that signified the very essence of Japan, artifacts handed down to humanity by Amaterasu herself? Now it was personal.

The outline of the goddess’s body wavered, like the air over a hot desert. She was getting pissed. Perfect. Her cheeks burned, but not with the rosiness of flirtation. She bit her lip, pouting, her nose wrinkling, then burst out.

“Fine. Fine! But I demand something in exchange.” She studied us individually, her eyes narrowing. “No, I demand something from all of you. Time. I will have your time. There are things even I don’t know, that I can never see by light of day. And you will reveal those mysteries to me.”

She lifted her hands, and the faint sound of something sliding or scraping caught my attention. Three panels set in the crystal walls around us lifted open. Where the hell had they come from?

Amaterasu pushed her fists into her hips. “Well?”

Gil shrugged and ambled off towards one of the exits. Carver gave me a meaningful look, then nodded at one of the panels, which was the one he wanted me to take. I didn’t know how he could tell the difference. He gave the goddess one last glance, performed a bow and a quick flourish, then disappeared through his own exit. The panels slid shut, leaving no trace that there had been any openings to mar the seamless perfection of the crystal walls.

Amaterasu tapped her foot. “You. Boy. The mouthy one. Go.”

“I’m going. Sorry. Here I go.”

I don’t know what I was expecting, exactly. Maybe I thought that walking through the doorway would take me through a tunnel, or maybe I thought it acted as a portal to another section of her dimension. But it was just like any other doorway, and as soon as I stepped through I found myself in – the exact same room as before.

What the hell? It was the same chamber, with its crisp blue sky, its perfect clouds, its towering crystalline walls. In the center of it all, like the flame in a lantern, stood Amaterasu, still tapping her foot, hands at her waist, like an impertinent teenager. I was caught in some bizarre hall of mirrors. I whipped around, thinking I’d made some sort of mistake, but the gap in the wall was gone. Instead I saw my reflection, and that of Amaterasu watching me with mounting impatience.

She snapped her fingers, beckoning for me to come.

“Okay, geez. Relax, I’m coming.”

Her face twisted up even harder.

“So,” she said. “You think this Viridian Dawn is going to do more damage, do you?” She pulled out her cellphone again, then started tapping at the screen. “I’m searching and nothing’s coming up. Never heard of them.”

“You get wifi here? Lucky.” I thought of the hideout, and how this was probably the most compelling argument I could get for convincing Carver we needed the internet. Honestly, if a sun goddess could get a signal in her domicile –

I scratched at the bridge of my nose. “I mean, there’s a reason you agreed to parley with us on the matter. There’s a reason you split the three of us up.”

Her eyes slitted. “You have a smart mouth. But I can’t say I dislike that about you, shadow boy.”

I froze. “You – you’ve heard of me, have you?”

She dangled her phone in my face mockingly. “People talk. And so do gods.” She smiled bitterly. “And gods are people, too.”

“Of – of course they are.”

“And I haven’t heard anything about this Viridian Dawn of yours from the grapevine.”

The grapevine? Charming. Maybe Dionysus was keeping things hush-hush.

“What I find interesting about this,” she said, “is that your master was so brazen about bringing you into my home, knowing who and what you are.”

I ruffled my hair with one hand in frustration. “He doesn’t know what I am. Hell, I don’t know what I am.”

“Lies,” she hissed. The glow of the lantern fire grew brighter, more fierce. I didn’t have to look very closely to see that the tips of Amaterasu’s hair were burning with little flames, never consuming or harming her, just a visual and mildly terrifying manifestation of her displeasure. I needed to tread carefully. “There’s a filth building inside of you, and it threatens you and everyone around it.”

I sighed. “You know, everyone tells me that. I can’t even get a date. Last person I kissed washed her mouth out right after. Can’t a guy get a break?”

I didn’t think it was possible but Amaterasu grimaced even harder, the twist of her mouth making her eyes smolder like a pair of suns. She held her arm out, and in place of the cute little cellphone in her hand was a sword. A katana, specifically, masterfully crafted. Also it was on fire.

Fuck.



Chapter 12





If nothing else, at least I could say that I was a hit when it came to the gods. So far, every single entity I’d communed with wanted me dead within minutes of meeting me. I massaged my forehead, groaning. Why did this always happen to me? Wasn’t I cute enough? Did I smell bad?

No. If there’s one thing Dustin Graves is, that’s handsome. And if there’s another, it’s resilient. Hecate, the Greek goddess of magic, told me that herself, though in slightly less flattering terms. I was a human cockroach – skittish, and sneaky, but durable – and I wasn’t about to go down easily. This was another of those freak entity challenges, and if I made it through I might just seal the deal. That, or get another painful as fuck magical exchange, like that time Hecate set my brain on fire. 

Still, I realized that our success was contingent on how Gil and Carver were performing in whatever challenge Amaterasu had set for them. I looked around the inside of the crystal, wondering where the two of them were.

“Better pull your weight, Dustin,” I said under my breath. I checked my bearings, bending my knees in case I needed to run, securing my backpack straps, ready to deploy Vanitas like a screaming death missile if I had to.

“So this corruption,” I said out loud. “Are you talking about what’s been planted in my heart, or the poison that one of your brothers is using to blackmail me?”

“Perhaps both. If one doesn’t kill you now, the other will. In months, perhaps, years. But why look so far ahead?” She smiled sweetly. “Perhaps the poison will take you. Perhaps you will die after all.”

I sighed. “You’re really not helping.”

“Then I could help in other ways. I could cut the corruption out of you.” Amaterasu’s skin was glowing fiercely now, as bright as the flaming sword in her hand. “Or I could tell you what you already know – that your darkness, the taint inside of you works like a blade. It cuts with two edges. You can choose to use your power to aid those in need, or for personal gain.” She raised her sword to eye level, the hilt clasped in both hands, the fire glinting in her eyes. “Which will it be, shadow boy?”

I should have held my tongue then. Maybe it wouldn’t have aggravated her if I’d said something less inflammatory, but then I wouldn’t have a story to tell you about that time a sun goddess tried to skewer me with a sword that was totally on fire.

Use shadowstepping to help, or for personal gain? I answered with honesty, and okay, maybe a little bit of cheek. “Why not both?”

Amaterasu glowered. “Wrong answer.”

In a flash of sunlight and fire she disappeared from her dais, rushing at me with such speed and slashing the sword in a horrific arc. I tumbled away from her, my heart pounding at the fact that she had very nearly lopped my head off, and oh, how the fire was very, very real. I clutched at my hair and groped at my clothes, checking that I wasn’t on fire, and that I was still in one piece.

I blinked, and Amaterasu slashed again, the searing heat of her blade only inches from my face. 

“Lady, seriously, slow down.”

“Show me what makes you so special, shadow boy. Fight back. Show me why your master would risk bringing you into my home.”

I had seconds to think. The scorching brilliance of Amaterasu’s sword burned brighter than even her skin, or the light from the sky itself, casting just enough shadows for me to maneuver. Was that what she wanted? Was this the test? Because I could always fall back on a Sneaky Dustin Special and end this as non-violently as I could: step into the shadow, reappear behind her, then knock her out cold.

But with what? She had braziers set around her dais, conveniently where one of the largest shadows in the chamber was located. Each burned with what looked like magical flames, similar to those in the Lorica’s great library, or the ones hidden in the alcoves of Carver’s hideout. If these fires behaved similarly to those and gave only light, but not heat, then I could use them as blunt weapons. Perfect.

I stepped into Amaterasu’s shadow, the remnants of my body lingering long enough for me to hear her gasp in surprise. Maybe I smiled to myself a little, because any opportunity to impress someone and bask in attention always makes my heart grow that little bit bigger. I shrugged off the mists of the Dark Room as I ran once more into the light of reality – Amaterasu’s reality, that is. 

If Sterling was to be believed, attempting to shadowstep right out of her domicile would kill me. Escape wasn’t an option. I emerged right by the dais, only a step behind her, and lunged for one of the braziers. Its metal was warm to the touch, but not enough to burn me. Excellent. I gripped it in both hands like a mallet, then swung my body in a tight semicircle. The brazier sang through the air –

And it burst into flames.

“Holy shit, what the – ” I let the brazier go just in time. I whacked at the sleeve of my jacket to extinguish the bit of it that had caught fire, grateful that the only real casualties were the tiny hairs along my arm.

“So that’s what the shadow boy can do,” the goddess said, a mocking bend in her voice.

“I mean, yeah. I don’t know what you were expecting.” And I don’t know why I still insisted on being a smart-ass knowing that I was constantly minutes away from having the eyeballs melted right out of my skull, but I never said I was very smart. Handsome, yes. Smart? You be the judge.

“A curious trick. But we can’t have you running all day, can we? It wouldn’t do well to tire you out.”

Amaterasu lifted her hand, and a mirror slipped from the folds of her robes. It rose of its own accord into the air above her, spinning slowly. She gestured with her fingers, and the mirror shattered.

“Well that seems like a waste,” I said.

The goddess smiled in a way that told me I was about to regret everything leading up to this point in my life. The fragments of mirror spun faster and faster in midair, catching the light from every source in the chamber – the sky, the sword, the braziers, Amaterasu’s skin itself. Every shard reflected the light back into the chamber, rebounding and building in intensity until everything was awash in a blinding, blazing rainbow of brilliance.

For a moment I panicked. The suffusing, almost suffocating radiance reminded me of how Thea had plunged the city of Valero under a similarly choking mantle of light. Then I started again, understanding that I had an entirely separate reason to panic. The shards of mirror were casting a light so intense that every shadow in the room was gone.

“Goodness,” I said.

“Quite.” Amaterasu raised her flaming blade once more. “No more running, mortal. Defend yourself. Stand and fight.”

I swallowed thickly. This was always so awkward. I knew from my time at the Lorica that the only way to truly kill an entity was within their own domicile. I didn’t want to have to do that. But the last time I killed a goddess it turned out to be a ruse, anyway. Hecate was just playing a game. Still, something about the flare of fire in Amaterasu’s eyes told me she wasn’t kidding around. Also, the alternative to defending myself was death, which was never one of those options I liked very much. I looked at the tattoo on my wrist. Hmm. Die now, or die later.

I set my jaw. As if. I still had a chance to get out of this. I raised my chin, defiant, daring the goddess with my bravado. 

“Then I’ll fight,” I said. “Come at me.”

With all the sweetness of a summer flower, Amaterasu smiled. “With pleasure.” 

She rushed at me, but I was ready this time. I sidestepped with ease, undoing the clasp on my backpack, and lifting the flap. If Vanitas didn’t even the odds, I didn’t know what would.

“Hah!” I shouted, prepared for the clash of tarnished, enchanted bronze against the goddess’s flaming steel. But Vanitas didn’t come shooting out of my backpack the way I’d expected. He slipped from the bag’s mouth and, with a clang, fell onto the chamber’s marble floor.

“Vanitas? V? You okay there?”

“My home, my rules. Your toy is of no use here.”

“Hey. He’s a friend. Also my roommate.” I nudged my roommate with my toe. He stayed motionless on the floor.

Amaterasu tutted softly. “When I told you to stand and fight, I meant to do so by your own power. Surely you can find some way of defending yourself?”

There she went again. That phrasing was all too familiar. I watched as she approached menacingly, my eyes narrowing with suspicion, and a fair dose of annoyance.

“Is Carver putting you up to this?”

Amaterasu faltered mid-stride. She raised a hand to her mouth and tittered. “Why – I have no idea what you mean.”

“Only that he keeps talking about how I need to find some way to defend myself. Those are his words.” I bent over and picked Vanitas up. “His exact words.”

“The very nerve of you to suggest that I would pay your master a favor in this respect fills me with a great desire to sever your head from your shoulders.”

“That’s something he would say,” I bluffed.

Amaterasu sneered, then launched herself at me. I raised Vanitas to meet her sword, the clang of metal ringing through the chamber, the goddess’s supernatural strength causing my arms, my bones, my teeth to vibrate with the force of her blow.

Her face was bent too close to mine, her scent like sweet woodsmoke, her breath inhumanly hot on my skin. I shuddered, calling on every ounce of my strength to resist as she pressed the full weight of her blade and her body against me.

“He also says it wouldn’t kill you to do the dishes a little more often.” Her sword scraped against Vanitas as she slid aside and kicked me square in the chest, her cheeks flushed with triumph.

I scrambled to my feet, Vanitas’s heaviness dragging me down. I was strong enough to carry him, sure, but it took a different kind of muscle to wield a sword in battle. I had to handle him in both hands, and I’d already sapped my strength just parrying Amaterasu’s blows. I hadn’t even attacked yet, not that I had anything to show in a swordfight.

Damn it, I should have worked out, paid more attention to my body. I should have borrowed Gil’s weights when he offered and started some kind of routine. But what the hell, man. I didn’t know I was ever going to have to wield Vanitas myself. And it wasn’t my fault that Amaterasu was straight up cheating by nullifying every trick I could throw at her.

I knew what Carver wanted out of me, but it was clear that we hadn’t come all this way just for him to have me tested by a bloodthirsty sun goddess.

“The dishes? That’s just prejudiced. Easy for him to say because he doesn’t eat. See, this is the kind of shit I have to put up with.”

“Put up with? Pah. Know this, shadow beast.” When the hell had I been downgraded to beast? “If it hadn’t been for your master I would have slain you just as soon as you’d entered my home.”

I twisted again, narrowly escaping as her sword plunged past my body in a flaming arc. I hefted Vanitas in both hands, preparing to fend off her next attack. “Why the hell do you even hate me so much?”

That gave her pause, but not for long. The light in the chamber flickered. Somehow, I knew I’d made her even angrier. Uh-oh. 

“Your corruption runs deep, mage,” she hissed. “Perhaps your awakening was stimulated by an introduction of a seed of the taint, from the dagger that was thrust into you. But you have always been tied to the Old Ones.”

She knew about the sacrifice? Wow. Gods really did gossip. “Me? The Eldest? What are you even talking about?”

“So you claim not to know of your parentage? Don’t make me laugh.”

Parentage? “I swear to all the gods I’ve ever met that I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“The other gods you have met might have held some tolerance for your corruption, but I see differently. You should be cleansed, the taint burned right out of you. No, no. Your taint should be burned right off the face of this earth.”

Amaterasu charged again, teeth, eyes, and blade flashing in the beautiful, hellish light of the mirror shards above us. That was the source of all my trouble. I clenched my jaw, narrowing my eyes as I looked up. If I could deactivate its enchantment, bring back the shadows –

The goddess slashed, and I wove out of the path of her sword. She was a talented fighter – how I knew that, I can’t explain. All I knew was that anyone who could handle a sword well enough to almost hack my limbs off multiple times in succession must have possessed some amount of skill in swordplay. She growled at the annoyance of missing me again, but that was all I had: agility, reflexes, a quick mind.

But I also had a sword.

I whirled in place like a shot putter, using Vanitas’s weight to propel him, and swung upward with all my might, hurling him into the cluster of broken mirrors. His edge blazed green and gold in the radiance of Amaterasu’s chamber, and she roared in fury as the sword’s point met home. A tinkle, then a crash, and the rainbow brilliance flooding the domicile vanished as the shards showered and clinked to the ground. Which meant the shadows were back.

“No,” Amaterasu shouted, dashing at me again, but this had to end. If she wanted to play dirty, then I was allowed to pull out all the stops, too. And hey, maybe it meant I could have some practice honing. Just a little. I stepped into a shadow, retreating to the far end of the chamber, buying myself enough time to work.

But it didn’t take long. I feared calling out the elements of the Dark Room because of what it could do to me, because of how it left me half dead when I first did it. The Dark didn’t care, though. It always wanted to come out. Always. I was only the enabler, the conduit, and all I had to do was open the door. That was the worst thing of all: that it was so easy, so effortless to cause so much destruction.

There were only a scant few shadows across the marble floor of Amaterasu’s chamber, but they were more than enough. Black mists rose from each of them, swirling, coalescing into solid shapes. How the Dark Room knew to bring its horrors to Amaterasu’s realm, I couldn’t know. But there was a different quality to the shadows this time. It was ecstatic, ravenous, and raring to emerge.

Shapes burst out of the darkness in massive waves, great, glistening tentacles of solid shadow lashing and breaking at everything within reach. I couldn’t tell where Amaterasu’s shrieking ended, and where the sound of shattering crystal began. The darkness frolicked in its dance of joyous obliteration, a raging, frothing pandemonium of shadows, blood, and mirrors bending, breaking, bleeding.

I collapsed to the ground, the marble cool against my cheek, my blood a warm, comforting puddle, all the shattered pieces of crystal and mirror like strings of diamonds in a growing lake of crimson. I made that, I thought to myself. I painted that picture, in red, and black, and white.

“I’m a shadowcrafter,” I said, burbling into a mouthful of my own blood.

I stopped breathing.



Chapter 13





My chest was on fire, like an ember was burning inside of it. The pain felt very much like the night I first died, when Thea had plunged her verdigris dagger into my heart. I moaned in a gloom lit only by candles, half asleep but just awake enough to send curious, frightened fingers groping around me. My hands met with long, smooth patches of stone. I was laid on something flat.

The altar.

I screamed as my eyes flew open. No. Not the altar. I was fine. I was back in my quarters at the hideout, the furniture around me hewn from stone, the mattress at my back flat and firm, but comfortable, nothing at all like the stone altar where Thea had murdered me as an offering to the Eldest. What I thought were candles was just the incandescent lamplight from my side table. I was safe. 

Safe, but in a hell of a lot of pain. I groaned as I wrenched myself into a seated position. I grimaced at the bandages wrapped around my chest, and at the spot of blood that was still damp on them. Something inside me wilted. So I ripped myself open when I unlocked the door to the Dark Room again. How the hell was I ever going to sharpen my talent if it meant bleeding myself half to death every time?

“Calm down,” a voice beside me said.

I jerked at the sound of it, at the sudden realization that someone was sitting right by me, straddling a chair with his arms slung over the backrest, chin pushed into his forearms. Sterling watched me with a serene expression, unmoving, perfectly still, like he’d been sitting there comfortably for the past – 

“How long have I been out?”

He continued staring at me for a few uncomfortable seconds. “Hours. I want to say about twenty-four now?”

“What?” I threw the covers aside, wondering what I was even supposed to accomplish by doing so, when I remembered that I really only had to look at my wrist to know how much time had passed. I winced as I raised my hand to my face, dreading what I would see on Dionysus’s tattoo.

Fuck. One petal. I don’t know what I was expecting. I thrust my face into my hands, ruffling at my hair that, as anticipated, was greasy from days of not washing. That deep knowing that showers were the least of my problems only made things worse. I was going to die.

I guess I must have been distraught enough that I didn’t even flinch when Sterling’s cold hand came to rest on my bare shoulder. He squeezed in what was almost a reassuring way.

“Cheer up. My offer still stands.”

“For fuck’s sake, Sterling.” I shook his hand off my shoulder. “Can you not make this another creepy game right now? I’m going to die.” I raked fingers through my hair, swallowing my frustration. “At least tell me that you guys managed to track down the Viridian Dawn. At least tell me that this is over.”

He shook his head, the subtle tic in the creases of his eyes telling me that an attempt to be sympathetic was struggling to fight its way out of the alabaster mask of his face.

“Carver told you, didn’t he? We’re supposed to go together, as a unit. We need everyone on board for this job. He refused to proceed without you. Besides, he wanted you and Gil to be rested after that – the whole incident with the sun goddess.”

I sighed. On one hand, that meant even less time for us to fulfill our duty. On the other, it meant I had some agency in this. The stronger our force, the faster we could get this done. If we secured the Codex by evening, then we could hand it over to Mrs. Boules by midnight. Good. Fine. I could work with that.

“So we’re going soon? In – what, a couple of hours?” I checked at my wrist for the watch I wasn’t wearing. “What time is it now, anyway?”

“Dawn, I guess?” he drawled. “Five, six in the morning.”

“How are you awake then?”

He shrugged, gesturing at the shutters over my window. “No sunlight in the hideout means I get along fine. Plus I’m plenty well-rested from waiting for your bag of flesh and bones to recover.” His eyes came to rest on my chest and his lip turned up. “Also I’m very well-fed at the moment.”

My jaw flew open and I reached for my bandages, as well as for the covers, pulling them up around my torso. “What – how could you?”

“Hey, they brought you back, and Carver said he needed help cleaning you up. So I helped.” He grinned in a distinctly perverse manner. “You’d think I’d get a ‘thank you’ out of that, but no. Vampire saliva has powerful coagulant properties, you know. We’re like leeches. You could have bled to death otherwise.”

“I – you – Sterling, how fucking dare you, I – ”

He laughed, resting his hands behind his head and stretching out his legs. “Relax. I’m kidding. Carver took care of everything. He wouldn’t even let me touch you.” He feigned coughing into his fist, as if he meant for me to see the smile he was hiding there. “He didn’t say anything about the shirt he cut off of you, though. It was like a sponge.”

I recoiled. “Sterling, you’re the fucking worst.”

He lifted a finger. “Listen, the Lorica and all these other arcane idiots have rules about this shit. I’m not allowed to drink from you losers, but nobody said anything about protocol if I found some wine spilled from the bottle.”

I gagged.

“It wasn’t even that good, honestly. I mean you’re magical, so it was still a nice little treat. On the whole, though? Very meh. Your blood is like a passable California red, but the kind you can get at a gas station.”

“Hey!” What the hell, why was I offended? This psycho was talking about my blood. Still, it kind of hurt. A gas station, really?

“So yeah, don’t flatter yourself into thinking I’m dying for more now that I’ve had a sample shot.” He tilted his head, his eyes refocusing on my bandages. “Although – with your wound still open, I can still smell it. Can’t say I’m not tempted to rip you open for another taste.”

“Dude, Sterling, I try so hard to get along with you, but every time you talk to me like this it’s such a struggle and all I think about is picking up a knife from the kitchen and – ”

“I heard screaming.” Gil strode in, rubbing his eyes, clad in teddy bear pajamas and fluffy slippers that I guess were meant to resemble some kind of stuffed animal. I tried to contain my surprise, but he caught me, narrowing his gaze. “Hey. Don’t judge.” He pointed at me. “You’re half naked.” Then he pointed at Sterling. “And you’re just a pervert. Are you scaring him again?”

“Wasn’t scared,” I mumbled.

Sterling studied his fingernails. “I was just telling him that he didn’t have to worry about me gunning for his blood anymore.” He angled his head so Gil couldn’t see, then grinned at me. I scowled back.

“I wasn’t scared,” I said again, louder this time. “I was just concerned. I’ve got one day left on Dionysus’s timer and we’re nowhere close to shutting down the Viridian Dawn.”

