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Chapter 1





Lucero Beach was beautiful in the afternoon. Perfect weather for a strawberry daiquiri, with a balmy breeze that smelled of salt and waves. It was tough to beat such a glorious day, just a lazy time sitting on the pier with the boys of the Boneyard, our beers and cocktails dewy with condensation, sipping our drinks quickly because they warmed just as quickly in the sun. Nothing but the rush of water, and faint, distant strains of steel drums and steel guitars.

Hi. I’m Dustin Graves and I’m – well, I’m content. Or I was, rather. Content to be among friends, to be communing with nature, as close to nature as we could get in Valero. And content to be replacing my blood with alcohol, to just let go for the span of one blissful, carefree afternoon. Just the one.

It was just me and the boys – well, some of them, those of us who were built to hang out in the sun without bursting into flames. I sat with Herald at a wooden table over the same jetty where we once hung out as buddies, just friends enjoying a little bit of brunch. We were with Prudence back then, and we were with Prudence that day, too, but this time she had Gil along.

How things had changed, I thought, looking down the table to find Mason and Asher deep in conversation about something or another. Video games, I figured, some kind of heated, impassioned discussion between a nephilim and a necromancer. They really didn’t have very much in common apart from their age, those two, but they got along magically just the same.

Asher’s laughter cut across the table, easy and musical over the slow rush of wind and waves, the distant calls of seagulls. It was good to see him so happy, his eyes healed back to their former brightness and luster. The wound I cut into Mason’s cheek by accident had healed over, too, leaving his skin as unblemished as when he’d first joined the Boneyard. I smiled to myself. Some things changed, I thought, and some stayed the same.

The sound of waves rushing drew my attention out towards the ocean, towards the pristine blue of sky and sea. Crystalline water frothed into peaks of pure foam as it hit the sands. I watched the sea, and I remembered coming here as a kid with my dad and my mother. I watched the sea – and I remembered the Great Beasts.

Damn it. I shook my head vigorously. No. No, no. This was a day I was dedicating to myself and my family, one of those in-between periods when we were allowed to spend time being human, being boring and alive, seeking out slivers of normalcy in the spaces between now and the end of the world.

Yet a single thought about Tiamat and her brood brought everything crashing back, and instead of tumbling waves and a warm, salty breeze, my mind and my chest were filling with memories of terror instead – with Loki, with the Eldest, with Agatha Black.

I tossed back the last of my daiquiri and sighed. Herald frowned, then squeezed my hand with warm fingers.

“Problem? Everything okay?”

I forced a smile as I looked at him, my body already slipping back into learned and practiced responses. Herald’s frown deepened, and his grip on my hand went tighter.

“You really don’t need to lie to me, you know. Of all people.”

I sighed again. “I’m sorry. Just – I started thinking of stuff I shouldn’t be thinking about.”

He draped an arm across my shoulders, his body warm against mine. It was a hot day out in Valero, tank top weather, and I was grateful for the press of skin – Herald’s skin – against mine. It felt familiar, comforting, but most important of all, human.

“We talked about this,” Herald said, his fingers digging gently into my shoulders, reassuring. “We’ve only got so much time to breathe between the battles we need to fight. Let’s make the most of it, okay?”

I smiled at him, genuinely this time. There really wasn’t any reason to be so somber, at least not just yet. I curled my fingers around the stem of my cocktail glass, treating it like a delicate champagne flute the way that Sterling had taught me, then tossed back the rest of my daiquiri like the uncouth, uncultured barbarian I actually was. Pureed frozen strawberries and rum streaked the inside of my throat. I swallowed carefully to stave off a bout of brain freeze.

“That’s better,” Herald said, chuckling. “Though maybe ease up on the chugging, huh? We’ve still got business to attend to.”

He summoned a waiter to order me another drink – why yes, I loved being coddled by someone who met my needs before I even knew I needed them myself, thanks for asking – and I looked around the jetty, searching the beach for the second half of our party. Not quite the second half, really. We were only waiting for two more people. And, okay – they weren’t quite people, either. Not exactly.

Prudence frowned as she glanced down at her watch, tapping its face. “We got the time right, didn’t we? We were supposed to meet right here, weren’t we?”

Gil reached across her shoulder, squeezing as he chuckled. His fingers closed over the very same blue dragon tattoo I’d once noticed on her shoulder so long ago – the first hint, I should have known, of Prudence’s true nature.