“Won’t be long now,” Gil said, checking his phone. “Carver wants us to hit the place at two this afternoon.”

“So Amaterasu agreed to take the sun away after all?”

“Better,” Gil said. He pointed at something glinting and metallic on my desk. “We found that on your body when we came to retrieve you.”

It was a mirror, very much like the one Amaterasu had shattered when she attempted to blind me and drown out all the shadows in her realm.

“So you guys came to get me? Thanks, I guess. Wait. So that means you passed her trial?”

Gil scratched his beard. “Trial? Nah. We just had tea. She was really nice. Said she’d never met a werewolf and wanted to ask questions. We had a great chat.”

I threw my hands up. “But you’re the one who told me not to trust entities.”

He shrugged. “A sun goddess doesn’t seem the type to drug and poison someone, you know? Plus she did a tea ceremony and everything. It would’ve been pretty rude to turn her down.”

“I don’t believe this. What about Carver?”

“Oh, much the same,” Carver said, stepping into my room, like he was waiting to be announced. “The two of us caught up, had a little stroll through one of her gardens. Did you know she had gardens outside that crystal? Simply sublime.”

I stabbed a finger in his direction. “You put her up to this, didn’t you?”

Carver raised his hands in placation. “I may have casually mentioned that it would be nice if you could rely on yourself in a fight, but what of it? I didn’t push her to antagonize you. Amaterasu attacked you of her own free will. Do you really think a goddess would take kindly to an outsider telling her what to do?”

He had a point. I wanted to fold my arms and sulk, except that I knew it would hurt like hell considering the state of my chest. 

“Carver’s right.” Sterling’s Zippo clicked as he lit one of his cigarettes. “You’re more use to us if you know better than to just duck into the shadows. The sword’s nice and all” – he angled his head at one of my shelves where, I was glad to see, Vanitas was resting – “but would it kill you to hit something with your fists for once?”

“Gil has his claws, and you have your batshit crazy vampire strength. You guys have your advantages, but the rest of us have our limitations.” I coughed very pointedly. “Also I’d really appreciate it if you didn’t smoke in here.”

“Yeah dude,” Gil said, grimacing. “Wouldn’t appreciate you smoking those in my room, either.”

Carver tutted. “Dustin has a point. It’s quite impolite. Smoke in your room, Sterling, or outside.”

Sterling sulkily rose to his feet, his chair scraping against the stone floor.

“Those things are going to kill you some day, you know.”

“Immortal vampire,” Sterling said, showing me a very rude gesture as he headed for the door. “I’d be more worried about your lifespan what with the tattoo and everything. Remember: the offer still stands.”

I leaned back against my pillow and grumbled, holding out my wrist for Carver to see. “One day. Is there really nothing you can do about this?”

He shook his head. “I closed you up and staunched the bleeding. That is the extent of my healing. The only way out of this geas is to fulfill Dionysus’s wishes.”

Geas, Carver said, the Irish word for binding magical agreements. Quests, in short, which came with dire consequences if uncompleted, which was exactly the predicament I was in. I wondered if the sun goddess had done the same.

“So Amaterasu – did she want anything out of me?”

“As far as I know, you’re clean.” Carver handed me the mirror. “This is the favor we’ve been granted. I trust you’ll be familiar with how to use this. Do you remember the bottled lightning you used to try and kill me?”

I looked away from Gil and Carver just then, my ears reddening. Hell, I sure did. The Lorica gave us Hounds small crystal phials that were used to suck electricity out of buildings, making infiltration easier and safer by effectively killing the power. I’d used one of those to attack Carver before I knew that he didn’t truly mean me harm.

“So this works the same way?” I said, turning the mirror over in my hand. “It sucks the sunlight out of the sky?” I couldn’t wrap my head around it, but Carver just nodded. “So. Out of curiosity. What would happen if two sun gods conflicted on what to do? If, say, Apollo found out and decided ‘Nope, the sun stays out today’?”

Carver stroked his beard. “The sun would probably implode. Who knows.”

I frowned, my mouth half open, but I didn’t argue. Knowing what I did about entities, I could totally see that happening.

“We’ll strike at two,” he continued. “You and Gil will need to show up earlier to cast the darkness over the Viridian compound. Sterling and I will follow once it’s safe for him to walk in without immediately burning to a crisp.”

“I’ll catch a few more Zs then,” Gil said, scratching his chest and stifling a yawn. “You should do the same, Graves.” He flip-flopped back out of my room, the fluffy slippers such stark contrast to his image. They were puppies, it turns out. Fluffy little beagle slippers.

Carver’s eyes darted around my room, then back to me. “And take a shower while you’re at it. I healed what I could of you, but I’m not up to the task of giving you a sponge bath. You need one.”

I lifted my arm, sniffed, then winced. “Yeah. I agree.”

“Bring the sword. We’ll need every advantage we can get, and he makes a fifth.”

Vanitas’s voice droned in the back of my head. “Go, team.” 

Carver turned on his heel to leave, his feet hardly making a sound.

“I’ll do my best,” I said to his back, unsure of who I was trying to impress. “But I don’t know if I can manage another honing today. Not that you could call it a honing.”

Carver stopped in his tracks, then turned to address me over his shoulder. “I would caution against it, Graves. Your first attempt proved almost fatal. This last one was no improvement. Perhaps I shouldn’t have been so hard on you.”

I stared at my tattoo. “It was either die then, or when the last petal falls.” I bit the inside of my cheek, my blood pulsing with fury. Fuck Dionysus. Fuck these fickle gods and the idiot humans who coveted their relics, who played with fire.

I fixed Carver with my gaze, intent on showing him my dedication to see this quest through, to continue living. “I’ll find the Codex today, and deliver it tonight.”

“That you must do, Dustin. Or die trying.”



Chapter 14





“Huh. You know, I’m not sure what I was expecting.”

Gil scratched the side of his nose as we both watched the compound. “You know, me neither. I guess I thought things would be, I don’t know, more decrepit, somehow? Inhospitable, even.”

The compound looked a lot homier than we’d anticipated. The garden was properly tended, the house itself midsize, and maybe recently painted, too, not at all like the rundown mess I was expecting. It looked a little too nice for something so close to the Gridiron.

The entire thing was gated, sure, but again it didn’t completely make sense. The compound just looked so domestic, and thoroughly unsecured. No barbed wire, even. It looked, by all appearances, like someone’s house, and maybe that made me a little more nervous. We were properly going to break and enter this time, not just slip in through the shadows.

But what really made me nervous was the gaggle of young people sitting outside, maybe a half dozen men – boys, almost – just chilling at the tables under the veranda in the garden. They were smiling, drinking beer, smoking, not at all an average weekday afternoon in Valero. And they weren’t all wearing the same robes or sweatsuits, either, nothing at all like a cult. This was the Viridian Dawn?

I can’t lie. It made me a little queasy knowing that we were going to beat the living tar out of these kids if they got in the way. I mean, I could tell Vanitas to take it easy and just bash his way through the masses with his scabbard, but Gil had his claws, and Sterling hardly knew his own strength. And who knew what Carver would do?

“They’re just kids,” I said, keeping still so I wouldn’t rustle the bushes we were staking out from. “Maybe we should have scouted first.”

“No time, remember? And Carver specifically said he didn’t want you doing that. You might think shadowstepping can let you slip in and out like butter wherever you want, but you never know when the place could be warded. What if you get in, and you can’t get out?”

I stared at him incredulously, then pointed at the veranda. “This isn’t a cult. It’s a kegger. Those are children in there. Do you really think they know what they’re doing?”

“Shh. Shut up. Wait for the signal. It’s almost time.”

I watched the sun as it beat overhead, biting back the urge to complain about the stifling heat. We were both dressed in black, just to make sure the infiltration would go down well, and Gil had even painted a couple of black stripes under his eyes. He said it was to help keep him hidden, but I totally knew he did it to look cool. I was kind of jealous, honestly.

I watched the ring at my finger, impatience stirring in my belly. The ring was a loaner from Carver, and the amber gem set in it was supposed to be our go signal. When it glowed, it was time to activate Amaterasu’s mirror. Activate is a strong word since I wasn’t even sure how to work the thing, but as Carver so elegantly explained, it was so easy that even a trained monkey could do it. “And that monkey would probably know how to throw fireballs, too,” he added, side-eyeing me as he said it.

And okay, I know that I probably should have slightly more reservations about wearing enchanted jewelry that I didn’t make myself. I’d worn one of Thea’s opals for the better part of a month. I didn’t know that it was designed to warp my brain and make me more susceptible to her suggestions, giving the gem a minor but insidious form of mind control. But again, I could sense that Carver was actually trying to help me. Call it a hunch, but I knew on instinct that he wasn’t quite prepping to cut my heart out on a sacrificial altar.

The gem pulsed, glowing at my finger like a bauble filling with fire. That was the signal.

“Go,” Gil said, tugging the hood of his jacket over his head. “Now.”

I pulled Amaterasu’s mirror out of my pocket and raised it to the sky, reflective side up. I stared at it, then narrowed my eyes as I peered at the clouds, wondering what was supposed to happen.

The sun went out. That’s what happened, much faster than I was prepared for. The mirror acted as a magnet, drawing the day into it. At first the sun came to me in faint beams, but those quickly turned into laser-focused flares of solar brilliance. The mirror was heating up, and fast.

“I’m going to die,” I grunted, grimacing as the mirror went from the temperature of warm glass to the screeching fire of a blacksmith’s forge.

“Don’t let go,” Gil said, his eyes reflecting the sun’s rays as Amaterasu’s mirror fed on the light, his mouth half open in a mix of awe and terror. He wasn’t sure this was supposed to be happening, either, but I knew in my gut that letting go of the mirror would have been the wrong thing to do.

The last rays of sunlight coalesced into a blazing spire of flame as they entered the mirror, slamming into the relic with such force and finality that it threw me off my feet. The bushes rustled as I fell flat on the grass, like an asshole. I blinked at the sky. It was pitch-dark, like midnight.

From the compound I heard murmured “Oohs” and “Ahs” of wonder as phone cameras clicked. The kids who made up the Viridian Dawn were bickering over whether this was an eclipse or an equinox. Out of the corner of my eye I caught a flash of something like a burst of flame. The foliage rustled, and out stepped Carver, with Sterling in tow.

“Well done, Graves,” Carver said, tugging on his leather glove. He was still dressed in a suit, the only real difference being that he’d selected a black shirt for the occasion. I didn’t know how he expected to conduct an infiltration in an expensive British cut, but you had to admit, the man had style.

Sterling tutted. “Sleeping on the job? Come on, Dusty. There’s work to be done.”

I scowled, hoping that the ambient starlight was enough to show Sterling my expression.

“Die in a fire,” I muttered.

Gil offered me his hand, pulling me effortlessly to my feet. I winced at the pain in my chest. Carver had actually done a fantastic job of putting me back together again, but I was still sore. Magic is magic, but being ripped open at the chest takes a little bit of recovery, let’s be real. I tucked Amaterasu’s mirror – now gone cold and dim – into my jacket, flexing my fingers, peering at my skin. Huh. I wasn’t burned, after all. Small mercies.

I brushed blades of grass off my jeans – black ones, don’t worry, no stains here – and widened my strides to catch up with the others. But I noticed that Carver was walking ahead of us. Far ahead.

“Wait,” I hissed. “Carver. Hey.”

He was just walking up to the gaggle of kids outside on the veranda. These guys were in their twenties, at least, so maybe it was better for me to stop thinking of them as children. Innocents had died because of them. Still, I wondered if they deserved whatever Carver had in store for him. I called out to him again.

Carver looked over his shoulder, his face unbothered, but his pace still brisk. “What is it, Graves?” He was speaking at full volume. Wasn’t he worried about alerting the cultists?

I said as much. “You’re too loud. And quick. I thought we were trying to be subtle?”

Sterling snorted. I looked to Gil for support, but he said nothing. Carver lifted a hand, the amber gems on his fingers glowing. He waved in a languid, dismissive gesture, and a section of gate bent in on itself. Sterling and Gil walked on through the opening, unperturbed, treading over the twisted remains of the fence, and I followed, mouth agape. Those kids were going to die.

“Is he going to kill them? Sterling, dude, listen – ”

Sterling kept walking. The men finally noticed us, Carver’s hand burning like a beacon in the darkness.

“Hey, how’d you get in here?” the tallest one said. He was reaching into his pocket, as were the others. “You can’t just walk in. What do you think you’re – ”

Carver waved his hand, and miniature gouts of pale fire streamed from his fingers, each one forcing its way down a cultist’s mouth. They gasped, then choked, clutching at their throats. Then as one, they slumped to the ground, motionless.

“Pah,” he muttered, cracking his knuckles. “Children.”

“Holy shit,” I hissed. “Carver, you killed them. You killed them all.”

“They should have thought of that before they became terrorists.”

I wrenched at my hair, panic mounting in my chest. “Carver, be serious, how are we going to cover this all up?”

Sterling rolled his eyes, then fixed me with a bladed look. Carver finally stopped walking, sighing as he turned to me, his face creased with a sullen expression.

“As much as I would like to leave a trail of corpses in my wake, this is no longer an age in which sorcerers can murder without repercussion. As much as I detest the concept of the Veil, I acknowledge that it has its advantages. I do not want normals banging down Mama Rosa’s door wielding torches and pitchforks. These fools are merely asleep.”

Sterling made a small grumbling sound. Gil bent down to inspect one of the bodies. Looking closer, I could see the rise and fall of the cultist’s stomach as he breathed. I said nothing.

“What you need to understand, Graves, is that there may be casualties in our line of work. If it’s for the greater good, then I don’t see the problem in killing half a dozen parasites upon society if it means we end up saving more in the process.”

Sterling rolled his shoulders and stretched his neck, his joints popping. “Awesome. So we have free rein?”

Carver raised a hand and clicked his tongue. “No deaths.”

A faint twinge of disappointment passed over Sterling’s face. “But can I at least stop for a snack? Circumstances permitting.”

Gil chuckled. Carver rolled his eyes. I stared at each of them in turn, mouth still open at how casually they were discussing hurting other people. I mean, I’ve had to knock people out before and stuff, but that was all for defense and self-preservation. Right?

“You may bleed them, and you may break their bones if you must. But work silently.” Carver raised a finger. “And no deaths.”

Sterling grinned, his fangs gleaming in the starlight. “Noted.” He streaked into the compound, a blur of silver and leather.

Gil shrugged. “He gets excited. I mean this is like a buffet for him, you know?”

The screams started immediately.

“I’m glad he gets to have fun. It happens so rarely.” Carver adjusted his cuff. “Gilberto, kill the power.”

Gil nodded, then ran off into the house. Carver leveled me with his gaze. 

“Find the Codex. Hurt anyone who stands in your way.”



Chapter 15





The house was a bloodbath by the time I moved in, at least from what I could make out in the darkness. From the floor below I could hear yowls of pain as Sterling and Gil cut a swath through the bowels of the compound. Carver had instructed me to jump ahead, to scout for the group. We put out the sun for three reasons, after all: to blind the Viridian Dawn, to give Sterling room to fight with us, and to turn the entirety of our target location into my playground.

I stepped carefully through the darkness, watchful of the ring on my finger. Carver told me that he had opened a two-way link on it, allowing me to contact him if I needed to, but considering the sheer comfort and safety of the shadows, I was confident I wouldn’t have to turn to him for help.

Navigating the second floor was simple enough. Your eyes get accustomed to the darkness, or maybe mine did from spending so much time in low light conditions, whether it was at the hideout, or operating for Carver under cover of night. I suspected that my connection to the Dark Room might have even granted me some ability to see better in the dark.

Yet all that I could see in the house left me somewhat underwhelmed. I was expecting the Viridian Dawn’s base to be, I don’t know, more threatening somehow. Maybe the fact that it didn’t look so dangerous should have made me warier in general, but level two just felt like any old living room. Well, if you didn’t count the sound of men screaming through the floorboards.

This was easy. Too easy. Surely they had to have people posted as guards up here as well. It was stupid, and almost definitely suspicious. 

A ring of pale fire appeared by my feet, and I leapt back in shock, biting my tongue to stop from shouting. A body formed, feet first, inside the ring, and really, you’d think by then I’d have been used to seeing Carver teleport, but I was jumpy, okay? Who knew what the Viridian Dawn had in store for us.

The last of the flames licked at Carver’s suit, then died away. He adjusted his tie, smoothing at the creases in his clothes, eyes still gleaming ocher.

“Anything interesting up here?”

“Not yet,” I said. “Which has me worried, if I’m honest.”

Carver scoffed. “These people are amateurs, just idiots who somehow laid their hands on a stock of magical items. Gil and Sterling are slicing through their ranks like – ”

“A hot knife through butter?”

Carver blinked at me. “Yes. That is an acceptable comparison.”

“You have a thing when it comes to normals, you know that? It’s like, you don’t want them dead, not exactly, but you seem happy enough to shed some blood.”

He pretended to examine his fingernails as more screams emanated from the lower floors, as bumps and crashes signaled that Sterling and Gil were making their way up to us.

“And you need to be a little less sensitive about roughing them up. The human body is resilient. The mind, not so much.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean that sometimes subtlety works best for incapacitation. It isn’t only about hurling fireballs and lightning bolts. It’s why I prefer defensive magic. It doesn’t drain me as much, lets me save my power for when I truly need it. A well-placed sleep spell works just as nicely. A fear spell would, too. Or one of madness.”

“Excuse me?”

“Shush. Here comes the cavalry.”

Gil was thumping his way to the top of the stairs, but Sterling had already beaten him to it, somehow moving faster, yet more silently than any human – or werewolf – could manage.

Sterling’s skin was rosier, an effect of all the blood he’d consumed. I didn’t need to look too closely to find out, though, considering he still had some on his chin. I cringed, but I gestured at my own mouth.

“You’ve got something on your – yeah, right there.”

He wiped the offending splatter away with his thumb, then sucked it. I cringed harder. Gil looked about normal, apart from the sheen of sweat on his skin. His knuckles and fingers weren’t bloodied.

“You didn’t go dog?”

“Didn’t need to,” Gil said, his breath hoarse, skin flushed from the thrill of battle. “It was pitch-dark down there. Those kids didn’t stand a chance. I think we took out about a dozen.”

“Fourteen, actually,” Sterling said. He burped. I grimaced.

“Excellent work,” Carver said. “But now for the Codex.” He gestured towards the main door leading away from the staircase landing. “Through there, I suppose, though that should be obvious.”

Gil sniffed at the air. “At least four of them in there.”

Sterling cocked his head, inhaling slowly. “A couple are magical. That or they’re packing heat.”

“Yes,” Carver said. “I sensed that.”

Gil cracked his knuckles and rolled his shoulders. “So. Do we barge them and charge them?”

“The two of you will,” Carver said, weaving his fingers in the air in front of him. “Dustin. You stay back, lurk in the dark, and shadowstep your way in when you’re required.”

“Done and done,” I said. 

I was happy to help, but even happier not to be in the front lines. This was nice, really, having actual muscle to brute force through the flimsier obstacles. I liked to think of myself as Carver’s secret weapon, someone he could call on to apply some finesse.

“Yeah, better for him to hang back,” Sterling said. “Else he’ll crumple like paper at the first sign of a fight.”

I clenched my jaw and held back my retort. Better finesse than cannon fodder, I thought. Carver finished his muttering, then swept his hand from the crown of his head, downwards. Pale fire suffused his body, parts of him disappearing into thin air as he completed his spell.

“Where the hell is he going? Is he leaving us to do the dirty work?”

A cough came from the air, in the approximate space that Carver’s body had previously occupied. 

“I’m still here, Mr. Graves. And I’ll thank you to speak a little more politely of me. I wonder if that’s how you talk about me when I’m not around.”

“Not at all,” I said, stammering at both the admonition, as well as Carver’s sudden invisibility. I’d never seen anyone invisible before. I realize that doesn’t make any damn sense, but you get what I mean. Just roll with it.

“Here goes,” Gil said. “Give me space, guys, just in case I need to go dog.” He bent his knees, preparing to charge. “Okay. On three. One, two – ”

Sterling smashed his fist straight through the door, his lips drawn back in sheer delight. He wrenched the wood apart with fingers so slender that they looked like talons.

“Here’s Johnny,” he crowed, ripping the door off its hinges. Jesus Christ. I knew Sterling was vampire-strong, but I guess I’d never seen him fully fed. This was absolutely terrifying.

“Idiot,” the air beside me muttered, and it shifted as Carver moved into position. Whatever defensive measure he meant to put in place didn’t make it in time. A bolt of electricity slammed fully into Sterling’s chest, and he screamed as he flew off his feet.

“Now it’s getting interesting,” Gil said, groaning deeply as his fingers flayed in a burst of blood, skin from bone, to make way for his wolf talons. Sterling was already back on his feet, none the worse for wear, slicking his hair back down.

“I made such an effort to look pretty today, too,” he hissed.

He vanished in a streak as he rushed through the open doorway, narrowly dodging another electrical bolt. I heard a crack, then a hideous scream.

“Hey, don’t leave me out of all the fun,” Gil said, charging through to join Sterling on the other side. Where Carver was, I couldn’t say, but I crept far behind them, sticking to the shadows so I could peek into the room.

A man – nearly a boy, honestly – was writhing on the floor, clutching his wrist, which had been bent into an incredibly unpleasant angle. Some feet away from him was a thin rod, about the size of a chopstick, possibly the wand he’d used to attack Sterling. Noted. You know, in case I needed to fry something on short notice. But there were others in the room, two more men, and a third figure dressed all in white.

Wait. White. Was it – could it be? I craned my neck, straining to see. I couldn’t give away that there were four of us. That was the whole point, to afford us an unfair advantage, but I had to see. I could just make out someone who appeared to be dressed differently than the rest. 

The other cultists wore civilian clothing: jeans, jackets, hoodies. This person was in something resembling a robe. A white one, close to alabaster, or ivory, a color someone from my past life tended to favor. I couldn’t hear exactly what she was muttering, but I could tell that she was casting a spell.

It was a woman’s voice.

Thea?



Chapter 16





I could have stepped into the room, grabbed the wand, and fried her on the spot. I could have at least shadowstepped in to warn the others. But orders were orders.

The wand that had belonged to the man with the injured wrist flew from the floor straight into the woman’s hand, and she fired another bolt, missing both Sterling and Gil. 

She punctuated her incanting with a curse. I strained to listen, but I hated that I couldn’t recognize whether it was Thea’s voice. Had it really been that long since we’d defeated her in the battle at the square?

“Deal with them,” she said, her voice muffled by the clamor of fighting, and the pitiful sounds that the man on the floor – let’s call him Wrist – was making. “Protect the Codex.” I averted my eyes as the room filled with a flash of brilliance. She disappeared.

The woman had teleported away. Gone, like the last time, right out of the clutches of the Lorica, and now, right out of our grasp. I can’t tell you how many nights I’ve dreamed of the things I would have done to her in exchange for murdering me, for planting the seed of corruption I still didn’t understand in my heart. I don’t know how many nights I’ve struggled with the guilt of even thinking of doing that, but I’ve never wanted to hurt someone more.

For now we had to handle the idiots she left behind. I had to focus. One cultist down, and three more to deal with. I was about ready to step into the room – that guy with the ponytail and the glasses, I could do the old Sneaky Dustin Special. Just shadowstep behind him, and smash him in the back of the head. As I weighed my options, a mist started to rise from the floor. That decided for me. I knew on instinct to stay the hell out.

It wasn’t a trap set by the Viridian Dawn, though, judging by the pale orange tinge of the vapors. Carver, wherever he was, was trying to put these guys to sleep again. I guess I appreciated his non-violent approach to suppressing threats, but something about knowing what these people had done, and had in store, made me feel a little less reserved about hurting them. That and the fact that they were almost very likely working for Thea.

The mist rose, and I had to admit, I was glad that we’d be able to end things quickly. The only thing more dangerous than a hostile mage was a bunch of normals in possession of lethal artifacts. Thea – no, it couldn’t have been her – their leader had equipped them with a host of magical items. I might have mentioned this before, but that’s about as responsible as handing a grenade to a small child.

One of them was already hurriedly reading out loud from a scrap of notebook paper by the light of his cellphone. I guess you couldn’t cast spells directly from a notes app – something which shattered my grand fantasy of sending someone a fireball as an email attachment – but there were more immediate problems to worry about. If there was one thing I remembered from working with the Lorica, it’s that the vehicle for magic didn’t matter, only the intent. That notebook paper was a scroll, and something super shitty was about to happen.

The scrap of paper vanished in a puff of flame, and the cultists’ bodies became awash in faint light. They watched, eyes wide in terror, as the mist rose, licking at their clothes, probing at their mouths – but nothing happened. Whatever was on that scroll had countered Carver’s spell. The guy with the notebook paper – the one with the ponytail and glasses, let’s call him Scrolls – smiled and reached into his pocket for another piece of paper.

“There’s three of them,” Scrolls said, the lens of his glasses gleaming as he thrust his finger into empty space. Wait – those were enchanted too. He’d spotted Carver.

One of the men, a shuddering mess, pulled out what looked like a tiny pebble, and hurled it at the patch of empty space Scrolls had indicated. It sailed through the air harmlessly, comically – and then grew by several magnitudes into a boulder. Something in the room cracked, and snapped. Carver screamed. Pebbles thrust his fist in the air, triumphant, doubtless glad that he’d scored and had unwittingly taken down a supremely powerful sorcerer with a rock. But he didn’t expect Sterling to react so quickly.

No one could have. In a blur of black hair and leather, Sterling shot through the darkness, teeth bared and hand outstretched. Sterling’s momentum and his unholy strength slammed Pebbles into the opposite wall. The man-boy cried out in fear and pain as the impact cratered the wall and sent up a shower of broken plaster. With his other hand, Sterling forced Pebbles’s jaw upward, and he began to feed. The boy yelped, then whimpered, writhing and struggling. I looked away.

Gil growled and charged directly for the largest of the men, this huge wall of confused but sturdy muscle my mind immediately labeled as Chunk. Gil’s talons slashed in a crescent, the sweep of his claws leaving a trail of black blood. With his chest cut open, Chunk screamed.

Which left just Scrolls, and with Carver out of commission that meant that it was up to me to take him down. I shut my eyes and willed myself into the ethers. I was spoiled for choice with the entire house thrust into darkness, but I figured my best destination was my old standby: right behind Scrolls. I could grab the lamp off a side table, then beat him in the back of the head with it. Excellent.

The jaunt through the Dark Room went quick and easy, and the shift in temperature after exiting its gloom signaled that I was back in our reality, just a short distance away from Scrolls. I reached behind me, careful not to make a sound as I grabbed the lamp –

And was promptly met with a fist to the jaw. I grunted and stumbled, eyes tearing with pain, a faint tang of blood in my mouth from having bitten my tongue.

“Can’t get the jump on me,” Scrolls said, smug and self-congratulatory, except that I could hear his voice shaking. His fingers trembled as he struggled to unfurl another sheet of notebook paper. “I’ll dodge you every time.”

“That fucking hurt,” I said, spitting out blood. 

He kept muttering, squinting, eyes frantically scanning the spell in his hands. I drew a deep breath, flush with the impending pleasure of beating the shit out of him. My mind whirred through the possibilities. Everything in the room was a shadow, meaning that everything was a surface for me to work with, to emerge from.

I allowed myself to melt into the ground, sinking soundlessly into the darkness, never breaking eye contact with Scrolls. 

“Dodge this, motherfucker.”

He stammered long enough to interrupt his spellcasting, looking wildly about to see where I was going to appear next.

He wasn’t expecting the ceiling.

I aimed my foot at his face as I dropped, relishing the crack his bones made when my shoe made contact with his jaw. I landed heavily on the ground, rolling to take the sprain off my legs and avoid injury. Scrolls yowled as he slumped to the floor, clutching his face. 

Sprays of dark, wet droplets burst from his mouth as he sputtered, mixed with bright white shards of his teeth. His enchanted spectacles were a mess of twisted metal and broken glass. Smashing an artifact was just the kind of thing that would have given Herald a heart attack, but it gave me the greatest surge of satisfaction in that moment. I sucked on my tongue, flush with adrenaline, and maybe a grim sense of accomplishment.

All four of the Dawn’s final defenders were down for the count. Scrolls was picking broken glass out of his face and groping around the floor for his teeth. Wrist was still clutching his hand and moaning. Chunk had somehow disappeared, driven to sheer terror by Gil’s claws, or to find some way to mend his gaping wounds, or both, and Pebbles was writhing on the floor, pale, possibly bloodless, but alive.

Maybe I should have felt some sliver of remorse, but I steeled myself with the reminder that these people were responsible for at least twelve deaths that we knew of. Given time to accumulate more artifacts and power they would have ruined even more lives. There was also the niggling matter of them being the reason I had a tattoo counting down my impending death.

Collecting myself, I went to help Sterling and Gil move the boulder off of our invisible employer, but I should have known that my presence was unnecessary. They lifted the stone easily, Gil cursing as its enchantment disappeared the moment they took it off the ground, reverting to the size of a pebble. Carver blinked back into existence, groaning as Sterling helped him to his feet.

“That was – inconvenient,” Carver said, somehow none the worse for wear apart from the creases in his suit. I didn’t know what it would have taken to kill him, but apparently it involved much more than being crushed under several hundred pounds of rock.

I shrugged. “You couldn’t have, I don’t know, destroyed the boulder? I’ve seen you do it to a knife.”

He scowled, brushing at his suit. “Disintegrating something as tiny as a knife takes significantly less ability than an entire boulder, Mr. Graves. And who knows if this fight is even over? I’ll need enough power to transport us home, after all. Also for this.”

Carver waved his hand again, and this time the amber mist didn’t take its time traveling across the room. It snaked across the floor, slipping into three pairs of nostrils, finally driving the remaining cultists into silence and stillness.

“Better,” Carver said.

“Yeah,” Sterling said. “The bitching and moaning was really getting to me.”

“Now. To the Codex.” Carver scanned the room, pointing to a door at the far end of the hall. “There. The three of you best be on your guard. I don’t sense anything beyond the artifact, but as we’ve seen, these idiots are just full of surprises.”

It took a while for me to realize that my hand was slowly making its way to the flap of my backpack. He said to be careful, and judging from what we’d seen out here, it wouldn’t have been a stretch to think that the Viridian Dawn had other, more exotic defenses in place. Hell, the door could have been warded, for all we knew.

Without warning, Sterling smashed his shoulder into the door, breaking it into so many shattered fragments. Gil groaned.

“What the hell, man?” I hissed.

“Elegant as always,” Carver sighed, drifting languidly in the wake of splinters and Sterling’s palpable arrogance.

Maybe I expected another room of people, except that our boys would have warned us with their keen senses. Or maybe I expected the room to be filled with trip wires attached to grenades and explosives, or whatever the mystical equivalent of that was. Fireball traps, if these people played by the same rules as the Lorica. The last thing I expected was a boy huddling in the corner of what looked like a shabby bedroom.

Who knows when I’ll ever get used to his ridiculous speed, but Sterling streaked to the boy in a flash. He had the kid cornered, clutching him by the throat. Sterling bared his teeth and snarled. His lips were still wet with blood.

“Where’s the Codex?”

“Get the fuck off me. I – I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

I was inclined to believe the kid. His eyes were wide with terror, but he was making a spirited attempt to fight Sterling off. Knowing the vampire’s strength, that was like beating a steel girder with limp spaghetti.

Carver raised a hand, his rings glowing a menacing umber in the darkness. “Sterling. Put him down.”

“So he can defend himself like those morons we beat up, or run away like their master did? Not a chance. We came for the Codex, and we aren’t leaving without it.”

“I said put him down,” Carver said, very softly, his voice lined with menace. He extended a finger. “That’s what we came for.”

I followed the line of Carver’s finger. He was pointing at the boy.

The Genesis Codex was a human boy.



Chapter 17





“You mean inside, him, right?” Sterling lifted the boy to his feet by the collar. “I’ll cut it out of him.”

“You idiot,” Carver snarled. “I said what I said. The boy is the Codex.”

I scratched the back of my neck. What the hell was going on? “So you’re saying he’s an artifact?”

“He isn’t an artifact, you moron,” Carver hissed. “Clearly the Viridian Dawn perpetuated that rumor to obfuscate the fact that he was a mage all along.”

Ooh. Carver was breaking out the big words. He was either pissed, or excited. Maybe both. I knew it was time to bite my tongue. But you know me. When do I ever shut up?

“But you’re like one of the Eyes at the Lorica,” I said. “Hell, that’s what your fake eye is for, isn’t it? The one you gave to Amaterasu, and the replacement you’re wearing now? And you couldn’t sense him at all?”

“I couldn’t,” Carver muttered, but it was clear that this news wasn’t distressing to him. If anything, he seemed fascinated.

“And between all the magic-sniffing noses and eyes and shit between us, none of you picked up on it?”

Gil shook his head. “Nothing. It’s like he wasn’t here.” Sterling shook his head as well, still pinning the kid to the wall with one hand.

“They did something to the room,” the boy said. “Someone mentioned something about wards. They made it so no one could find me.”

Carver intoned a single phrase. A globe of light flickered into existence, allowing the boy to see the four of us at last. He scrabbled against the wall, his eyes shifting, alternately defiant and frightened.

“Then they’ve held you here this whole time?” Carver’s voice was gentle, and calming.

The boy nodded. “Yes. Deirdre was the one who found me. Deirdre Calloway. She said she would keep me safe. But all they’ve done was keep me locked up.”

Deirdre? The woman who disappeared? It wasn’t Thea after all, then. I felt a swelling mix of relief, and disappointment. Her being out of the picture meant that these cultists were nowhere nearly as dangerous or insane as I’d expected, but it also meant that we were nowhere nearer to bringing her and her madness to justice.

“We aren’t here to harm you,” Carver said. Something about his demeanor was so changed, the aura of menace about him discarded as readily as a paper mask. I couldn’t tell if it was more illusory magic, or just his charisma at work. “My name is Carver.”

The boy watched him warily, eyes flitting across each of our faces. He swallowed, then spoke. “Asher. My name is Asher.”

Carver nodded. “These men are my colleagues. The hairy one is Gil. The spindly one is Dustin.” I looked down at myself, wondering whether to be flattered or insulted. “And the one with all the teeth is Sterling.”

“Pleasure,” Sterling mumbled, finally releasing his death-grip on Asher’s shirt.

“Will you come with us? Somewhere more interesting. I can promise you safety.” Carver gestured around the room. “And windows.”

Carver offered his hand, and Asher reached out and took it. Something passed between them, like an unseen, unheard agreement had been made, a contract signed, and what made it all the more resonant was my recognition of the scene. This was almost exactly how Carver had gotten me to agree to work with him.

It was fascinating to watch it from the outside, and whatever else Carver was, he took care of us. We were fed, watered, and sheltered, and the kid’s – Asher’s living conditions would certainly be far better compared to this.

“Quickly now,” Carver said, hurrying Asher along as he gathered up the few objects that counted as his belongings. Asher collected some books, a few clothes, and a notebook. He stuffed them all in a duffle bag, then we filed out of the dilapidated bedroom and down the stairs.

A sense of urgency permeated the air, and I shouldn’t have wondered why. We’d expended magic in many different ways in such a small span of time, and anyone who cared to be listening or watching the ethers closely enough would have caught a whiff of the action. The last thing we needed was a gang of Wings from the Lorica pouncing on our asses, with maybe a few Hands thrown in for good measure.

We busted out onto the lawn, the air gone surprisingly cooler because of the darkness. Asher shut his eyes and breathed in deeply, taking in the smell of the garden and the outside world. I felt a stab of pity for the poor kid. But his eyes flickered open, and he looked around himself.

“Wait. Isn’t it supposed to be like two in the afternoon? What’s going on?”

“Dustin,” Carver said. “The mirror. Return the sun. I’ll work on sending us home.” He gestured with his fingers and began to incant.

“Check,” I said, reaching into my pocket for Amaterasu’s mirror. But a change came over the sky, or somewhere closer still. There was a strange quality to the air, a visual shift that looked like – wait. Was that the gleam of glass?

“Oh, fuck,” I shouted. “Look out!”

Too late. We missed the signs, and another force field had already been dropped around us. We were locked into another one of these infernal domes. 

The pale flames that had gathered around Carver’s feet as he prepared the sending spell vanished, and he cursed. “Someone – something is stopping us from leaving.”

“The Lorica,” I said. “They’re here.”

Sterling groaned. “Not this shit again.”

Gil, to my surprise, hardly looked shaken. Maybe he even seemed excited. He ran a hand through his hair and smoothed the creases out of his jacket. When our eyes met, he looked away and coughed.

Sterling flew off his feet before anyone had a chance to react, not that we could even tell where the attack was coming from. The air whistled as he rocketed across the lawn and slammed headlong into the force field. There was a crack. Several cracks, actually.

“Holy shit,” Asher cried. He ducked behind Carver. Smart move.

“Fuuuck,” Sterling groaned, a twitching puddle of torn muscle and broken bone. “Not this shit again.”

“Did you miss me?” Bastion’s voice trilled as he appeared from around the side of the house. “I got you good, didn’t I, you bloodsucking piece of shit.”

Sterling twitched. “Gimme a minute and I’ll tear your balls out through your throat. Just gimme a – ”

He screamed again, the sound of it cut off by the cacophonous screech and clank of metal as a car dropped on top of him. An entire fucking car. Bastion wasn’t playing around. 

“Jesus Christ,” Asher screamed. “You killed him.”

“And those are the good guys,” Carver said. “Or so they claim.”

A blue glow emanated from the other side of the house. So Prudence was here. How many did they bring? Surely she wasn’t brazen enough to show up with just Bastion. Then again, they’d already disabled one of us. I looked over at the car. Check that. Maybe Sterling was even dead. Oh, shit.

Prudence appeared next, burning like an azure torch in the artificial darkness. “I don’t care who you people are. We have no issue with you. Let us take what we came for, and we’ll leave you well enough alone.” She reached out a hand. “Give us the boy.”

“What?” I threw my hands up. “You wanted the sword, and now you want the boy, too?”

“That’s right,” she said, her eyes narrowing as they settled on my face. “Give us the boy. And give us the sword.”

Wordlessly, Gil hurled himself at Prudence with supernatural speed. He threw the first punch, talons bursting out of his hand mid-swing. Prudence barely ducked in time to dodge getting her face raked off.

“Hiya,” Gil said. “Remember me?”

“I remember kicking your ass the last time,” Prudence said, parrying another slash by blocking with her forearm, then returning with a kick to Gil’s gut that sent him stumbling backwards across the lawn. He growled, gathered his bearings, then charged again.

Bastion seemed to be sizing up the rest of us, his gaze flitting between myself and Carver, somehow having written Asher off as a threat. Something twitched in the corner of his mouth, and he raised his hand, gesturing at the veranda. He closed his fist. 

I knew what was coming before it happened. The veranda exploded into dozens of splinters. Bastion flicked his wrist, and the broken shards of wood zinged in flight, each powered with enough arcane strength and velocity to tear the human body apart several times over.

He really wasn’t fucking around this time. I threw myself to the ground, entering the shadow on the grass as I went, repositioning myself so that I had Bastion between myself and Carver. Maybe we stood a better chance of neutralizing him if we flanked him. Asher was huddled on the grass, his duffle bag held feebly over his head as a shield. 

“Oh please,” Carver muttered softly. I really should have known that he wouldn’t need any help at all. He flicked his wrist. The wooden shards and splinters turned into sawdust mid-flight, about as lethal as a puff of talcum powder.

“Interesting,” Bastion said, eyes and teeth gleaming as he grinned. I wondered, briefly, why he hadn’t brought any backup, but I knew deep inside myself that this was a matter of pride for him. He’d been beaten once before, by Sterling, specifically, and the true victory lay in getting his revenge by crushing the vampire into so much quivering mulch.

And dishonorable it may be but I knew that the best way to gain the upper hand was to attack him while he had his attention focused on Carver. It was intense watching the two of them duel it out, tossing lawn furniture and ripping up the earth in an extended stalemate. I needed to tip the scales.

Somewhere off to the side of the house, flashes of blue light accompanied the grunts and groans of Gil and Prudence’s melee. It stung a little to realize that I was probably seen as the least threatening target, which was why nobody was really paying attention to me. That was mitigated by the small benefit of knowing that I wasn’t immediately at risk of total obliteration.

Fuck it. I had the key to ending this and enabling Carver to send us all home. I opened my backpack and drew Vanitas, completely forgetting that he was back to his animated self outside of Amaterasu’s domain.

“The hell are you doing?” Vanitas said. “Let me go.”

“Oh. Right. Sorry. Don’t kill anyone, okay? Just rough ’em up.”

“Ugh,” Vanitas groaned, the disappointment thick in his voice. It had been a while since he’d been blooded, I knew. I hadn’t realized just how much he enjoyed laying a smackdown, and I was starting to believe that, like Sterling, the sword would need its stipend of blood to keep fighting.

“Okay,” I thought to him. “A cut here or there if you must. But no severed limbs or fingers. None of that shit.”

“Say no more,” Vanitas said, exploding into action, scabbard and sword both assaulting what appeared to be their favored target.

Bastion’s eyes went wide as he caught the streak of green and gold, but he raised a hand and erected a shield just in time. Sparks flew as Vanitas collided with the shield with enough momentum to send Bastion skidding across the ground.

“Not this shit again,” Bastion shouted. “Prudence, you seeing this? Fuck, man.”

“Shut up,” Prudence said, narrowly missing Gil’s head with a whiffed roundhouse. “Shut the fuck up and hold the dome.”

Things were going about as well as they could. Bastion’s cockiness had finally gotten the best of him. I considered picking up a rock and smashing him in the back of the head with it, but I still felt bad about how he’d been knocked out during our last encounter, and frankly, I wasn’t too keen on what he had in store for me if his greeting for Sterling was death by Corolla. 

Screw it. I had to end this before anyone got seriously injured. Both Gil and Prudence had taken some near-fatal swipes at each other, their equivalent skill probably the only thing preventing anyone from getting their head exploded. 

Plus I was confident that Bastion was going to start running out of things to use as projectiles, or to shield himself from Vanitas and Carver. I didn’t want him to turn to using the unconscious bodies of the Viridian Dawn as meat shields and cannonballs.

I picked up a fallen beer bottle and gripped it firmly in one hand, careful to creep on the periphery of the fight so Bastion wouldn’t spot me. We should have all been so lucky for his arrogance, honestly. I still couldn’t believe that Prudence even agreed for the two of them to attack our group alone. 

Sure, there was the distinct possibility that they were doing this incognito, that maybe they had reasons for not letting the Lorica’s higher-ups know that they were going out on their own little excursion. But even then, they would have needed an Eye to tell them where to find us.

An Eye. Oh. Oh shit.

There was a third. And I knew who it was.
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Call it good fortune, call it intuition, but that last-minute twist of my body as I dived for the ground was what saved me from the massive fireball that soared past, scorching the air in the space where my torso had just been. 

I spat out bits of grass, the taste of fresh lawn now mingling with the traces of blood from my bitten tongue, and I sprinted for the far end of the yard, putting plenty of space between myself and the third member of the Lorica strike team. I should have known.

“Hi, Dusty,” Romira cooed, a second ball of flame already rolled up and ready to launch waiting in the palm of her hand. She twiddled her fingers at me with the other hand, flirtatious and friendly as ever, as if she hadn’t just tried to burn me off the face of the earth.

Romira worked in reception at the Lorica. She was always insanely sweet to me, making suggestive little comments, or playing with her hair and making these weird giggly noises when I was around. None of that had changed, even as she was preparing to cremate me.

The thing to remember about Romira was that in addition to her work at reception, she was both an Eye and a Hand. She was the only person I knew who worked double duty in different departments, and while that meant that she had the skills for reconnaissance and surveillance, it also meant that she was really, really good at killing stuff.

“Romira,” I said, panting, clutching at my knees. “Hey. Caught me at a bad time.”

“Oh, I know,” she said, twirling her hair around one finger. “You guys are being naughty and everything. Just give us the kid and we’ll be on our way.”

“Can’t. We need him. Because reasons.” How the hell was I so winded? I really needed to get more cardio in. All I did was run across the yard.

“Lame. We’re going to have to take him from you then.” She lobbed the fireball with all the speed and skill of a pitcher, and if I hadn’t picked that exact moment to melt into the shadows she would have burned me into a greasy, black stain on the grass. 

I reappeared behind her, weighing my options. Both halves of Vanitas were busy, as was Carver. See, this was exactly what he always meant about sharpening my talent, about mastering the honing. I had to have some way to defend myself that didn’t involve calling out the Dark Room and bleeding to death, or alternately, popping up behind someone and whacking them in the head. 

That wouldn’t have worked anyway, as it turned out. Romira knew very well what I could do. She spun on her heel, the perfect waves of her hair tumbling in cascading locks over her shoulder as she tutted at me. Who knew how, exactly, but it was like she had eyes in the back of her head. Hah. A Lorica Eye, through and through.

“I really don’t want to hurt you,” she said, pouting. “You’ve gotten so cute, too, all that stubble you’re growing.” She grinned and cocked her shoulder. “Have you been working out?”

My stomach did the tiniest somersault, but what the hell was I thinking? There I was getting giddy over a pretty girl’s possibly false compliments when I should have been way more concerned about how she was shaping another ball of flame between her fingers.

“Maybe a little,” I said. I watched for her next move, slowly becoming aware of snatches of conversation and snippets of heated exchanges happening around me.

“Just a matter of time,” Carver said. “Give it up, boy. Lower the shield.”

“Do you like pasta?” Gil said over the whistling of his claws. “I know a great Sicilian place just off the Gridiron.”

“Who the hell are you people?” Asher was clutching a lawnmower for dear life, as if that could be enough to save him.

“Someone get this fucking thing off me,” Sterling screamed.

And above it all, Romira’s voice. “We can end this, Dusty. Just give us the boy. We’ll take real good care of him. We promise.” She raised two fingers in a peace sign. “Super promise.”

Think fast, I told myself. A breaking point was coming, and someone was going to get hurt in a very real way. I patted at my body. Surely there was something I had that could help. My fingers found it, tucked into my jacket pocket. Amaterasu’s mirror.

Maybe this thing could absorb heat the way it absorbed sunlight. Somehow I wasn’t too confident about testing that, because failure meant being burned alive. Romira was already preparing another of her flame grenades, only she was shaping this one with both hands. It was already the size of a bowling ball, and it still wasn’t done growing.

“I’m curious, Romira. You don’t just make fire, right? You can manipulate it, too?”

“Oh, yeah, sure,” she said. “I’ve put out entire house fires before. It’s not the easiest thing, but you do what you can to save lives, you know?” She looked down at the beach ball-sized sphere of flame in her hands, then laughed softly. “Look at me, talking about saving lives when I’m just about to incinerate you. Last chance to surrender, Dusty. Please? Then we can go for lattes. Or mojitos. Your choice. My treat.”

So she could control fire, even if it wasn’t hers. Fuck it. I had one shot. What goes in, must come out, right? If Amaterasu’s mirror worked anything like those lightning bottles Herald kept at the Lorica, then what I had planned could really only have one effect. 

“Bastion. Catch!”

I hurled the mirror with all my might. It sailed across the lawn, catching the light of raw arcane energy as it flew, here blue, there orange, and there again white with the glimmer of the stars. I knew exactly how Bastion would react to the sight of a threat, or a thrown projectile as innocuous as an ornamental mirror. He sneered at it, then clenched his fist. 

The goddess’s mirror splintered into pieces, and the concentrated light of the sun rose like a phoenix as it fought to return to its mother. The sound of the sun-fire roared like the end of days, the flames spreading over and across the house, licking and scorching: foliage, grass, shingles, nothing was safe. 

Bastion cried out, his first instinct to erect additional shields around both Prudence and Romira – which meant that he had no magic left to power his dome. The telltale glimmer of glass fading around us meant that my gambit had paid off. His force field was down. But there was still the question of the ungodly solar flare Bastion and I had just unleashed in the heart of the Gridiron. 

That was where Romira came in. If there was one knee-jerk the Lorica was programmed into, it was saving innocent lives above all else, and not one of them would have risked allowing the cultist normals still slumped unconscious across the lawn to die.

With every muscle in her body tensed, Romira strained with her arms outstretched, struggling to contain the sun-fire. Prudence and Gil had stopped fighting, staring mouths agape at the miniature sun that had formed above us. From somewhere nearby I heard Sterling screaming.

Letting out one final shout, Romira pushed away the last of the sun’s energy, sending its beams returning to the sky. She fell to her knees, forehead glazed with sweat, retching into the grass. The sun came out again, the darkness of an artificial night fading as if it had never existed.

Carver spoke a single word, but it echoed across the compound clear as a bell.

“Home.”

Streaks of pale amber energy snaked towards each member of the hideout, snagging us like lassos. Vanitas whizzed through the air, slamming against my chest and throwing me off my feet in his hurry to return. He made it just in time. 

The compound, the yard, Romira and the others began to fade as our bodies gave in to the sending. The veins in Bastion’s neck were on the verge of popping, and his eyes bulged as he shouted. 

“I’m going to kill you next time, Graves, I fucking swear it.”

Real talk: I believed him.
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“Stupid,” Carver said, his nose lifted so high in the air I swear he could have poked a hole in the ceiling of Mama Rosa’s restaurant. “Incredibly stupid, and arrogant, and risky.”

He was talking about what I’d done with the mirror, of course. Gil had echoed his sentiments out of a sense of duty, or loyalty, but the moment Carver turned his back and stalked to the kitchen to activate the portal into our hideout, I caught the little wink he gave me. 

Gil snuck in another approving gesture, the tiniest thumbs up he could muster, then turned to follow Carver. He patted a still-quivering Asher gently on the shoulder, ushering him towards the refrigerator. I guess whatever I did had constituted a good job, and I’m sure Sterling thought so too, if only he had the strength, or the lips to say so. 

Mama Rosa was very dutiful about helping the vampire out back to the kitchen. She appeared from behind the counter with one of those dollies you use to push around stacks of soda or huge boxes of frozen pork, then wordlessly, single-handedly loaded the pulped, incinerated mass that smelled like burned meat onto it. I offered to help, but she shooed me off. 

The pile of half-dead vampire burbled gibberish that could have been his thanks to Mama Rosa, or something very rude towards me. Partway through the kitchen, she retrieved a tub of something liquid and red from her refrigerator. I knew it was pig’s blood, which she kept around to prepare dinuguan, a Filipino dish where the main ingredient is, you guessed it, lots of blood. Don’t knock it till you’ve tried it, that shit’s delicious.

It looked like she was prepared to sacrifice her stock for the sake of Sterling’s recovery. I knew that animal blood wasn’t his favorite, but without his strength, he probably didn’t have much choice. Say what you will about Rosa’s thoughts on Sterling smoking inside of her restaurant, she still gave a shit about the dumb idiot.

I let everyone walk ahead into the hideout portal, Mama Rosa trundling along like she had a delivery to make, completely unbothered by the swirling amber gateway. Asher, it seemed, had reservations.

“It’s going to be okay,” Gil said. “Go on. It’s just like a door going someplace else.”

Asher looked at him questioningly. “Is it going to be like that teleportation thing your boss did? Because I don’t think my mind can take another tumble like that one.”

“Nothing like that. Promise. Head in.”

That was enough to get Asher moving. I followed as soon as Gil had passed through, realizing that we’d left the restaurant empty and undefended just as I narrowly missed bumping into Rosa. She stared me in the face as I passed.

“Closing the restaurant today,” she said gruffly. “Cooking for you.”

“Oh. Um. Thanks.”

She nodded. “New boy is too skinny. Must be hungry.” Mama Rosa ambled out of the portal, jaw still set like she was in a state of perpetual fury. It was nice to know that there was a tender heart sitting somewhere underneath, even though the woman had the countenance of a gargoyle.

And just as I thought that the afternoon’s obstacles had been overcome, I found Carver on the other end of the portal, arms folded, foot tapping impatiently.

“Stupid.” That was all he said, and he turned on his heel again, heading down the corridor to his office. Well. That was petty. “Follow,” he called out. Oh shit. Just when I thought I was safe. He was going to flay me alive.

The others must have fled to their respective quarters, because the halls were empty. I followed as closely as I dared. Something about Carver’s annoyance was so palpable that I didn’t dare walk too close. Either that or I was worried about him whipping around and stopping abruptly to yell at me again.

We reached his office, that bizarre room that had no walls, its stone floors reaching out into black void. It had no furniture apart from a smooth stone desk in the center, set with amber and ocher jewels that matched those he liked to wear on his fingers. He arranged himself stiffly in his chair, then thrust his finger at one of the two velvet-lined seats set across from it.

“Sit.”

Like a dog, I did as I was told. Huh. It only occurred to me then that the title of Hound truly was so appropriate in my previous occupation. All those times Bastion made fun of me finally made sense.

I twiddled my thumbs and watched as Carver pinched the bridge of his nose. Any minute now. Any minute. I steeled myself, and in time, his eyes flickered open, each one smoldering like an ember. I couldn’t even tell which one was fake. Both of them burned with very real anger. This had to be the point where he asked me to turn in my badge and my gun.

“What were you thinking?”

“I’m glad you asked,” I said, immediately regretting my defiance as soon as the words tumbled from my mouth, but too late. The room felt hotter somehow, and I fancied that Carver’s glare was successfully burning holes in my clothing. “You praised me for quick thinking once, when I threw that lightning bottle at you. This was totally the same thing.”

“On a much larger scale,” he said, his voice alarmingly steady, the kind of steady that implied it was on the verge of transforming into a bellow at any moment. “You unleashed the sun. The collateral damage you could have caused would have been astounding. Sterling is barely alive.”

“He’s fine,” I said, totally unsure of myself even as I spoke the words. “Plus ‘alive’ is probably not the right word.”

Carver’s glower could have ripped my soul from my body.

“Okay, bad joke, sorry. I didn’t hurt Sterling on purpose, okay? I did what I could to help the team. Bastion was the one who did a number on him.”

“Who?”

“The guy who dropped a car on Sterling. The guy you were dueling with.”

“Yes. The boy from the Lorica. That was my primary concern. Do you think that a signal that enormous would not have attracted the entire organization’s interest?”

My blood went cold. I genuinely hadn’t thought of that. A small, self-satisfied grin curled up in the corner of Carver’s mouth. It went away as quickly as it appeared, his features reverting to rage as he slammed a fist onto his desk.

“If you didn’t have it before, you now have their fullest attention, Dustin. And that of the sun goddess as well.”

“Hey, it wasn’t my fault. All I did was throw the mirror. Bastion was the one who smashed it. Let him deal with her getting pissed off.”

Carver sniffed and lifted his nose. “One hopes that Amaterasu will be as understanding as you expect. Somehow I have my doubts.” He narrowed his eyes as he peered down at me, then he shook his head and sighed. “Dustin. This is precisely why I wanted you to develop your talents. If you had alternative methods of attacking this Bastion boy, you wouldn’t have had to resort to such – explosive measures.”

“Magic is hard as shit. Maybe I’ll never be able to make fire. Maybe I’m just dumb, okay?”

“That has been established. Repeatedly.”

“Cut me some slack. I’ve lived twenty-four years of my life not knowing magic existed. And I’ve got less than twenty-four hours to figure shit out.” I folded my hands together and sighed. “That’s why I was so impulsive, okay? We needed to end that fight and get the hell out of there. We need to give the Codex to Mrs. Boules.” I stared at my palms, at the brand on my wrist, my voice softening against my will. “I don’t want to die.”

Carver watched me in silence for a moment. “I understand,” he said, his expression still even, but his tone gentle. “We will broker the exchange of the Asher boy before midnight comes. And then, I promise you, I will come to see Dionysus with you myself if that’s what it takes to lift his curse.” He placed his hand on the back of mine. I wasn’t sure if I was more surprised by the warmth of his touch, or the unexpected warmth of his gesture. “You’re going to live.”

“Okay,” I said, a tiny stream of relief beginning to trickle back into my chest. “Okay.” I fiddled with my thumbs. “There’s something else, though. Something Amaterasu mentioned that I haven’t told you. She said something about my parentage, how I’ve always been tied to the Eldest.”

“Parentage? I admit, I’m not entirely sure what she meant by that. Perhaps there was magic in your lineage after all. I wonder.” He stroked his beard, his eyes going distant. “This might be something that merits discussion with your father.”

“Yeah. About that.”

“I always keep my word, Dustin. When this is all over, I will return my focus to tracking him down.” He leaned back into his seat, steepling his fingers. “And then we will redouble our efforts to teach you the art of flame. I swear I’m going to see you create a fireball if it kills you.”

“I think you phrased that incorrectly.”

“You heard me. Go. Rest for now. Gil should be getting in touch with our contact. I need all of you to be fresh and ready for when we bring Asher to our client.”

I moved to rise from my chair, then stopped. “We’re – we’re not actually handing him over to Enrietta Boules, are we?”

“I would prefer not to. The boy is a human being, after all, not some bargaining chip. This changes everything. I presume that he will be required to perform some magical service for the woman. After that he should be free to decide his own fate.”

That made me feel better, if only a little. Carver was right. The situation would have been different if the Codex really had been an artifact, but to trade away a human being? It just wasn’t right. I figured I should at least check on our guest, so I swung by the pantry since Rosa mentioned something about whipping up lunch. 

The table was piled with dishes and serving bowls, but it looked like people had already eaten. I took a whiff of whatever had been prepared – oh God, adobo, and lots of it – and made a mental note to come back to stuff my face with what was indeed the finest Filipino food this side of the Meathook.

I made my way to our quarters, down the hallway where each of our bedrooms was situated. Gil’s door was shut. Sterling’s was, oddly, open, which rarely ever happened. I peeped in, finding Mama Rosa tending to him, holding up a tupperware of steaming, freshly microwaved pig’s blood with a straw sticking out of it. 

On the bed – I was slightly disappointed to discover that Sterling didn’t sleep in a coffin as I’d imagined – sat a vaguely humanoid shape wrapped in bandages. It looked like our resident vampire had gone mummy for a bit.

“I love the new look, Sterling.”

Mama Rosa gave me a dagger-stare that felt more like a hail of butcher knives. Sterling’s response came muffled through the bandages wrapped around his head, so much that I couldn’t decipher it. I did easily decipher the very rude gesture he made with one of his exposed fingers, though.

I crossed over to my room, prepared to set down my backpack and possibly stretch out in bed, when I realized that the hallway was longer now. There was another room at the end, where once there had only been a blank stone wall. 

Things like this made me question how much Carver really knew about the Lorica. Either there really were some striking similarities in both the Lorica headquarters’ and the hideout’s ability to provide for their own, or they both used the same arcane interior decorator.

I heard voices from the room, which I guessed were Asher and Gil mid-conversation. Maybe Gil’s door was just shut for the sake of privacy. I couldn’t quite make out what they were discussing, but I peeked in anyway, intending to make my presence known. This Asher kid must have been nervous about his new surroundings, and it wouldn’t have hurt to spend a little time helping him ease into it.

But he was totally alone, sitting in a swivel chair similar to mine, his feet propped up on the stone desk that was a mirror of the one in my bedroom. He didn’t stop talking when he saw me, even lifting a hand in greeting.

“Yeah, the guys here seem pretty nice. No, they fed me. Of course they aren’t gonna poison me, come on, mom. These people could have killed me any time they wanted, why bother with poison?”

I peered closer, trying to make out the earpiece he was talking into, but more importantly, getting more annoyed by the second by how no one had bothered to tell me that we could now get cellphone reception inside the hideout.

“Sorry, am I interrupting something?” I said. “I can come back.”

“No, it’s cool,” Asher said. “Come on in. I was just talking to my mom. We’re done now.”

I gestured at my ear, then his. “You don’t have a cellphone though. Plus I’m pretty sure we don’t get reception here.”

His brow furrowed, then his eyes widened in understanding. “Oh, sorry, of course. I should have explained. I wasn’t on the phone. She was right here.”

“I. Um.” I held my hands up and shrugged, wondering if this was some kind of game, finding myself at a very rare loss for words. “I don’t see her.”

“Of course not. She’s dead.”



Chapter 20





I looked around the room, just to clarify. Was it polite to question the kid’s sanity? Probably not. Maybe it was his coping mechanism for all that trauma we’d just put him through. The obvious way to find out was to ask him, which was what I did.

“Sorry. Did you just say that your mom was dead? And you were talking to her?”

He frowned. “Don’t look so surprised. You do that vanishing thing. You’ve got a werewolf here, and a vampire, so I guess you’re the invisible man?”

Huh. I always failed to consider how shadowstepping looked from someone else’s perspective. He had a point. To an onlooker, all my travels through the Dark Room would just seem as if I’d disappeared and reappeared at different intervals.

“Actually, it’s a little more complicated than that. Long story short, I can travel between shadows. Think of it as short-distance teleportation.”

His mouth formed into a little O. “That’s pretty awesome.”

I won’t lie, that made me feel like the cool guy in the room. I didn’t mean to do it on purpose, but my chest puffed out a bit.

“Well, you know. And you. You talk to the dead?”

He tilted his head up at the ceiling. “Something like it. I don’t fully understand it, you know? I can talk to my mom, at least, and I can heal a little. I found out when I turned eighteen.”

“And you’re how old now?”

He smiled flatly. “Eighteen. That’s when all the weird stuff started happening. If something is living, or has ever been alive, I can – do things to it. Like, I can make plants grow super fast, or I can age something up. It takes a lot of work, though.”

I narrowed my eyes. I had to admit, I had no idea what he meant. “Kind of confusing, if I’m honest.”

Asher shrugged. “Deirdre – the woman who took me – she said that I was a battery, like, apparently I’m so stuffed full of life energy that I can give it to others. That’s why she called me the Genesis Codex. She never even referred to me by name, I guess to maintain secrecy or make sure everyone in the house thought she just had an object stashed somewhere, and not a person.” He said the last bit glumly.

“You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.”

“Nah. It’s fine. I was basically homeless when they found me. She said she’d take me in, take care of me. And she did, to a point, but all they did was keep me holed up in my room. I could’ve escaped if I could do what you do. I mean you have, what is it, like shadow magic?”

I perked up and nodded. I like talking about me. “Basically, yeah. There’s other stuff I can do with it.” I thought of the honing, and the mass destruction I caused each time I used it, then decided I didn’t want to scare off the one friend I was almost making by telling him I was a walking slaughterhouse.

“And I get life magic. That’s kind of lame.”

“Don’t be so sure. There’s a reason the Viridian Dawn wanted you.” I spotted the confused look on his face. “Oh. That’s what the people holding you called themselves. They liked to think of themselves as a sort of cult.”

Asher scoffed. “That’s what they were. They thought they were druids. Is that even a thing? Deirdre was the closest thing to it, I guess. She kept going on and on about how technology was evil, how the planet should be returned to nature, which was hilarious because her followers were always on their phones anyway. Apparently the whole point of bringing me in was to use me as an engine to cause some kind of overgrowth, to choke the city.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Wait. As in, to cause so many plants to just overrun Valero? Is that what you mean?”

“I know it sounds silly, but it’s more destructive than you think. You know how when a tree grows its roots through a house’s foundation, it makes some cracks? Imagine that but on a huger scale. She’d hit two birds with one stone – destroy the city, but also create a haven for druids like her.”

It made sense now, how even the enchanted objects her goons were using drew their power from the earth. Hell, even the god artifact they decided to corrupt was so closely tied to nature. I didn’t think hippies could be so theoretically dangerous, but then we had Deirdre.

“I actually had a sense that you guys were coming,” Asher said. “At least when you were still outside the compound.”

“How could you tell?”

He shrugged again. “It’s part of the package. I can sniff out signs of life around me. All the – cultists, did you say? – I was used to the scent and feel of their life force from them hanging around the house so much. The four of you were new, different, and I didn’t feel threatened, really, except for when your vampire buddy started getting cozy with me.”

“Yeah,” I said. “He’s got issues. But wait, sorry. You said that you detected our signals? Could you, I don’t know, use that ability to track down someone specific? Say, someone in this city?”

He shook his head. “No can do. It’s strange. I can sense people nearby, but outside of a house, or” – he wove a hand around the room – “whatever this place is? My range is pretty limited. I guess I’m still new to this stuff.”

That meant he couldn’t help find my dad. I tried not to look too disappointed. I mean, it was worth a shot. It couldn’t have hurt to ask.

“Did you have someone you were looking for?

“Not particularly,” I said, slipping him the lie as easily as I slipped a smile onto my face. “Don’t worry about it.” I extended a hand, finally remembering my manners. “We didn’t properly meet. I’m Dustin Graves. You can call me Dust.”

He took my hand and shook it. “Asher Mayhew. You can call me Ash.”

It was stupid, but the two of us chuckled over it anyway. Ash and Dust, like some kind of paranormal law firm, a supernatural detective agency, maybe even a fantasy novel.

“You’ve had something to eat, right? Looks like you totally destroyed what Mama Rosa prepared for you out there.”

“Dude, I love adobo, man. She makes good lumpia too. The spring roll things. I miss the way my mom made stuff.” He waved a hand by way of explanation. “I’m half Filipino. Nothing beats some good old home cooking.”

I smiled wanly, a pang of loss settling in my chest when I realized I couldn’t even remember what my own mother’s cooking tasted like. 

“Well,” I said. “I’m bunked in the room next door. Knock if you need anything.”

“Appreciate it. I guess I’ll just wait around for Carver?”

I nodded. “Help yourself to the amenities until then. Your bathroom should be fully stocked. I suggest a nap.”

He gave me a salute, then turned to his knapsack, busying himself with whatever he kept in there. I ambled over to my room. Nice kid, I thought, just as I realized that we really weren’t all that far apart in age. I shut the door, stripped off my shirt, and threw myself on the bed, raring for a nap.

Except that my mind was whirring with so many thoughts, so much new information to process. It was exhilarating to be so close to throwing off the yoke of Dionysus’s curse, and this whole thing about making friends with an actual human being inside of the hideout was pretty cool, too. Fancy that, the Genesis Codex turned out to be a totally decent kid I could see myself hanging out with.

But it kind of sucked that he couldn’t help with finding my father. It still worried me not knowing where he was, and as much as I tried keeping it out of my head, that thing Amaterasu said was still gnawing at me. Typical entities, being all cryptic, just like Hecate. I needed answers. First order of business, just as soon as we sealed the deal with Enrietta and got rid of my death tattoo, was to find some way to track down Norman Graves, even if it meant going over Carver’s head.

I tossed, forcing my eyes shut, then I turned, growing steadily annoyed with my inability to fall asleep. Ugh. Never mind, then. Maybe I could find some other way to pass the time. Maybe I could try and make something happen on a magical scale. I was tired, sure, but if I couldn’t sleep, then I figured it couldn’t hurt to route my energy in a more productive direction. The incident with Romira and the others was as clear a sign as any that I needed to make myself useful in arcane combat.

I did as Carver instructed. I emptied my mind, focusing on the very basis of what I was trying to do: generate heat. He’d said that visualization could help, so I started with that. I’d tried visualizing a candle, a convection oven, hell, even Sterling’s Zippo. But I decided I was going to work with the nervous energy thrumming through my body, to welcome the electrical tangle of confusion, and dread, and excitement. Fuck it. I closed my eyes, and in my head, I was a dragon.

And magic, as Carver said, wasn’t simply a matter of the mind. It was all these things in concert: emotion, imagery, mindset, all of it tied together with something verbal, and something physical. I’d once opened a gateway to a goddess’s dimension by reciting the marketing copy off of a pack of doggie biscuits, after all. If I could connect our reality to Hecate’s domicile, then I sure as hell could make fire.

Burn. That was all I repeated in my head. I was a dragon, and that was all I knew to do, was to burn. Burn. Burn. I held my hand out towards the ceiling, cupping my fingers around the ball of flame I was willing to appear. Something was happening, I was sure of it. 

The sheets against my back were so much warmer, my neck glazing with sweat. I was there, so close, and in the spaces between my fingers I swore I could feel the beginnings of something hazy, of the kind of distorted warmth that rises from the asphalt on a summer day. It was working. It was finally working.

My eyes flew open in excitement, but there was nothing there. My hand was still cupped around thin air, and just as soon as the disappointment of reality set in, every other sensation vanished. The fire that I knew was building inside of me melted away like candle wax. I stared at the ceiling accusingly, grumbling to myself, until I spotted something shining, orange, and glimmering above me.

Holy hell. Had the spell worked? Was that fire? Wait. Maybe my eyes were just bleary from being shut. They refocused, and I realized what I was looking at. It was a jewel on the ceiling, reflecting the incandescent light from one of my lamps. Wait. What was a gemstone doing up there? 

I looked closer. The jewel was dangling from a single thread. And it was moving all eight of its wriggling legs. It was a spider, with a gem embedded in its back. One of Arachne’s children, the enchanted ones she used to harvest information from around the city. How the hell did it make it into the hideout? More importantly, what did it want?

The answer came swiftly as the secret-spider went about its work of weaving a web in the corner of the ceiling. Supernaturally fast, too, the web taking shape before my eyes, until it had created a roughly circular weave the size of a hubcap. The spider settled into the center, the light reflected out of its gemstone shimmering, then expanding across the web into something hazy and indistinct, like – like a computer screen, I realized.

An image wavered from out of the web, and I swear I almost shit myself when a face came into view. It was Arachne herself, staring out at me from the makeshift flatscreen television her offspring had just crafted for her in the privacy of my own damn bedroom.

“Sweetling,” she said, her voice shuddering and distant, but warm with familiarity. The veil over her face rustled as she spoke. I knew that eight eyes peered out of the beautiful face hidden behind it, though I didn’t quite know why she bothered wearing it. I caught glimpses of her fangs as she smiled, as she cooed in greeting. “Sweetling. Can you hear me? Do you see me?”

“Loud and clear, Arachne,” I said, doing my best to be as enthusiastic and as friendly in return. What the crap was going on? “I thought this place was warded. How did you find me here?”

“We have a special bond, you and I. Not even the ethers or your master’s precious wards can keep us apart.” She tilted her head in a coquettish pose, and grinned again. “How sweet you look outside of your exoskeleton. Tender and fleshy.”

Exoskeleton? Oh. I was half naked. I pulled my covers closer to my body, blushing when I heard her giggle.

“So. Um. How can I help you?”

“On the contrary, sweetling, it is you I have come to help. I have come to warn you. My children bring ill news. I have reason to believe that your former master is alive and well. The woman who dared to kill gods.”

Something cold trailed up my spine. I knew in my bones that Thea was still out there somewhere, but knowing what we did of her and her talent, who could even stand a chance of tracking her down? Of course. An entity.

“Instinct tells me that she exists still. My children note distortions in nature centered around the city of Valero, yet we could not pinpoint her location. I could not sniff her out. It was that accursed ring she traded me. It must have dampened my senses.” Arachne sighed. “Even now I find no trace of your erstwhile master. But I do know that she lives still. You must be careful, Dustin Graves.”

I nodded earnestly. “I will. I thought she’d still be alive. But listen, Arachne. If I may ask. Is there any way you could track someone down for me?”

She cocked her head and rested her chin on her knuckles. “How interesting. The mage thinks he can order around the greatest weaver the world has ever known?”

“That’s not how I meant it at all,” I said, reaching forward in some lame attempt to convey with my body language that I didn’t mean to offend her. “I only wanted to ask.”

“And I only wanted to tease,” she said, smiling kindly. “Ask, then.”

“Would your brood be able to find my father?” It was greedy, I knew, but again, where was the harm in asking?

Arachne’s smile grew wider. “It is a noble thing to ask, sweetling. There is none such as a youngling’s love for its parent. I will see what I can do.”

“Thank you,” I said, almost rolling off the bed. “I can’t thank you enough.”

“Think nothing of it. I make no promises, but I shall consult the web.” She raised her fingers, thin gossamer strands stretched between them like a cat’s cradle, and tittered to herself. “The web. See? Did you like my joke, sweetling?”

“I. Um. Yes.”

“But you did not laugh.”

“You’ll forgive me, Arachne. It’s been a tiring day, and these are strange circumstances for us to be communicating in.” Like a video call, only way creepier. “I do have a last question. Do you – do you watch me when I shower?”

“No. I watch you after.”

“What?”

She chuckled. “I see your pink skin after it has been scrubbed raw in hot water, and it makes me wonder whether you would taste better poached or sauteed.”

“That answer is so much worse than anything I could have possibly expected from you.”

Arachne grinned, her fangs wet and gleaming in the jade light of her domicile. “It is my policy to speak the truth. Until we meet again, Dustin Graves. Stay alive.”

The screen disassembled in a puff of dust, the web collapsing into a net of loose strands and threads. The bejeweled spider scuttled away from its destroyed creation, secreting itself into a crack in the stone, then disappearing from view. 

So Thea was still alive. I knew it. I didn’t need to be told. Something connected the two of us, this unseen thread woven out of betrayal and vengeance. On some level I knew that she couldn’t die unless it was by my hand. It wouldn’t be just any other way.

I laid back against my pillow, sighing, the sheets now cool against my back. I had to get some rest. We were going to ship Asher out in a matter of hours, but if my mind was racing after I shut my door, it was practically on fire now. I needed to get this all out of my system.

I raised one hand to the ceiling, palm out, fingers outstretched, grasping an invisible sphere. I thought of myself as a dragon. I thought of Thea.

Burn, I thought. Burn. Burn.



Chapter 21





Steam rose like little wisps of cloud from the tiny opening on top of my latte. It was a chilly night out in Valero, made even colder by the fact that we were smack in the center of the Nicola Arboretum. I wasn’t sure how my coffee was still hot, or why I hadn’t finished it already, actually. By rights it should have died an honorable death within minutes of landing in my hand.

Carver had asked us to swing by a coffee shop en route, which he had never done before, and it was clearly a gesture meant to endear Asher to him. He tried to pay for everything with two hundred-dollar bills, then laughed it off when the barista asked him for smaller change. It wasn’t the first time I wondered where the hell his wealth came from. I mean, how was he even paying us?

Okay, so maybe Carver had never bought us coffees because we’d never actually traveled outside of the hideout together much. But was I bitter? Yes. Of course. As kind as Carver was to me when we first met, he was being especially charming with Asher. Gallant, even. I sucked on my coffee, keeping my suspicions to myself, ever distracted by how I got a full glimpse of my tattoo each time I lifted my cup to my mouth.

Asher was finishing up the rest of his coffee. I didn’t know what he ordered, only that it was hot. Gil stood in front of us with his arms folded, like the big damn bodyguard he was. Sterling didn’t come along for reasons that should be obvious – none of them having to do with me accidentally summoning the sun, of course.

Carver had tipped back the entirety of his insanely hot Americano right in front of an extremely horrified barista, and the six equally horrified people behind us in line. I had to remind him not to do that next time. Maybe it had been so long since he’d been human that he’d forgotten how things were supposed to work.

“Ah. She comes.”

Carver lifted a finger, pointing towards the far end of the clearing. It was the same as the night we first met Enrietta. We were to convene under the statue of Nicola at ten in the evening, her using her power and clout to cow security into letting her pass, us using our array of arcane talents to break the law and trespass on public property after visiting hours. I disposed of my empty coffee cup, rubbing my hands for warmth as the chill of the night came rushing back over my fingers.

Enrietta Boules was dressed much the same as before, in a severe gray smock that was more functional than fashionable. Arnaud trailed behind her, clad in his matching gray clothing. He nodded at me as they approached, his face somber as always, though I caught the slight creasing in his forehead when he saw two of our number that he didn’t recognize.

“New faces,” Enrietta croaked as Arnaud wheeled her up to the statue. She raised a hand, pointing at me. “If there are no objections, I will speak to a familiar one. Mr. Graves, have you brought me the Codex?”

“We have, Mrs. Boules.” I straightened myself up, putting on my most earnest face, because I wasn’t sure how she was going to take the news – not that she really had a choice. “The circumstances are unusual, however. The Genesis Codex is not an artifact. It was a person all along.”

Enrietta’s hand fluttered to her chest, and she looked at each of us, eyes wide. “Which one?” she asked softly, her gaze now alternating between Asher and Carver.

“That would be me,” Asher said, stepping forward, waving one hand sheepishly. “Pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Boules.”

We’d practiced this already. Exchange pleasantries, give Mrs. Boules what she needed on her terms, collect payment, then ensure that we left with Asher in tow, primarily because of that whole “The dude is a person” thing, but also because I had more than a hunch that Carver was totally in love with him and wanted a second apprentice who could probably make fireballs and do the dishes more regularly.

Also there was the tiny matter of running over to Dionysus and making sure he cut out his poison bullshit. There might have been a time in the past when I would have considered getting a tattoo, but after this experience? Nope.

I can’t say how I was expecting Mrs. Boules to react, but she tilted her head and smiled broadly. “What a handsome boy.” 

Asher had the decency to blush, rubbing the back of his neck and quietly muttering. “Aw, shucks,” I heard him say. Either the kid was as good at playing the game as I was, or he really was just an awkward, gangly puppy. “Asher Mayhew, ma’am,” he said, extending one hand, which Mrs. Boules took limply in hers.

“A handsome name for a handsome boy,” she said, beaming. “Now, Asher. Will you heal me? I don’t entirely know how your gift works, but if it’s a matter of time, then perhaps we can sort out multiple engagements.”

“That can be arranged,” Carver said smoothly.

“Oh?” Mrs. Boules raised an eyebrow, her expression neutral. “And you are?”

“Carver, Mrs. Boules. At your service. I am Asher’s – well – ”

“Manager,” Asher said, smiling at Enrietta in reassurance. “A temporary one. In any case, I’ll see what I can do about eliminating the problem in one go. That way we can be out of your hair and stop being such a bother to you.”

“Oh, you’re no bother at all.” Enrietta chuckled and patted the back of Asher’s hand. He had come closer, kneeling in the grass in front of her wheelchair. Smart kid. Getting on her level meant that she would trust him, and this entire operation could go even more smoothly, as if it wasn’t already.

By now Enrietta was patting at Asher’s hair, smoothing it out of his face. He was a natural, to be sure, but I couldn’t help wonder if this wasn’t just him subconsciously seeking out affection. The kid did lose his mom, after all.

I started to tune out by the time the two of them had started speaking in lower voices, discussing the specifics of Enrietta’s disease, which I guessed would determine how Asher was going to approach treating her. I had the impression that brute-forcing it would have worked, but I recognized what Asher was doing for what it was: putting the old woman at ease, simply by talking and listening.

Arnaud cleared his throat eventually. “It is getting quite chilly for you, madam. I suggest we finish this sooner rather than later.”

As if that had prompted something inside of her, Enrietta shuddered slightly, gathering her blankets closer around her. “Yes, I think you’re quite right. Mr. Mayhew, may we proceed?”

Asher nodded, and within the glimmer of a second his expression hardened, the boy melting from his face. It was odd to see him so serious, so stony. His breathing steadied, and greenish light began to pour from him, pulsing from his elbows, down his fingers, and onto Mrs. Boules’s tiny wrists. 

She sighed softly, eyes closed. Even in the darkness I could see that her cheeks were getting rosier, her skin filling with color. The blanket slipped from her knees, and she hardly seemed to notice. Asher stood with her as she rose to her feet, this time without the awful pain and effort that it had taken before. Even her spine was straighter. Warmth and life were returning to Enrietta Boules.

The rest of us watched in silence, Carver observing with all the reserved curiosity of a scientist, and Arnaud marveling in open wonder. I had to admit, it was incredible to see something like this. It looked unremarkable on the outside, and sure, I’d seen healers and clerics at work before, but what Asher was doing was actually giving Enrietta renewed life, cleansing her body of whatever ailed her.

From the little time I’d known him Asher struck me as the kind to be boyish and buoyant, but seeing him so grimly determined changed him. He seemed taller somehow, his face set in a mask of intense concentration. Maybe it was the darkness, or maybe it was the wavering of reality caused by the surge of his magic, but he even looked older. I wondered if I was imagining things, or if that happened to be a side effect of his talent.

“Asher,” Carver said. “Be careful, now.” Either he knew something I didn’t, or I was correct in my assessment of this tenuous exchange of life energy.

“Don’t worry about it,” Asher said, shooting a quick, relaxed smile over his shoulder. “I’m working from the outside in. It’ll take some more time, but I promise it won’t be much longer.”

I knew that Asher was surrendering some of his life force in order to perform this massive feat of healing for Enrietta. He didn’t have to. It took me a minute to fully comprehend why he seemed so invested in ensuring her wellness, but it hit me. 

He was buying his freedom. What did a sliver of his life span cost him if it meant he had the liberty to choose where he wanted to be, and what he wanted to become after this night was over? I finally understood, and I looked on as rich threads of emerald magic poured from his fingers into her skin.

But another voice split the silence. “Carver,” Gil hissed. “Something’s up. Do you smell that?” I turned to the two of them, my hackles rising. 

Carver tilted his head back, as if sensing for something on the wind, one of his eyes flickering madly. “No,” he hissed back. “No, no, no. Such terrible timing.” He glared at me, as if in accusation. “Graves, your good friends from the Lorica. They’re here.”

“What the – again? How many fucking times are we going to have to – ”

“Over and over,” Prudence’s voice called out of the darkness. “Because that’s our job. Or have you forgotten already, Dustin?”

I whirled to face her, unable to contain my frustration, and my heart pumped even harder when I spotted that she was flanked by the exact same companions she had earlier. I couldn’t tell whether Bastion or Romira was angrier with me.

“Uh. Hi, guys. How’ve you been?”

“Keep them away,” Carver hissed, his hands already tracing patterns through the air. 

Arnaud cried out as pale flames wreathed around his feet, encircling both Asher and Enrietta as well. The flames formed into a cocoon, then vanished. Carver had erected a barrier around them. Good. It would keep them safe until they completed their exchange.

“We’re not here to fight this time, Dustin. Odessa’s orders. We need to get him out of here, and fast.”

Odessa? So they were taking orders directly from a Scion all along. Was that why this operation felt so off, why the Lorica seemed to be pulling its punches?

Not that it mattered. The exchange needed to be completed. “Let them finish. Prudence, please. The kid only wants to help. He just wants a life of his own.” Like Mrs. Boules. Like me.

“I don’t know why we’re even talking.” Bastion held his hand out towards Asher and the others, his fingers glimmering with faint light as he stalked straight for them. “There’s no time to argue. They’re coming.”

“What? Who?” Dread washed down my back like iced water. Surely not more of the Lorica? That was the last thing we needed.

Carver bared his teeth, his fingers gesturing as he prepared another spell. “You don’t tell us what to do, boy. You – ”

He paused, then bent his head, one ear raised to the sky, like a beast of prey listening for – for something. Gil sniffed at the air, then growled from somewhere inside of his chest.

“Too late,” Romira said, her hands working to shape an orb of fire. “They’re here.”

Maybe I was too distracted by the Lorica’s arrival to have missed them, but I saw the newcomers then, stepping out of the foliage, or blinking into existence from expired invisibility glamours, or manifesting from cheaply crafted teleportation spells. 

Dressed in all their thuggish casuals, clutching makeshift weapons and baseball bats and what few enchanted devices their mistress could find for them, the Viridian Dawn closed around us in a loose, menacing circle. Among them, garbed in embroidered white robes, stood Deirdre Calloway. She lifted one hand, pointing a wand at our midst.

“Take the Codex,” she said. “Then kill them all.”



Chapter 22





Total mayhem. Utter chaos. A clusterfuck. Call it what you want, but the Viridian Dawn’s arrival heralded more trouble for all of us. I thought we’d taken care of the bulk of them at the infiltration, but one crucial detail about their ranks had slipped my mind. Most of their number had day jobs or other responsibilities away from their safe house. This was their full force, all sixty-something of them, and we were very likely fucked.

Bolts of crackling electricity sailed through the darkness. Shards of ice and hails of thorn whistled in lethal, razor-edged salvos, flying from the wands and outstretched hands of the Dawn’s cultists as they read greedily from ragged sheets of torn notebook paper, reciting hastily scrawled spells provided by their mad mistress.

Romira thrust her hands forward, a gout of flame roaring like the breath of a dragon, melting the frost and burning the thorns to cinders. A little further, my mind screamed at her, and she could burn those scrolls right out of their hands. But the old Lorica training stuck, and I knew she wouldn’t risk maiming or killing so many normals.

I could see the same from Bastion’s expression, his teeth bared as he seethed with frustration. The air before him gleamed, and I knew he had shields ready. Defense first, once more, but Bastion was good with multi-tasking. He’d have no problems setting up an attack, whether using splintered lawn furniture as a barrage of arrows, or a telephone pole as a baseball bat. No poles in the garden, but there were plenty of trees. I flinched when one of them shook, its leaves rustling as he plucked a tree straight out of the earth. Maybe he’d replant it, once we were done with this. If we lived through it, of course.

Gil thought differently, going on a full offensive. He’d already plunged into the fray, talons extended, using his supernatural agility to dodge the arcane blasts and bolts the Dawn’s cultists sent his way. He tore through their bodies as easily as a reaper threshes stalks of wheat, that is, if wheat was known for screaming and bleeding.

It was hard to miss the streaks of azure light flashing alongside him. Prudence launched imbued strikes to snuff out and shatter the Dawn’s wards and magical devices, alternating her blows with perfect precision, switching off the flames to break their faces with good old knees and knuckles. 

From somewhere behind me I could hear Carver cursing under his breath, or maybe he was preparing more spells to defend the rest of us. His muttering stopped, and a web of amber fire leapt from his fingertips, cascading across the gardens. The sound of so many bones breaking in unison cracked horribly through the night, and dozens of the cultists fell to the ground screaming. Okay, so Carver was definitely super pissed.

I kept my contribution simple. Night meant that the botanical gardens were my playground, and between the extravagant flashes of arcane power and the lightning arcing from the Dawn’s wands, nobody would have noticed me slipping away. I stepped.

I could only hope that either Bastion or Carver had taken the precaution of setting up an invisibility dome for us, some way to camouflage us from the normals. Night had fallen thickly, sure, but there had to be at least one security guard wandering the premises. For all their talk of casting glamours and bending the light surely someone would have taken precautions.

That was where I emerged, incidentally, by one of those security lockboxes installed around the gardens. We would have to end the fight before someone came by and bumped into a brawl that had already escalated into a full-scale battle. The air was thick with the agonized yowls of the Viridian Dawn’s barely-pubescent followers. This was definitely going to attract attention.

About a dozen of the cultists were already on the ground, if not routed and running for the exits, some clutching at broken bones, others desperately trying to hold in their insides. None of them had spotted me, which was only appropriate since I’d elected to position myself right behind the bastards. I crouched from behind a bush and lifted the flap on my backpack.

“You can bleed them,” I said. “No fatalities, but get rid of them quickly.”

“With pleasure.”

Vanitas hummed as he ripped through the air, the sound of his flight something very much like laughter in the darkness. In a clash of metal coming asunder, scabbard and blade flew apart, then went about their grisly work. Screams, then silence, and just like that, the ranks of the Dawn were further scattered.

My eyes settled on Deirdre, tall and shining in her druidic raiment, somehow still confident that her people had a fighting chance. I focused on the familiar ivory white of her clothing, and it filled me with an unpleasant, immediate anger. Even though I could see nothing of Thea in her – Deirdre was older, her hair a dull gray, her mouth always upturned – it took every ounce of willpower left in my body not to tell Vanitas that he was allowed to kill her.

“Give us the Codex,” she shouted, either ignorant or oblivious to how her herd was so quickly thinning. Where there were nearly sixty now only fifteen stood, if that. Those who weren’t bleeding into the grass had already fled the premises. “Give us the boy, and we will depart.” 

That unflagging confidence made me nervous, the steel in her voice very much suggesting that she had something hidden up her sleeve. Yet all she had was her wand.

“Leave this place, woman,” Carver said, his voice ringing even clearer above the din of battle. “Take your children with you. Disperse, and surrender your devices. Do not think to play with forces that you could not possibly fathom.”

Those last words he accentuated by thrusting both his hands forward, the pale fire dancing at his fingertips rushing at the crowd of cultists, very few of whom stood their ground as the wall of flame advanced at their feet.

Just once I found myself wishing that Carver would use something lethal, burn them to a crisp. But I saw the spell for what it was, the amber fire licking up the cultists’ bodies, reaching into their throats and their nostrils with tendrils of living flame. As one they collapsed, dead asleep in the grass.

“Give it up, Deirdre.” Prudence stood stock-still, her fists bathed in azure fire. So she knew who Deirdre was. Shouldn’t have been a surprise, considering the Lorica’s agenda. Had they known all along? Was stopping the Viridian Dawn their true objective?

Deirdre said nothing, raising the wand above her head, humming something tuneless. The hum turned into small noises, then syllables, then proper song, the point of the wand glowing a pulsing green – viridian, like her cult’s namesake.

The earth trembled, and the trees shook, the flowers across the garden seeming to sing in cadence with Deirdre’s eldritch melody, every petal and pistil giving new voice to her strange song. The gardens stirred, boughs and branches moving in snake-like rattles and rustles. Then the noises stopped.

We should have acted sooner. Prudence went down first, crying out something garbled in a voice that gave me pause for panic. She was hurt. Gil went down next. Shapes slithered through the grass, headless serpents called by Deirdre from deep within the earth. They were vines, their tendrils constricting and ensnaring Gil and Prudence’s bodies.

Gil fought valiantly for some seconds, hacking at the vines with his claws, until two more burst out of the undergrowth to entangle his wrists. He struggled and howled in vain, writhing against the grass.

A ball of fire blasted into the air and dissipated, Romira’s concentration slipping as the vines pulled her to the ground. She was down for the count, too. I couldn’t make out if Carver and Bastion were still okay. My feet fell from under me as vines snaked out of the bushes, lassoing me by the ankles. The air rushed out of my lungs as I hit the earth with a thud.

I groaned, my head pounding. At least I knew I hadn’t hit it against a rock, but there was no time to check. The vines were dragging me – where to, I couldn’t tell – but the faint cackle I heard coming from Deirdre’s general direction told me that nothing fun was in store for any of us. 

Shouts rang out across the gardens, maybe from Bastion, maybe from Carver. All I could really see was the sky above me, the stars, and a bunched-up tangle of thorny vines, twisted into a huge, elongated spike. Like a battering ram made of brambles it shot straight for Asher and Enrietta.

No. If Enrietta wasn’t healed, the deal with Dionysus was off. It would be over for Asher, over for me. I arched my back, struggling to see, but the vines pulled harder. Was the shield that Carver cast still up? Did it matter?

“Vanitas,” I shouted. “Stop her.”

It happened all at once. In a blur of green and gold, sword and scabbard disengaged from their Viridian victims, one to hack and slash at the twisting fusion of vine and bramble, the other hurtling at breakneck speed towards Deirdre Calloway’s upraised hand. 

To say that her screams were horrific would be an understatement. The crack that whipped through the gardens told me enough about what happened to her hand. Her wand tumbled through the air, its needle and the facets of its pinecone tip glinting in the moonlight. Wait. It wasn’t any old wand after all, but a thyrsus, one of Dionysus’s artifacts. The Viridian Dawn had found ways to acquire more than just one divine relic. It landed somewhere in the grass, forgotten. 

“Done,” Vanitas pulsed in some corner of my mind. The vines around my feet loosened just as he hovered towards me, sword returning to scabbard. With a soft thunk, he came to rest in the grass. I sat up, massaging the blood back into my legs.

I tucked Vanitas back into my bag, hobbling over to Prudence. She wasn’t so lucky. She groaned as she tried to point her foot. A broken ankle, maybe. Gil prodded her foot gingerly, his talons now retracted, but his fingers still bloody. It was weird seeing them in such close proximity without one wanting to punch the other’s head off, but hey – people change.

“Ouch,” Prudence hissed. “Damn it. Yeah, it’s busted.”

“I can stick around,” Gil said.

Prudence looked up at him warily. Maybe her cheeks colored a little, but she said nothing.

“Bastion?” I said. “Carver? Everything okay? Did they finish what needed to be done?”

Carver, it seemed, hadn’t been affected by the vines at all, still unruffled, his suit uncreased. Bastion, on the other hand, was struggling in the grass, furiously slicing his hand through the air, every motion cleaving more of the vines away from his legs.

“Fine,” Carver said, smoothing his hair back. “All fine.” He turned away from the statue, heading towards Deirdre. “I’ll just go and – restrain our guest.”

“Like hell you will,” Bastion said, tripping over himself and the last segments of vine still wound around his legs. He trailed and stumbled after Carver, as if capturing Deirdre Calloway was just another thing he couldn’t give up to his newfound and, unbeknown to him, wildly overqualified rival.

“Almost done,” Asher said. Enrietta was standing on her own now, her skin fully colored, though from her returned vitality or in the excitement over the Viridian Dawn’s attack, who could really say?

“You’ve done so much,” Enrietta said, patting Asher on the cheek. “I couldn’t thank you enough. You’ve given me so much of yourself.”

Arnaud, supporting her with one hand pressed against the small of her back, the other clutching her upper arm, bent closer to speak.

“He’s given too much, perhaps.”

That voice. I knew the sound of it. That wasn’t Arnaud’s voice. But I recognized it too late.

Gore spurted from Enrietta Boules’s abdomen as huge, incandescent spikes burst out of her stomach in a steaming geyser of blood and broken organs. Her face twisted with pain, confusion, betrayal, and she turned her head.

“Arnaud?” Enrietta croaked. “Why?”

But it wasn’t Arnaud. Not anymore. The air wavered, and there she stood: a woman. Her hair was once blonde, but it had changed, now resembling wiry tendrils. Her eyes were black as pitch, and her skin glowed as if lit from within, an ethereal, unearthly firefly. In place of clothes her body was clad in plates that might have been armor, smooth and white, like an insect’s chitin. And at the ends of her fingers were massive talons sculpted out of solid light.

“Arnaud has been dead for weeks, Mrs. Boules.” 

The woman smiled, then twisted her hand at the socket. What life was left in Enrietta Boules came rushing out through the hole puncturing her from back to stomach. The pulsating green energy that flowed from Asher to the dead dryad’s body reversed, running back to his fingers, climbing up his arms, sinking into his skin. He stared at his hands in horror, his cheeks painted with dark specks of cooling blood, like a boy flecked in warpaint, unprepared for battle.

Asher stammered, his knees buckling, feet too frozen in fear to truly move away. “Why? What – who are you?”

“Thea,” the woman said. “My name is Thea Morgana.”



Chapter 23





Thea wrested Asher’s wrist, hard enough that he cried out in pain. There was blood on his arm. If it belonged to him or Enrietta, I couldn’t clearly tell.

“Let go of him,” I said. “It’s me you want.”

Slowly, painfully slowly, Thea turned her head in my direction, the bottomless pits of her eyes seeming to focus on me with some difficulty. She tilted her head, and when she smiled, harsh light poured out of her mouth, radiant, and terrible.

“Dustin Graves. It is good to see you again.” She blinked once, the alien emptiness of her eyes sweeping across the gardens as she regarded each of us. “And here are your companions, old and new. Some from the Lorica, and – are these your new friends? Men of the Black Hand, perhaps? My, Mr. Graves. How the virtuous have fallen.”

“Again with this Black Hand nonsense,” Carver said, his fingers already streaming with amber energy as he stalked closer. Some part of Thea’s fractured mind must have led her to believe that the organization was real, convincing her that the Black Hand had always been responsible for my murder.

The reality of it drove an icy shard into my chest. In her heart, she believed that she was doing the right thing, always, that her actions were just. She only wanted to bring her children back – whatever the cost. That only made things worse. Her delusion had transformed into zeal, and she was all the more dangerous for it. Just as unsettling was her physical metamorphosis. She was human only in shape, so much of her altered and warped into an insectoid monstrosity. Was this the Eldest’s gift?

“Let the boy go,” Carver said. “Your quarrel isn’t with him.”

Thea’s eyes narrowed. “Oh, I have no quarrel with him. In fact I only mean to befriend him.” She scrutinized him carefully, her head angling as she took in his face. “Asher, was it not? We’re going to be friends. Yes, the fastest of friends.”

“Don’t think we believe that for a second, Thea,” Bastion said, his hands in fists. “You’ve killed enough people to get your way already. How many more?”

“Enrietta Boules.” Thea looked up into the night sky, then chuckled. “Oh, of course. Arnaud as well. The poor boy was only scratching out a living. But how else was I going to get closer to the Boules woman? I needed access to the Codex without drawing attention to myself. It’s a simple matter of bending the light.” The corner of her mouth twitched as one of her eyes swiveled down to stare at me. 

Thea had been playing us all along, right from the very beginning. How could we have known it was her? She’d used a glamour as camouflage, to change her appearance, and if what Carver said about cloaking enchantments held true, then we never stood a chance of detecting her hand. All we had left was to ensure that this didn’t end in more bloodshed. 

“Please,” Asher said, his breathing ragged. “I don’t understand. Please let me go.”

“It’s very simple. You help me with your magic, Asher, and I’ll let you live.” She grinned, light spilling out of her teeth, which had grown sharper, finer, less than human. “Show me the fullest extent of your power, and I’ll be gone. You needn’t fear me ever again.”

“Enough of this.” Carver slashed his arm forward, a jagged beam of amber light launching from the tips of his fingers, a spear of energy aimed straight at Thea’s head. Without looking, without flinching, Thea raised her hand, caught it, then hurled it back. I whirled around as Carver groaned in pain. A hole had been bored straight through his shoulder, the edges of it ragged. I gaped in horror, though I didn’t have time to question why he didn’t bleed.

“Enough is correct. I’m tired of these interruptions.” Thea sent out one hand, and the golden-bronze rod of the thyrsus shot out of the grass, careening towards her outstretched fingers.

“Stop,” Bastion cried, attempting to wrest the thyrsus away with the force of his power, but Thea was too quick, or too strong. She wrenched Asher even closer, her talons digging into his skin, then pointed the wand’s tip at the ground. 

The soil burst open to reveal a spire of vines, a furious mass of tendrils rushing out from a breach in the earth. Under the moonlight I could tell that these were different, not the green of the vines that Deirdre had summoned when she’d used the thyrsus, but something slick and crimson, like veins surging from some hellish pit in the earth, like great, glistening coils of intestine put forth by an unseen, screaming colossus. 

I leapt away from the crater, Bastion helping Carver from its epicenter, the others hurrying to the edges of the garden. Upward the vines went, rocketing into the sky, taking Thea and Asher with them on a platform made out of so many smaller, wriggling coils. She smirked at me as she went, the thyrsus in her hand glowing an eerie reddish gold, her eyes jet black, glimmering with sinister glee.

“What about the Veil?” Bastion murmured, his eyes fixed on the massive twist of vines now dozens of feet in the air.

“Fuck your precious Veil,” Carver snarled, clutching at the gaping hole in his shoulder. “Do you truly think she cares? I’d like to see your precious Lorica explain this.”

“I can burn it down,” Romira said, her voice trembling, suffused with uncharacteristic panic.

“It wouldn’t work,” Gil said. “That thing – whatever the hell it is, it’s too damp. Both inside and – oh God – outside.”

He was right. It was slick with – well, something. Amniotic fluid, or blood. However darkly Deirdre and the Viridian Dawn could corrupt magic, Thea would always come out on top. The stalk had grown to the size of a skyscraper, and only then showed signs of stopping.

“Too big to take down now.” Carver’s feet thrashed against the earth, his teeth gnashing in pain, but he fixed me with a look hard enough to convey his meaning. “Follow her. Find her. Destroy her. And bring him back.”

Easier said than done, but I nodded. What choice did I really have? And where the hell did this leave me? The Viridian Dawn had been quelled, but Enrietta was dead. I shook my head. What the hell was I thinking? The headline was that Thea had another innocent grasped in her claws. I didn’t know what she had planned for him, but it couldn’t be so far off from what she did to me. We had to save him.

But where to start? I looked up at the beanstalk from hell, its leaves like ragged red moth wings. The length of the hideous, massive stem pulsated, as if the whole infernal structure was coursing with blood. The noxious liquid coating the stalk gathered at specific points along its length, points that I then noticed were growing into nodes. Wait. Not nodes. Buds.

“Carver?” I drew Vanitas again. “What’s happening?”

He forced himself up, Bastion helping him to sit. It was strange to see them working together, and stranger still to see the pulsing amber fire emanating from Carver’s hand weave the bloodless flesh of his shoulder back into being.

“Stand back,” he said, his voice still, and cautious.

“Bastion,” Prudence called, from somewhere out in the garden. “Help me up, I can do this.”

“Stay down, Prue,” he yelled back. “You can’t fight like that. We’ll protect you.”

“Everyone needs to stop yelling,” I said, half-shouting, and half-regretting that I’d raised my voice.

Something slithered out of one of the pods, a snaking, black tongue. No, a tentacle.

“Dustin,” Vanitas said in my head. “This is bad.”

“Tell me something I don’t know.”

The black tongue split into six, then eight wriggling tendrils as it forcibly emerged from the pod in a burst of viscous fluid. The pod’s horrible ebony fruit fell to the ground with a sickening, wet thud.

Bastion groaned. “No, no, not this bullshit again.”

The black thing rose from its pile of gunk, then shook its torso to free itself of the slime. Where its head should have been was a mass of tentacles. It was a shrike, a minion of the Eldest, one of the throngs of gibbering abominations they called their children. The shrike raised its many limbs, and from tiny mouths lined with jagged yellow teeth, it screamed.

More of the pods and polyps burst along the stalk, like ripened cysts, and more of the creatures spilled and splattered to the ground, birthed from along the length of Thea’s demonic creation.

“Now that, you can burn,” Carver said, nodding at Romira.

“Cute,” she said, both hands outstretched, twin globes of fire building in her palms. “I don’t think we’ve met.”

“Time for that later,” Carver said. I bumped up against him as I retreated, only just catching him closing the last of his wound as he struggled to his feet. “For now: kill.”

Romira nodded. “Gladly.”

Over a dozen shrikes had already been birthed by the stalk, but each emptied pod soon became swollen again, filled with the horrible amniotic fluid that sustained each of these shrieking monstrosities. 

Romira pelted them with expertly targeted fireballs, burning holes through their torsos to kill them, as if saving the best of her energies this time, no longer resorting to launching a gigantic ball of flame at their ranks the way she had done at the battle at Central Square.

Bastion had found another tree to play with, using it to swat the shrikes aside as a giant would sweep ants off a kitchen table. This was the second time we’d encountered these horrors, and if we survived the night, I was certain it wouldn’t be the last.

But this time we had the Black Hand – and I really needed to stop thinking of them as that – on our side. Carver was still reeling from his injury, the shoulder that once had a hole blown in it sagging, but he raised his one good hand, bared his teeth, then clenched his fist. 

The front rank of the shrikes screamed, then disintegrated into dust. Clearly his policy of disabling instead of destroying did not apply to shrikes. Vanitas was already hard at work slashing and sundering, without even needing my command. I took it as a sign that our bond was growing stronger. And Gil – where the hell was he?

I shouldn’t have asked, and I shouldn’t have wondered. I’d thought to look for him on the fringes of battle, but he was stuck in the midst of it, and there was a very specific reason I hadn’t been able to pick him out. Gil had changed. Transformed would be the correct term. He had gone full dog. It was terrifying, and awful, and glorious to behold.

Imagine a man with the head of a wolf, standing with a canine’s digitigrade legs, all the vicious, destructive power of the animal’s claws driven with the sheer explosive force of the torso and arms of a man at peak athletic form. Do you have a complete picture in your mind? That still doesn’t compare to my first glimpse of Gil at his best, as a sweeping automaton of flaying death, painted artfully in fur, and teeth, and claws.

I knew well enough from Sterling’s stories that Gil didn’t really need a full moon to go full dog, as they liked to refer to the transformation. I also knew that this meant he was drawing on ungodly stores of his own energy, since this wasn’t the natural order of things – at least as natural as werewolves went. But it was gory, bloody, and absolutely majestic. 

The thing that rended and tore at the shrikes had fur in the same black as Gil’s hair, his same eyes glowing red with hatred and bloodlust. When he ripped an abomination in two with his wolf-hands, and when he howled and bayed his fury at the moon, I swore I heard his same voice.

A hand clapped me shakily on the shoulder and I nearly jumped.

“Come on,” Bastion said, his eyes flitting between the shrikes and the black wolf-man bounding between them in his dance of gleeful dismemberment. “It looks like your friends know what they’re doing here.”

“Where are we going?”

I didn’t have time to fight back as he hooked his hands under my armpits, hoisting me up off the ground. I kicked at the air, struggling to be let down, when I realized that I was being lifted much higher than Bastion could physically carry me.

I looked down, and then I understood. My body went limp, maybe as a survival reflex, because it felt like the best way to avoid slipping out of Bastion’s grasp and falling to my death.

We were flying.



Chapter 24





The ground disappeared as we sped into the sky, the green of the Nicola Arboretum faded into obsidian with the rubber-slick wetness of so many shrikes. Here and there I caught an explosion of color, bursts of light from spells, and my heart pounded as I silently rooted for our side to win. Still, I knew that I shouldn’t be looking down. The real enemy was above us. I lifted my head.

The carrion-stalk was taller than I’d expected, well over fifteen stories, each of its accursed segments marked where the glistening black polyps writhed with grotesque activity. More of the shrikes erupted from the horrible pustules, a terrible sweetness choking the air.

One of them lashed out at me, its probing tentacle stopping just short of my cheek as I staggered and swayed in Bastion’s grasp. Or in the grasp of his magic, I should say. The shrike lost its grip and stumbled headlong to the ground, screaming, where it would doubtless horrifically survive, shamble up on its broken legs, then join the ranks of its brethren in attack. Trust the Eldest to create such twisted horrors as their underlings.

“Stop fidgeting,” Bastion yelled, lifting me so our heads were level. “This is hard enough without you squirming. Did you gain weight? It feels like you’ve been hitting the taco bar pretty hard.”

“Kiss my ass, Brandt, that’s all muscle weight.” As if. “And this is less a matter of how heavy I am and more of you being a scrawny little weakling.”

He snorted, his breath hot. “I’m doing my best given the circumstances, you actual human dumpster. You think it’s easy climbing this shit with you in tow?”

So that’s what he was doing. I could have sworn we were flying – you know, as if I even knew what proper arcane flight was supposed to feel like – but our movements were jerkier, as if we were being carried upward by the momentum of invisible limbs latching onto the outside of the stalk. He was actually climbing the thing.

“Why the hell would Thea need to build this tower in the first place?” I yelled as we neared the top of the stalk. “She could just fly if she wanted.”

“Same reason I’m basically dying here, because it’s not easy to just fly or teleport with someone else, especially not if they’re struggling.” Bastion turned his lip up. “Or husky.”

“Neither the time nor the place, you colossal ass.” Teleport? Carver could take at least three of us wherever he went. Five, the last time he did it. But he did say that he specialized in non-offensive magic. Though again: neither the time nor the place. “Look. We’re almost there.”

“Excellent,” Bastion said, his voice dropping to a murmur. “Element of surprise.”

“No,” I said. “You take me to the top then throw me at the biggest shadow you can find.”

“The hell are you talking about? You going to run out on us already, you piece of – ”

“Will you just trust me, Bastion? Come on. Just trust in Dustin.”

“God I hate you and your stupid fucking catchphrase so much. I hope she spears you in the face just as soon as I – ”

We sped across the peak of the tower, the tip of it bizarrely flat. I had no time to process the tableau as Bastion hurled me to the top of the platform, but I did catch sight of Asher strapped onto some kind of dais, vines holding him down across his chest. No ceremony this time, and no knife. All Thea had was her hand pressed against Asher’s bare skin, but whatever she was doing was enough to make him scream.

She’d ruined my life already. I wasn’t going to let her destroy another. I hollered as my body approached the platform, what I fervently hoped was something resembling a battle cry, something loud enough to attract her attention. Thea turned to us, her lips drawn back, feral teeth exposed. In one smooth movement she gathered motes of ambient light into a solid spear, then sent it rocketing towards me.

Predictable. As I sank into the shadows I heard Bastion’s yelp, then the thunder of dissipating arcane energy as the light-spear collided with one of his hastily conjured shields. He was going to give me hell for that later, but what mattered was that the gambit had worked: Thea missed, and she was disoriented, and I had all the velocity of a full fall to work with.

I zipped through the Dark Room like an arrow, or maybe the Dark Room expelled me like a bullet from a chamber. It was terrifying, exhilarating, and I emerged from Thea’s shadow with my fist drawn back. 

My knuckles collided with her spine. I heard a crack as she stumbled, her hand flying off of Asher’s chest. His screaming stopped. A throbbing ache started up in my fist, but the thrill of connecting that blow made up for it. That felt good. That? That was for Mrs. Boules.

“The hell were you thinking, Graves?” Bastion was huffing as he spoke. “I – hunh.” The air left him, and he landed heavily onto the flat surface of the tower, then crumpled to his knees. The ascent had taken a lot out of him. Probably a good thing, for as long as Thea ignored him. He helped, for sure, but I could have done without Bastion’s smart mouth in such a tense situation.

And it only got tenser. Thea spat onto the ground and wiped at her mouth with the back of her hand, leaving a smear of black blood on a cheek that was far too white, the color of bleached bone. Her skin had a luminescent quality to it, and an odd sheen, like an insect’s exoskeleton. Not for the first time I thought of her as something like a firefly.

And not for the first time she did something to catch me by surprise. That first lance she threw at Bastion needed some time to generate, but the next three she launched at me appeared out of nowhere. 

Javelins of light fired from her palms, so short and sharp that they looked more like daggers, or shards. Her expression twisted into a fury that I had never seen on her face, nor on any human’s. All traces of humanity had fled Thea Morgana’s corporeal body. What stood before me was so other, so alien, so – wrong.

“Again he comes meddling,” she hissed, readying another salvo of her razor-sharp missiles. I had to be careful dodging, both to make sure I avoided being hit, but also to avoid getting Bastion caught in the line of fire. I could only hope that he at least had enough juice left to throw up one last protective shield for himself.

“I thought I was all you ever wanted, Thea,” I said, taunting as well as I knew how, my eyes flitting between her and Asher still trapped on the altar. It didn’t look like he was in pain anymore, but getting him out of his restraints was a very good secondary objective to staying alive.

Thea followed my line of sight, then she straightened her posture, her hands falling to her sides, the specks of light in her palms fading. Was she letting down her offensive?

“There’s truly no reason for you to be so invested in the boy, Dustin Graves. Unless – ” She turned her head slowly towards the dais, a sharp, curved smile in the corner of her mouth. “Unless – do you feel a kinship with him? Seeing him splayed out like that, like some rack of meat?” She grinned fully. “Like a sacrifice?”

The corner of my eye twitched, and my scar flared with heat, but I understood that it wasn’t pain this time. The Dark Room wanted to burst into our reality, and Thea, whether she knew it or not, was goading it out of me.

She lifted her hand, her talons just about as long as each of her fingers, then closed it into a fist. The vines around Asher’s chest tightened, then pulsated, burning, glowing with a pale green light. He groaned, then shuddered. Then he howled.

“Stop,” I said. “You’re hurting him.”

Thea – the thing that was once Thea – tilted her head with mock ignorance, feigned innocence. “Oh? Am I? Then surely you can stop me, can you not? You’re a mage now, are you not? Couldn’t you summon the forces from that black pit you call a home, to hurt me, to put a stop to my supposed madness?”

She gestured with her other hand, and the vines tightened audibly this time, creaking as they pulled across Asher’s body. He writhed, and screamed. It wasn’t just the pressure – those things were leeching something out of him.

“I said stop. You know I can do what I did to your abominations again. It would be easy.” I fought to keep the stammer out of my voice.

“What would be easy,” Thea said, “would be for you to rip everything on this platform asunder. You don’t have the slightest idea of how to control your darkness. Your master has taught you nothing. If you so much as try, you’d flay Brandt apart just as surely as you’d slaughter the boy on the dais.” Thea clasped her hands together, her talons somehow neatly interlocking in the spaces between her fingers. “Poor Dustin Graves. As worthless as the day I met him.”

“I’m not worthless,” I growled. Far too late in the game for her to be worming her way into my head like that. I wasn’t the same kid she took advantage of and warped all those months ago. “I’m better. I can beat you.” I curled my fists and stood on the balls of my feet, my chest puffed out, in spite of knowing that it only made me look more like the boy I was. “I can kill you.”

Thea’s laughter was otherworldly, in all the worst senses of the word. It seemed to come from three voices, one that was her own, one that sounded like flutes playing from some distant cloud, and a third that underlined it with a roiling, guttural chord, like that of thunder, or of something long dormant and impatient to explode. 

She stepped closer, her hands falling to her hips, her talons extending as she walked. “You couldn’t kill me if I handed you a gun and broke all four of my limbs. You couldn’t kill me if I walked to the very edge of this tower and begged you to push me. It isn’t your strength that I doubt, Dustin Graves.” She smiled again, light pouring from her mouth and her fangs, terrible to behold. “It’s your spine. Your utter lack of resolve, of courage. All you do is run. All you do is turn to your friends.”

A streak of green and gold sailed through the air far behind her, garnets sparkling like droplets of blood in the moonlight. Ah. One of my friends. Just in time.



Chapter 25





“It pays to have friends, Thea. Ones who can get me out of a bind. Or get others out of binds, if necessary.”

She followed my gaze, whirling, too late, to catch Vanitas at work. He sang in his flight, slicing cleanly through a clump of vines in a surgical swoop, freeing Asher from his restraints while leaving him unharmed. 

Asher rolled off the dais, thudding to the ground, then scrabbling away from the altar as quickly as his bruised body could manage. Smart kid. Yet as precise as Vanitas’s cut was, what was even more satisfying was the sound of frustration that emanated from Thea’s mouth, in those same three horrible voices.

Retribution came swiftly. Thea’s claws swiped at me in a brilliant white arc, and if I hadn’t been standing in shadow then that would have been the very last of my face. I melded into the Dark Room, the mists and ethers of that other place so much more active and frenetic. I wasn’t just imagining things. It was fighting to get out. Black tendrils of smoke reached at me, probing at my arms, curling fond fingers at my cheeks. No. I couldn’t let them manifest.

I leapt out of the Dark Room, reappearing in a shadow further behind Thea, but she knew my tricks all too well to fall for anything. She was, after all, my mentor, something which I recalled with bitterness. She twisted at the hip, hardly missing a beat, raking at the air as I stumbled away from the wail of her talons. 

She knew exactly where I was going. I cried out when the tips of her claws grazed my arm, fierce and sharp as knives. Three angry red lines bloomed on my skin. Thea smiled, lifting her talons to her face, admiring the traces of my blood on them. I steeled myself. Just scratches. Just shallow wounds. I needed to be more careful.

Bastion had coaxed Asher over to his side of the platform, and Vanitas hovered menacingly on the other end. At our fullest power this might have been ideal, with so many of us flanking Thea, but all we really had was a scared, damaged boy and a Hand who had spent the bulk of his power. This was up to me and Vanitas.

“V,” I thought. “Harry her.” Blade and scabbard approached, hovering in midair as if wielded by an invisible swordsman. Thea turned her head calmly from the sword, to me, and back.

“This won’t do,” she said, fixing me with the beetle-black of her eyes. “When did I teach you to play so unfairly, Dustin?” She curled her fingers to the sky, raising her palms upwards, and said a single word.

“Arise.”

And so they did, so many bulbous black sacs swollen with that same terrible fluid rising from all across the surface of the platform, each harboring another of the Eldest’s horrific abominations. The shrikes blubbered as they slithered out of their pods. They turned their headless torsos towards us, then uttered shrieks from their many mouths.

“Bastion,” I shouted. “Defend the kid.”

“On it,” Bastion said, his voice strained, but swelling with bravado. If there was one thing we could agree on, it was that we both shared the same idiotic, unreasonable notion that we could be heroes. Bastion would fight until all the blood ran out of his veins. He’d give the world and the Lorica nothing less.

The scabbard half of Vanitas rushed to Bastion’s side, as if sensing his need. The sword half could manage well enough on its own, already cleaving at the squealing, gibbering shrikes. In the midst of accounting for my friends I nearly failed to dance away from the hideous swipe of Thea’s talons as she leaned in to shred me once more.

“Stand still,” she hissed. “Stand still so I can kill you.”

“How many times have you failed now? How many more times can you take seeing me survive your bullshit, Thea? How does it feel to see your plans blow up in your face?”

“I should pierce your body clean through your torso,” she said. “I should lance you through your heart with my power. But this will be so much more satisfying. Ripping your head off with my bare hands will bring me so much more joy.”

She slashed again, stepping forward with every strike, her claws missing, but missing closer every time. The anger was gone from her face now, replaced by an alien impassivity. The carnage around her no longer mattered. All that counted was whether I lived or died.

“Insect.” Slash. “Vermin.” Slash. “Filth.” Slash – that one came far too close.

I had to quit while I was ahead. There was no tiring Thea out. Wherever she was drawing her power from – the Eldest, doubtless – it was giving her the fuel to continue. I couldn’t wear her down by dodging. Not that I wanted to. There was only one way to end this. I turned my sights over to where Vanitas fought. It was time. 

She had murdered me, turned me into this thing that wasn’t quite human, wasn’t quite an abomination, and it was clear that letting her live would only mean she’d repeat the pattern, again and again, until she found some grand solution, some way to fulfill her crazed desire to bring her children back.

“Kill her,” I thought.

Vanitas didn’t even respond. The blade whistled through the air, verdigris and bronze and garnets glittering in the moonlight, the spike of his sword point sailing unerringly for Thea’s heart like a guided missile. She turned to meet him head-on. I commended her bravery in accepting her fate. Part of me mourned. A larger part of me celebrated. Justice.

Then it happened. So quickly, it happened. Thea raised her hand, her palm facing forward as she deftly sidestepped at the very last second. Her talons closed around the sword, snapping shut like the jaws of some great beast, each of her nails a glistening alabaster fang. The sword wavered in her clutches, Vanitas struggling to work his way out of her grasp, away from her sudden, monstrous strength.

How was she doing this? Cold sweat trickled down my back. The air whizzed as Vanitas’s scabbard flew straight at Thea’s head, but it happened again. This time, without even moving a step, she thrust her hand out, caught the scabbard, and held it at arm’s length. 

“Vanitas? Come back.” I’d spoken those words out loud without realizing it.

“I can’t,” the sword said in my head. “Dustin, something’s wrong.”

Thea’s hands trembled as she fought to hold both pieces of the weapon, but her face was perfectly still and serene as she turned to me. Our eyes met, and she smiled. She clenched her fingers.

My head rang with a thunderous shattering. I clutched at my temples as a flash of green light emanated from Thea’s fingers. No one else could hear it, but the inside of my mind pealed with the agony in Vanitas’s screams. He had never sounded more human.

I crumbled to my knees as the broken pieces of the sword and scabbard fell to the ground. I couldn’t sense him anymore. Vanitas was just a pile of ruined, tarnished bronze, of dull and fractured garnets.

“Vanitas?”

Nothing.

A bead of something black dripped to the ground from Thea’s fingers. “Goodness,” she said. “It appears I’ve cut myself.”

“You killed him.”

Thea curled her fingers again, her knuckles cracking as she did, and she raised her head, stretched her neck back, sipping in the night air – savoring her kill. The blood simmered in my body. My scar ached. Behind it, the Dark Room clamored for release.

“This wouldn’t have happened if you’d bothered to learn any magic you might have used to hurt me. To kill me.” 

Fuck. Fuck, but the burning truth of it only made it hurt so much more.

Her spine was loose, and she rolled her shoulders as she cocked her head, peering at me out of the corner of one obsidian eye. “When will you ever kill me, Dustin Graves? Does it upset you to see your plans blow up in your face?”

My fists shook at my sides, but I said nothing. Cold air rushed over my skin as my blood simmered under the surface. The Dark Room. All I needed to do was open the door. The shrikes, Thea, all of them, gone. But Bastion, and Asher. I turned to look at them, to find them quailing under the assault of the abominations that had risen from the tunnels in the spire.

“Curious, isn’t this? The blood, the blade, and the surface of this tower of vines I’ve created, it’s much like a circle. Very much like a communion, is it not? But nothing quite like the circle I cast around the city. The communion with my true gods that you ruined.”

“The Eldest can’t give you what you need,” I said, swallowing the thick lump in my throat. “No one can. You’re insane.”

She gestured at the far end of the pedestal. “He can. That boy. The necromancer.”

The what? I turned to Asher again, his face pallid, frightened, nothing at all like a – did she say a necromancer? Which explained why he could heal the sickly, speak to ghosts, and –

“Raise the dead. You need him to raise your dead.”

Thea bared her teeth. “They aren’t dead. My babies are sleeping. That’s all. The boy has dominion over the energies of vitality, of life itself. He doesn’t understand how to direct it yet. But I do. I can siphon his power, hollow him out like a piece of fruit. Then I’ll have what I need.” 

She raised her hand, every talon pointed in my direction, as a bulb of white luminescence grew in her palm. Her wrist remained trained on me, her entire body a loaded gun.

“Give me the boy.”

Fuck no. She’d killed Enrietta Boules, and she’d taken Vanitas, too. Fucking Vanitas. No more.

“You’ve ruined enough lives, Thea.” I rose to my full height. “You’ll take him over my dead body.”

Her eyes flickered towards me. “Very well.” 

The bulb of light shot out into a thorn the size of a dagger, ejecting from Thea’s palm so fast I didn’t see it. I didn’t have time to move, either. A wet, meaty sound thunked from the left side of my body, and I screamed as the bolt of light shot its way through my shoulder. It hit bone. God, it must have hit bone. 

The world wavered. The sweat on my brow felt like beads of ice, and everything seemed so much colder. Maybe she missed my heart, but I knew the more likely possibility. She wanted me alive and suffering, so I could watch while she killed Asher and Bastion. Then she’d finish me off. She held one hand up, closing the fingers into a fist. All around us the shrikes stopped, watching, waiting for her command, their bodies turned towards Asher.

“It’s not like in the movies, is it?” Thea smiled. “It hurts more in real life. And those lines that you think make you so heroic in the moment? I wonder if you regret that. I wonder if you ever thought you could amount to anything even resembling a hero. Over your dead body indeed.” She held her hand out again, another bolt already forming in her palm, her talons glowing, each of them a missile ready to tear new holes through my body. “Move aside, Dustin, or die.”

I needed time to think, to regroup, as if I could manage anything through the scorching pain in my shoulder. I fell to my knees again, and this time I fell into the shadows as well, melting into them, clutching my wounded arm.

“That’s right, Dustin. Shadowstep. Run like the overgrown child that you are. It’s the right thing to do, after all.” Thea’s eyes glittered, and this time she didn’t smile. “Embrace what you are: a coward.”

From somewhere behind and above me, as I vanished into the darkness, I could hear Bastion shouting my name, the accusation ringing in his voice. As if I would leave them. That’s not why I was entering the Dark Room again. Wasn’t it?

I couldn’t run away. I would never. But where was I even going to emerge? Thea knew me too well. I stumbled through the Dark Room, moving as best as I could with my injury, my head lolling as I looked about, the black mists shuddering, vibrating.

No. Let them out and I risked killing my own friends. Yet as agitated as the things in the darkness were, they seemed to approach me with such softness, tendrils curling around my ankles in caressing wisps, trailing along my skin with their cold, alien affection. For the first time I felt as though I belonged there, another denizen of the dark, someone who could call the chamber home. The thought gave me no comfort.

Neither did the hand that reached for my cheek.

I almost fell then, at the shock of seeing anything but the living smoke and mist that dwelled in the Dark Room, at the terror of seeing a single slender white hand reaching with delicate fingers for my skin. As far back as I retreated, the hand kept coming for me, finally resting its fingers on my cheek. The touch was warm, and familiar, and with it materialized the rest of the being it belonged to. The rest of her.

“Are you surprised to see us, fleshling?”

My mouth fell open. “Hecate?”



Chapter 26





“Then you remember us.”

The goddess of magic smiled sweetly, her beauty almost letting me forget how her presence in the Dark Room made no sense. But then again, little about Hecate ever made any sense. Even staring I couldn’t focus on her features, her face shifting as I watched. All I knew was that she was beautiful, and dangerous, and utterly mad.

“How are you doing this? Why are you here?”

“You ask us such foolish questions when you still need answers to problems you haven’t solved.”

“You’re right. But I also don’t have time for riddles.” I pushed past her, not really thinking that I would lose her in the darkness, and I was right. I hadn’t made it a few steps before she materialized just inches from my face yet again.

“Too true,” she said. “But wasn’t our wisdom precisely what you needed to defeat the madwoman you once called your mentor?”

She was right. I paused then, grimacing, clutching at my shoulder. It felt, through my clothes, like the bleeding had stopped, but I couldn’t be sure. The pain sure as hell was still there.

“Then tell me what I need.”

“Everything you need is already within you. You’re merely too young to control it, too unlearned. You must learn faster, grow stronger. We won’t always be there for you, fleshling. We only do this as a favor, because we like you so much. Because your corruption brings us much delight.”

Again with the corruption, just as Amaterasu put it. My ties to the Eldest, as if I even had any time to discuss that with her.

“It’s nothing you couldn’t have figured out for yourself, fleshling. When you first opened the door to the Dark Room, the result was a massacre precisely because you had no goal, no aim in mind for what you intended to happen. Tell me. What is your mission?”

To stop Thea. To hurt her enough to end her madness. I knew that from the very beginning, but I also knew that it was easier if it was up to someone else to do it, something that wasn’t by my hand. Vanitas – poor Vanitas would have made killing her an objective act. It made it distant enough, so that I wouldn’t need to feel remorse or responsibility. But I knew now what had to be done.

“To kill her.” With Mrs. Boules slain and the whole operation botched, I as was good as dead to Dionysus anyway. Might as well take someone down with me.

“Excellent. Then focus on that. Sharpen your mind so that it points to your purpose. Hone your senses and your intention into that singular result.”

The honing. That’s why Carver called it that all along, to fine-tune and distill the darkness into something I could pretend I could control.

“That is what you must do, fleshling. Direct the darkness towards your enemy, and draw on the desire, on the bloodlust you felt when last you used your power. Do you remember the glory of annihilation, the sheer joy of butchering and breaking, so much that the drool drips down your chin, that your blood sings with the very excitement of snuffing out life itself?”

I eyed her cautiously, but I remembered. Every time I opened the door, that was how it felt. The swell of power, of knowing that I could crush and rend and flay if I wanted.

“Then fulfill your purpose. Save those other fleshlings you hold such fondness for.” Hecate grinned. “And savor the kill when it comes.”

A thrill of anticipation ran up my spine, and I wasn’t sure whether to feel guilty about it.

“This feels wrong, Hecate. I don’t like that I’m enjoying the idea of doing this.”

“It is who you are, Dustin Graves. Embrace your darkness.”

I gritted my teeth, intent on pressing on, my eyes focused on the mote of light at the end of the Dark Room, the doorway back to reality. I needed to go back. I’d been gone long enough. But I needed to know.

“Hecate. The corruption. What am I? Do you know?”

Hecate lifted her hand to stroke at my chin, smiling as sweetly as a mother bidding her child a fond farewell.

“A monster,” she said as she faded into the darkness. “The loveliest of abominations.”

A non-answer. Of course. I didn’t wait for her to vanish, breaking into a run. Then Carver was right all along. I was still human, but part of me had changed. Yet according to Amaterasu, part of me had always been more – or less – than human. So were they both right?

No. I couldn’t focus on that. The answer I needed was the one Hecate had given me. I cringed at the pain in my shoulder, fully sprinting for the end of the tunnel, then sprang out of the darkness.

Moonlight returned, and I was on the platform at the peak of the spire once more. Bastion was sprawled across the center of it – winded, and spent, but at least he wasn’t bloodied. The shrikes were all gone, dismissed, or sent down the spire, because their master had what she wanted. 

Thea was standing close to the edge of the platform where Bastion had previously held his defense, clutching Asher by the throat. He didn’t look like he had any breath left to scream, but the twitching of his limbs and the wracking of his body told me volumes about the pain.

I stepped towards them. Bastion noticed me first, and he coughed.

“I thought you ran,” he groaned. “You rotten piece of shit. She picked me up and threw me on the ground.”

“I came back, okay. And I’m the one bleeding out of a hole in my body.”

“Whatever,” Bastion croaked, attempting to push himself off the ground. “All right. Let’s party. Let’s do this.”

“Stay down,” I said. “Do you have enough power left to grab Asher if she lets go?”

He eyed me warily, but nodded. I nodded back.

I held one hand out, pointing it directly at Thea’s chest. I had no idea what the fuck I was doing, but it felt correct. It felt like she had taught me one last thing by blasting me in the shoulder.

“Thea,” I called out. “Put him down.”

She didn’t. Sickly green energy traveled down her arm as she continued to drain Asher’s power. 

“Try and stop me, Graves.”

“You were wrong about me. I did learn one trick.” Her face remained still, but I detected the smallest tic in the corner of her eye. I learned two things, actually. The first was that I was a monster.

And the second was the importance of the magical gesture, of using the hand as a focus. I drew on everything I’d learned from all my mentors, from watching these men and women who could warp the world with a flick of the wrist. I motioned with my fingers, as if firing a spell of my own. Thea flinched, watching for the missile to launch from my hand.

She wasn’t watching the ground.

The mists formed so much quicker this time, the gap that I’d opened for the Dark Room in our reality so small and precise that the shadows emanated from it in a forced stream. Sharp and pointed, it burst from the ground like a lance, or a sword. I thought it a fitting tribute to Vanitas. The blade burst out of the shadows and lengthened fully, a gleaming, metallic stalagmite of solid shadow that was taller than a man, as sharp as a spear. 

It staked Thea clear through her body, thrusting with so much force that it lifted her off her feet. Asher fell from her hands. but before he could tumble to the ground, Bastion reached and grabbed for him, pulling him to the center of the platform swiftly and safely. I didn’t know just how much Thea had drained out of him, but the color began returning to his cheeks immediately.

I couldn’t say the same for Thea. She had gone pale, somehow even whiter, more translucent than the unearthly shade that her skin had taken on. The light that shone from within her body guttered. A thin trickle of blood dripped from the corner of her mouth, as black and as blasphemous as the pool of gore spreading from the spike that had pierced her abdomen, soiling the pure white of her strange armor.

Her head twitched as she turned to me with confused eyes, her mouth struggling to form around a curse. She lifted her hand, her face straining as she forced her fingers to gesture, to attack again. I severed the connection to the Dark Room, slamming the door shut. The spike dissolved into black smoke, then dissipated. Thea crashed heavily to the ground – then slipped off the edge of the platform. 

Bastion cried out. Maybe he had hoped to have something or someone to arrest and return to the Lorica. But Thea was gone, and dead. From how high up we were, she had to be dead. And from how high up we were, I’d have pitied her more if she survived, how broken her body would have been when it hit the ground.

My lack of remorse should have surprised me, but I felt only satisfaction when the blade had burst out of the shadows, nothing but pleasure when she fell from the tower. The violence was exhilarating. Perhaps I had acquired a taste for destruction. Maybe it was always there, a part of me all along. In some dusty corner of my mind, I heard Hecate titter.

The scar at my chest burned, but not with the same intensity as before. I felt a wetness at my shoulder, and I winced at the stinging pain. My wound was bleeding again. I might have escaped tearing my scar open this time, but the Dark Room wanted its payment in flesh and in blood.

Bastion was barely holding himself up on the ground by his forearms. He looked up at me and muttered. “I can’t believe you killed her.”

I looked as far as I dared over the edge of the platform, the night wind tousling my hair, wondering why I felt so numb.

“Me neither.”

“I’m okay with it,” Asher said, splayed on his back, still panting for breath. “It was either her or me.”

“I don’t think you have anything else to worry about now, kid. You’re gonna be okay.” Bastion arranged himself across the ground, spreading his arms as he lay back. I was exhausted just looking at him. 

I watched the two of them, wanting more than anything to collapse, wondering whether that would be terrible for my wound.

“So,” Bastion said, after a few quiet moments. “How the hell do we get off this thing?”
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Salvation came in the form of a Wing, a surly man with close-cropped hair who looked pretty unhappy to have been woken up so late in the night. He had a Hand with him, who already had a crackling handful of electricity prepared as they blinked into existence right on the tip of the spire. 

Asher might have whimpered at the sight of yet more strangers looking to attack us. I didn’t recognize either of them, but at Bastion’s word the Hand immediately stood down. It took a couple of trips for the Wing to teleport us all off the stalk. I was the last to go, and I used the time to bundle up the broken pieces of Vanitas’s blade and scabbard in my jacket. It didn’t feel right to just leave him there.

A swarm of Lorica staff waited at the base of the stalk. Maybe an exaggeration, but if this was going to turn into yet another altercation, or worse, an arrest, then it was clear that the Black Hand – sorry, that Carver’s delegation was tremendously outnumbered. It didn’t seem like we were in any danger, though. Not just yet. In fact, Asher, Bastion, and I were rushed by another group of Hands as soon as we were back on the ground. They were clerics, which was easy enough to tell when my wound stopped bleeding as soon as one of them touched me.

“You’re going to be just fine,” one of the Hands told Asher, stroking him gently on the back. It seemed like such an innocuous gesture, but the cleric was subtly imbuing him with healing energy, enough that his pallor was beginning to fade. I thought that he would have the ability to heal himself, to an extent, but considering his ordeal, it was obvious that he needed a hand. Or a Hand, as it were.

I looked around, marveling at the Lorica’s sheer efficiency. Men and women flung spells at the fallen trees and foliage, rearranging everything in the botanical gardens to make sure that the normals wouldn’t notice anything amiss. 

Some Hands were disintegrating the revolting, sticky remains of the fallen shrikes, eliminating the evidence. Still others were helping to heal the leftovers of the Viridian Dawn, then turning them over to Mouths who whispered in their ears and stroked at their temples, psychically erasing and replacing their memories of the evening, and hopefully, of their entire time with Deirdre.

Oh, of course. Deirdre. She was being led away by three Hands, accompanied by a Wing. Her head was still held high, her wrists bound in ropes that were no doubt enchanted to prevent any form of magical escape.

Closer by a cleric was examining Prudence’s ankle. Gil was crouched near her, concerned, an especially bizarre picture considering he had returned to human form, shirtless and slathered in a grotesque mix of his own blood and the horrible black liquid that leaked out of every shrike he had ripped apart with his bare hands. 

Everything looked to be in order, and as far as I could tell, we weren’t in trouble. Yet. The main problem, as indicated by the huddle of Lorica staffers gathered around the base of the stalk, was the question of getting it the hell out of the gardens in the first place.

Another Hand clapped me on the shoulder. I was too transfixed on the enormity of the stalk to look, at first, but the way he kept squeezing my arm prompted me to acknowledge him.

“Ow. Dude. Can I help you?”

“It’s more of a question of whether I can help you,” the Hand said.

I blinked, peered closer, and froze. It wasn’t a Hand at all. The man had curly black hair, a deep tan, and an infuriatingly cocky expression that surpassed the arrogance of both Bastion and Sterling combined. Along his temples ran his familiar wreath tattoo, its leaves bending in the wind.

“Dionysus,” I muttered, well aware that I had said it with all the displeasure of someone who was being forced to gargle vinegar.

He sniffed. “You’d think I’d get a warmer welcome considering your predicament.” He was still clutching my arm, studying my wrist closely.

“Hey, it’s your fault I’m in these circumstances after all.” I tried tugging my arm away, but the god was strong, even when it looked like he was only limply grasping me by the forearm. “So about that. Can you please remove this damn mark from my body already? We stopped the Viridian Dawn.” I couldn’t help swallowing as I tried to form my next few words. I look over to where Enrietta’s body fell. Her corpse was gone. In its place were patches of small, white flowers. “But we couldn’t save Mrs. Boules.”

“Yes. I heard. You couldn’t have known, really. Who knew that it would have been that same madwoman who killed all those other gods?”

“Yeah. Speaking of which – pretty bold of you to just go gallivanting outside of your domicile, isn’t it? Risky enough to do that half-and-half thing with your bar, and now this?”

Dionysus grinned and tapped the side of his nose. “Ah. It’s not really me. This is just an avatar. An aspect of myself that I’m sending out to do my dirty work. Think of it as a meat puppet.” 

So that must have been the same deal with Hecate. Still didn’t answer how she managed to enter the Dark Room, though. Dionysus put my arm down at last. I rubbed my wrist gingerly.

“The whole situation with Enrietta Boules is very unfortunate. As for the Dawn, it turns out that someone on the inside was responsible for all my missing toys. One of my maenads. You might have met her that night you came to visit, in fact.”

“The waitress? Wow. She seemed so, I don’t know, loyal to you.”

“Well, yes, but she was still only human in the end. Greed took over, and all that. Which is funny for me to say, I suppose, considering my people aren’t exactly above greed and other petty emotions. As you may have noticed yourself.” He winked. I grimaced.

“So I assume the maenad’s getting the axe.”

“Yes. You might say in a very literal way, even.”

Yikes. Considering how Dionysus’s followers were so bloodthirsty by default, I decided not to probe further on the matter. “But about my arm,” I said, lifting my wrist to my face, the breath catching in my throat when I realized the death brand was gone.

“It’s done. Shame, really. I thought it was a good look for you. You should consider getting a tattoo.”

“Not for a long time, no. And I think I’ll avoid accepting food and drink from entities from now on, thanks very much. I don’t like the idea of being poisoned again.”

Dionysus looked at me and blinked, somewhat bemused, when something clicked. He chuckled softly. “Oh. Of course. The poison. Right.”

The hairs on the back of my neck stood. Wait. Was it a trick? “You did poison me, didn’t you? The tattoo wasn’t just a ruse? I was going to die when the last petal fell?”

“Oh, yes, of course. It’s just that it’s hard for me to think of it as a poison. This is what happened. You swallowed a very tiny little seed. So small, you couldn’t possibly have noticed it in your wine. I didn’t poison you, really, so much as planted something inside of your body.”

“Wait. What?”

“Yeah. You wouldn’t have dropped dead.” Dionysus grabbed his throat, eyes bulging, and he made an exaggerated choking sound. Then he laughed. “Nothing like that. Here’s what would have happened if the timer had run out. That thing inside you would have grown all at once, and brambles would have burst out of every orifice in your body.”

My mouth fell open. Dionysus pointed at the carrion-stalk.

“Kind of like that, actually. Which reminds me.” He held his hand out, and the noise of something whizzing through the air sounded through the night. A speck of gold leapt from the tip of the spire, flying at high speed towards his open hand. His thyrsus. We’d totally forgotten about it.

“Curious how that woman – your old master, I mean – was able to create something so massive. I suppose she used the power from the Codex to perform the trick. That’s what the Viridian Dawn was planning, you know? Vines everywhere, across the whole city, then the world.” He tutted. “It’s why they wanted my precious little baby.”

He pointed the thyrsus at the twisted mass of vines. There was no flash of light, no grand display of magic, just a sigh, as of the wind shifting. The tower disintegrated into a storm of flowers, falling all about us in a hail of petals.

I couldn’t help holding my mouth open as I stared. Even the battle-hardened men and women of the Lorica gaped at the sight, some reaching for wands and defensive devices in case it was some kind of trap. I felt like I was in on a small, sacred secret, that I was the only person in the arboretum who knew the phenomenon for what it was: a god’s favor.

“Awesome, isn’t it?” Dionysus said, chuckling. “Anyway, I should be off. You should come by the Amphora for a drink one of these nights.”

I frowned. “That’s a terrible joke.”

Dionysus laughed. “I know. That’s what makes it so funny.” He clapped my shoulder – the uninjured one, like he knew where I’d been hurt – and winked again. “Don’t be a stranger, Dustin Graves. The gods don’t forget those who have helped them.” And before I could answer, the wind sighed again, and the god had dispersed into a cloud of petals.

The craziest thing of all was that no one seemed to notice, not Asher, who was being treated just an arm’s length from me, and not Bastion, though I suppose I understood considering how exhausted they both were.

Ah. But Carver? Trust Carver to be on top of everything.

“Making friends in low places, I see.” His suit was still ripped where Thea had returned his spear, but he looked all right otherwise, apart from the occasional smudges of shrike blood on his slightly rumpled clothing.

“I’m just glad that’s over,” I said. “I’m just glad that this is all over.”

“Not quite.” 

I don’t know how I hadn’t noticed her, but a young woman joined the two of us, slipping into the conversation like she had every right to be there. And truthfully, she did, considering she was in charge of the entire operation. It had been months since I’d seen her, but Odessa looked very much the same. She was a Scion of the Lorica, and if Bastion and Prudence were to be believed, the reason behind how strangely the whole business with the Codex – with Asher – was being handled.

“Dustin Graves.”

I stiffened my back and fought not to stammer. Something about Odessa had always intimidated me, and it wasn’t just her rank as a Scion.

“Odessa. Hi. I don’t know if you’ve met my – I guess he’s my boss. Carver.”

Something passed between them, and Odessa raised an eyebrow. “Carver.” The corner of her mouth quirked, not quite a smile, but almost. “Is that the name you go by these days?”

The thing Carver did with his lips could have almost passed for a smile. “A pleasure to see you too, Odessa.”

That was the other thing. Talk at the Lorica put Odessa’s age somewhere in the hundreds, even though she didn’t look a minute over eighteen. And that same chill of time I felt from her emanated from Carver as well. Whatever history these two had, it went back a while.

“I’ll cut to the chase,” Odessa said. “Surely you’ve realized by now that we’ve resorted to non-aggression because of the – unusual circumstances surrounding the Codex. That is why you all still live. I’ve held back the Lorica’s hand in this. We won’t make trouble for you and your people, Carver. Give us the Codex, and we’ll be on our way.” She waved a hand across the garden, across the carpet of petals. “We’ll forget this ever happened.”

Carver scoffed. “You speak as if this was our fault. Thea was one of your own. Blame her for what happened. The boy stays with us.”

The brief talk of necromancy came back to me, and I wondered if that was why both factions – well, three, if you counted the newly defunct Viridian Dawn – wanted Asher so badly.

Odessa crossed her arms, the gesture somehow making her seem so much bigger. “We have wards, artifacts, room enough at the Lorica to protect him. A rotating staff of personal guardians. He will be safe with us.”

Carver was either playing well at looking unimpressed, or genuinely was, and he just shrugged. “We have a werewolf.”

I nodded, I guess as my way of supporting my current employer. But before I could say anything, Asher had already asserted himself, making his presence known by clearing his throat.

“I wonder if I’m allowed to decide for myself,” he said quietly. It occurred to me then that he probably hadn’t been given that opportunity very many times in life.

Odessa watched him for a moment, as did Carver. Then she nodded.

“I’ll stay with Carver, if that’s all right with everyone.” Asher scratched the bridge of his nose. “I have a feeling he has a lot to teach me.” 

Odessa’s expression remained unchanged, but something in her demeanor was enough to tell me she was disappointed. Similarly, something in Carver’s stony-still face told me he was thrilled.

“Very well,” Odessa said, brushing aside a single lock of hair that had fallen over her face. “But we’ll be watching.” She turned to Carver. “We’re always watching.”

Carver smiled thinly. “Of that I am hideously aware.”

Odessa gave Asher one last, lingering look, and was about to leave when Romira approached us. She gazed at each of us in turn, aware that she had walked into something, but whatever she needed to tell Odessa clearly couldn’t wait. There was an uncharacteristic agitation in Romira’s face, and it made me uncomfortable. Itchy.

“Well?” Odessa folded her hands in front of her, waiting. “Do you have something to report?”

Romira looked about again, her gaze resting on me this time. 

“It’s all right to speak,” Odessa said.

“Fine then.” Romira nodded. “We’ve scoured the grounds, and I’ve used my sight. I know it sounds unlikely, but we can’t find her. There’s no trace of Thea’s body anywhere.”

I held the bundle of broken bronze in my jacket closer to my chest, Vanitas’s shattered pieces still cool from the night air. I clenched my fist.
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  “Pass the lemon butter sauce,” Bastion said.


  Gil set down his utensils, wiped his mouth, and kindly obliged. To his left, Prudence was tucking into her own plate of boiled crab. Carver sat next to Bastion, taking small sips of his coffee between mouthfuls of food, finally having remembered that humans didn’t have a normal tolerance for boiling-hot liquid.


  No one was throwing punches, and no one was trying to kill each other. Trust me, I was just as surprised as you are. I couldn’t quite recall who had suggested it, but after the battle at the botanical gardens, it was decided that the whole lot of us should go out for dinner some time, get to know each other, possibly draw some professional boundary lines. 


  I’d dreaded potential shenanigans involving poison, but the Lorica half of our dining party would never have resorted to something so low, and the other half tended to prefer ripping things apart and getting as bloody as possible. As dinner progressed, though, it was becoming increasingly clear that those lines were very blurry as far as Prudence and Gil were concerned.


  Carver had announced at the beginning of the evening that he was paying for everything. So far our dinner guests were being very reasonably polite about ordering, but it still made me question where his ridiculous buying power and accompanying lack of understanding of modern finances were coming from. 


  Maybe it was time to ask for a raise. It certainly seemed like Carver could afford to give me one, plus in the course of being employed by him I’d already been stabbed, shot, poisoned, and set on fire. And that was just the last three days. I needed compensation, rest, and maybe health insurance. I took another swig of my beer and grimaced. This night was supposed to be about letting my hair down and having fun, not coming to terms with the harsh realities of adulting.


  I turned my attention back to dinner, poking at the overly large heap of fries still lingering on my plate. It was interesting to see how everyone had paired off for the night. Prudence and Gil required little explanation. Carver and Bastion, arguably the two most destructive of the forces seated at our table, seemed to have gravitated and warmed to each other out of some unspoken mutual respect. 


  Asher looked content to cram his face full of anything that our waiter brought – poor kid probably hadn’t had a nice meal out for ages – up until the point that Romira started playing her little games with him, which sent him blushing as red as the demolished half-shells of crab on his plate. Sterling kept slinking away from the table, either to look for his own nourishment or, far likelier, to smoke another dozen cigarettes back to back. 


  I was content to sit across from Herald, who, out of everyone, needed the most coaxing to come out and join us. He probably didn’t fancy the idea of mingling so readily with the bloodthirsty predators I counted as my coworkers, but the far likelier reality was that he was still feeling awkward about throwing me under the bus. And I made sure not to let him forget it, at least for the entire first half-hour of dinner.


  He nodded at my fries. “You gonna finish those?”


  I shook my head. “Nah. Go ahead. You can take them.” He leaned over eagerly, spearing my fries with his fork. “The way you took liberties about my status with the Lorica and made me out to be a wanted criminal.”


  Herald stuffed his mouth full of potatoes and rolled his eyes. “Are you still mad about that? Geez. I said I was sorry, didn’t I?” 


  “That’s hardly enough.” I restrained a smirk. I was laying it on thick, but hey, he kind of deserved it.


  “Oh my god, fine. Brunch on me next time we go. Better?”


  I sucked on my lip and frowned.


  “Seriously? Two brunches. Fuck. Fine.”


  “Deal.” I nearly grinned, but the reason I was even giving Herald a hard time resurfaced in my mind, diminishing the small joy of being promised a free meal. I stared at the knife in my hand. It was weird to be reminded of Vanitas at a time like this, but retrieving him for the Lorica was how Herald and I even became friends in the first place. “Not that there’s anything for me to be mad about anymore, honestly. Vanitas is gone. I guess the Lorica won’t have reason to come after me now.”


  Herald chewed thoughtfully, then set his fork down to take a sip of his mojito. “Really shitty for that to have happened. Considering the sword’s age and power, you’d think it would have taken more to destroy it.”


  Given Herald’s work and his affinity for artifacts, I thought it best not to mention how many had been consumed and summarily smashed in our crushing of the Viridian Dawn. “You know, it’s far more likely that we underestimated Thea. She was stronger than she was before, and if she survived, I’m worried she’s going to be even worse.”


  Carver’s eyes flitted towards me at the mention of Thea’s name, but he said nothing. Herald shook his head.


  “This is depressing. I really don’t want to talk about her. I want to believe I’m better off pretending she’s dead, but we all know she’ll be back. Like a cockroach.” He grimaced. “Or a herpes sore.”


  I raised an eyebrow, both at the trivialization of probably the most powerful non-entity we’d encountered so far, as well as the off-kilter reference.


  “Herpes, huh?”


  Herald blushed crimson. “Or so I’ve heard. Shut up. Listen. My point is, maybe something can still be done about Vanitas’s condition.”


  My back straightened, my ears feeling as if they’d swiveled forward, and I gaped openly at him, disbelieving. “I’m sorry. Did I just hear you correctly?”


  Herald leaned in. “You find the right enchanter – maybe even the right entity – to do a favor for you, and there’s a chance the sword can be reforged. Don’t let this get your hopes up, but that means that its magical enhancements, even its personality might yet be restored.”


  “That would be incredible. Holy shit, Herald, that would be amazing.”


  He frowned again. “Tone it down. Like I said, don’t keep your hopes us. But we can talk it out some more, probably a time and a place when I’m not trying to replace my blood with alcohol.” He took another sip of his mojito, then grimaced. “How is this already not cold enough? Ugh.”


  He tapped his fingers on the tablecloth, but I knew what was happening before the violet filaments of light had even emerged from his hand. If anyone at our table noticed Herald was casting a spell, no one disapproved. Hell, Carver might have even been proud. He touched his glass again, and the sides of it immediately fogged with condensation as the liquid cooled. He took a swig, smacked his lips, then nodded approvingly.


  “Much better.”


  I watched him glug down his drink with envy. Yet again the question of casting my first proper spell gnawed at me. Slowly learning to hone and sharpen the darkness was a good thing, sure, but I wasn’t so certain I was prepared to give a blood tithe every time I had to defend myself – or hurt something. An eye for an eye? Call me a brat, but it hardly seemed right.


  “So unfair. I still can’t do that shit.”


  Herald sighed, stirring his drink with his finger, his very touch chilling the mojito. I hadn’t realized magic could be so damn practical before I was exposed to his little tricks.


  “It takes time, as with everything. And practice. Lots and lots of practice. I didn’t wake up overnight and throw my first fireball. That took months of dedicated study, meditation, all that boring shit. Everyone takes a different path, but one thing is common in everyone’s journey: it starts with a single step.”


  I rolled my eyes at the empty platitude. “Practice? Hard work? I just want everything to be easy, and I want it all right now.” 


  Maybe Carver was right all those times he was joking. Maybe I really was stupid. Hell, it took a visit from the actual Greek goddess of magic to get me to even understand the honing. Imagine receiving instruction from the very authority in your field and still failing at it.


  Herald chuckled, then drained the rest of his mojito. “You’re ridiculous,” he said, wiping his mouth with a sweep of his hand. “Just keep at it and you’ll learn something eventually. It’s like a muscle. A step at a time. A day at a time.”


  “Ugh.”


  I changed the subject at that point, to ask about what was new at the Gallery, about what cool new artifacts he’d been tasked to sort and classify. That conversation turned out to be a dead end. The trouble with Herald, and Prudence, and all the others was that they were way too professional. I guess I couldn’t blame them since I was technically the enemy. Was I? Truth be told, I couldn’t really tell anymore.


  Everyone went off soon after, the evening ending on a polite, pleasant note, thanks all around directed towards Carver for the free grub. I wanted to think that we came away from it with a greater respect for everyone involved, but with the implicit understanding that if things came down to advancing our individual professional agendas, no one would have any hesitation about breaking someone else’s face.


  Carver was very firm about escorting Asher straight back to the hideout. The four-armed, two-headed beast that was once Gil and Prudence didn’t say where they were headed, but they seemed pretty happy about it. Bastion said something about hitting the clubs. Herald wanted to head home, lock himself in for the weekend and play video games, which, frankly, sounded amazing. And I went for a walk.


  I guess I needed to collect myself, to kind of settle considering how quickly everything had happened over the past few days. All I’d really learned was that gods could be assholes, but that life could be a smidge easier if they took a shine to you. I was still waiting on one of Arachne’s secret-spiders to show up with news, to see what they’d learned about the father matter. The pater matter, as it were. God, I’m hilarious. 


  I couldn’t tell you why, exactly, but I allowed my feet to carry me to Heinsite Park, the same place I’d been abducted and murdered for Thea’s dark purposes. I don’t know. Perhaps the place represented something of transformation for me now. 


  Sure, so I had my issues with dying, or dying in the way that I did, but I can’t ever entirely say that I regretted learning of the arcane underground. I was still groping my way around things, but slowly, it felt like I was beginning to belong. I hated to admit it, but part of what Thea once said made sense in the most stinging possible way. Maybe she really did do me a favor by killing me.


  I rolled my shoulder as I shrugged my jacket closer to my body, meaning to stave off the chill of the park. Instead I stretched my new wound and gave myself an unexpected jolt of pain. See, that was the gist of it, as simple as it gets. Whatever Thea had thrust me into had led to pain, and suffering, and not just my own. I couldn’t give her that. 


  The park bench I lowered myself onto was damp, though I was sure that all of them were, and it wouldn’t have mattered which one I picked. I leaned back, sighing. I still didn’t know what I was, what Thea had made me into. So much was left unanswered, but that was why I chose to go with Carver, wasn’t it? That was why Asher picked that same path. I was sure of it.


  I hardly flinched when a man appeared out of nowhere, slumping against the bench and spreading his arms all along the back of it, occupying all this space he firmly believed he was entitled to. I didn’t even have to look to recognize him.


  “Damn, Sterling, can’t a guy get a moment’s peace?”


  He shrugged, staring straight ahead. “I saw that you broke off from the others and didn’t head back yet. Thought you might need some company.”


  I narrowed my eyes. “You’re just bored.”


  “Yeah, that’s more like it.” He chuckled, pointing at a random tree. “Hey, remember when I dropped out of that tree and knocked you flat on your ass? Aww. Memories. Good times, man.”


  “I mean, I remember when I kicked you in the balls. You know, I never did get you back for that. You totally tried to kill me.”


  Sterling raised a finger. “I wasn’t trying to kill you. I just wanted a snack, remember? What’s a little blood drunk between friends?”


  I scoffed. “The way things are going for me and magic, it’s looking like you’ll get a free taste anyway. I have to pay a blood price whenever I use the darkness. It’s like I told Carver from the beginning. I rip myself open every time. I don’t have a choice.”


  Something in Sterling’s eyes glittered, and his tongue momentarily ran across his lower lip, but he didn’t make fun of me for complaining like I’d expected. “Well what about that magic he’s trying to teach you? That whole fireball thing. Any luck with that?”


  “Nah.” I twiddled my thumbs. Time, Carver said. Practice, Herald said. And according to Hecate, objective and intent. Eventually. A step at a time.


  The past few days had been crazy, but if I survived all that, then there was no way I couldn’t adapt. Wasn’t that what Hecate had said about humanity once? That we’re all cockroaches in the end, that we limit our potential by forgetting how we can progress and evolve. 


  I’d be the first to admit that I needed an extensive break from all things eldritch and supernatural, but something crazy inside of me was hungry to see what was next. I’d only just seen the tip of the arcane iceberg. Who knew what entities I’d meet, what spells I’d learn, and what more cruel and interesting ways to horribly die I’d manage to survive? Ah, but as Herald said: a step at a time.


  Sterling cleared his throat, pulling me out of my thoughts. “Have you considered,” he said, all stone and seriousness, “that maybe you’re just really, really terrible?”


  “You’re a good friend, Sterling. Anyone ever told you that? So supportive. Not an asshole at all.”


  “I’m just saying. Maybe you should just give up on magic. Going vamp is lots of fun. You don’t have to bleed yourself to death because you can just punch someone’s face in. Done.”


  I mean, sure. That sounded like it had its perks. Subsisting on blood forever, though? And living so long that you had to see everyone around you die? I guess I could understand the underground’s fascination with longevity, why Carver, Odessa, and Thea wanted to extend their lives to acquire more power, to learn more magic, but it all just rubbed me wrong.


  Sterling brought a cigarette to his mouth, then clicked on his Zippo. It just whirred and chipped, not producing any flame. “Damn it. Ran out of fluid.” He sighed, his cigarette still dangling from his lips, then turned to me. “Got a light?”


  I tilted my head. If I could do the honing, then surely I could do something with the fire. 


  “Maybe I do,” I said. 


  I raised my finger, then pressed it to the very end of his cigarette. Burn. All I needed was for something to burn, even just one of those little bits of tobacco. Just an ember to light one tiny shred, one tiny piece of dried-up leaf, and then it would burn its brother, and that would burn its neighbor, until everything came alight. That was all I could ask. That was all I could hope for. One little spark.


  “The hell are you doing?” Sterling mumbled, looking thoroughly unimpressed.


  Burn.


  Something warm emanated from the end of my finger, and maybe I had missed it by blinking, but I thought I saw a glimmer of amber light. The tip of Sterling’s cigarette began to smoke.


  “Whoa,” he muttered, his eyes reflecting the smoldering orange ember.


  Then his cigarette burst into flames.


  He spat it out, patting at his jacket to put out stray cinders, cursing as he stomped the errant cigarette to death in the grass. Something like laughter was struggling to make its way out of me, and I let it go, at least a little. Half of it was the joy of accomplishment, the thrill of finally manifesting the first real trace of magic outside what I could innately do. The other half was knowing that I had partially set Sterling on fire.


  I looked at my hands, at the tip of the finger that had lit the fire. There was no hint of anything unusual, no telltale black scorch mark, no whitened burn scar on my skin. I had made fire from nothing, stolen it from the gods. I was Prometheus. I was Dustin Graves. I was a real mage.


  I laughed again. A step at a time.
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