“They’ll be here soon enough,” Gil said. “This is important, to them, and to Dustin.”

I nodded at them both, feeling around the inside of my pocket for the rolled-up scroll of parchment. Still there. Good. Prudence glanced between me and Gil impetuously, then turned to her beer, drinking it quietly, if a little grumpily.

Mason spoke up just then, his head whipping away from his conversation with Asher. He glanced around the jetty, his eyes scanning. “They’re here,” he said.

My eyes narrowed as I focused on him. “How the hell do you even know?”

He nodded at the far end of the parking lot. “Golden convertible just pulled up.”

Prudence craned her neck. “You mean the golden four-wheel drive, right?”

I groaned. “This again.”

The Greek god of the sun had a strange enchantment on the hideously gaudy car he liked to drive around, the modern manifestation of his beloved chariot, that same one that was supposed to draw the sun across the sky in all the ancient myths. 

Gil growled as he followed the rest of us rubbernecking to look for Apollo and his magical chariot. “He’s going to take forever to get here. Look at him basking in all the attention.”

Basking was one way to put it, and pretty apt, if you ask me, considering how much the sun god was enjoying the disproportionate amount of attention passing women in the parking lot were giving him. He’d just stepped out of the driver’s seat, his white linens unbuttoned to show off his torso. Artemis emerged from the passenger side, her face dark with fury as she swatted at the air, pressing her way through the gaggle of girls gathered around her brother. Where had all those women even come from?

“Grab some extra chairs for the twins,” Prudence said.

“Already on it,” Asher said, dragging a couple of seats over, giving the gods places of honor at opposite ends of our table.

It took longer than expected – I had time to suck down half of a fresh daiquiri – but Apollo finally gave up on his brazen peacocking, plied with attention and possibly some limp napkins and receipts with hastily scrawled phone numbers on them.

“You should just carry around business cards to hand out to all your admirers,” I joked as he slipped into his seat. He was beaming so hard that it felt as if the sun had left the sky to join us for a drink.

“I do. Remember? I gave you one myself.” He winked in a way that had bits of me puddling on the floor. Beside me, Herald laughed softly, like he’d noticed. “But I don’t like having my number out there just with any old person. You were special, Graves.” He winked again. This time I had to clutch onto my seat for support.

“Apollo,” Artemis barked. “You do this every damn time. Enough flirting and let’s get down to business.” She swept a lock of beautifully curled hair away from her face, tucking it behind her ear. A simple blink of her eyes, and the ferocity melted from her features. “Now. You said you had something for me, Dustin?”

I rummaged through my pockets, then stretched out across the table to hand her the scroll, the deed that Odin had extracted from Loki’s very blood itself. Something passed across Artemis’s face as her fingertips brushed against the parchment, electric, the ends of her hair almost quivering. If there was power in the deed, I couldn’t detect it. She certainly damn well could.

She unfurled the scroll in one swift motion, her eyes moving lightning quick as she read its contents. I wasn’t sure which bit of it she saw that did it, but her eyes welled up with tears. Asher – sweet Asher – forgot himself, reaching out to pat the goddess of the moon and the hunt on the back of the hand. That’s just who he was. Artemis sniffled, then smiled at him gratefully.

“Thank you,” she said to me, then again to the table. “You don’t know how much pressure this takes off of me, off of everyone.” She brushed under her eyes, her voice breaking as she laughed. “I can rest easy now, knowing I have somewhere to keep the animals. I mean, it’s small, but the All-Father gave me enough to start. Plus this means I don’t need to crash on Apollo’s proverbial couch anymore.”

Apollo sucked air in through his teeth, then tutted. “This is what I get for being generous,” he said to me, shaking his head.

Artemis rolled her eyes and leaned in towards Asher. “He takes his conquests home every night. It’s gross. I mean, he’s my brother, I have to hear that shit. And even if I don’t, I know it’s happening somewhere in his domicile.”

“Oh, I get it,” Asher said, nodding wisely. “My best friend is super horny, too. But at least he doesn’t take his vict – I mean, his partners home.”

If Mason was offended at playing second fiddle to Sterling as Asher’s bestest friend, he made no indication.

Artemis sucked in huge lungfuls of breath, then exhaled, her very being brightening as she did. “Seriously, Dustin. Thank you for this. Thank you. I mean, it was your fault I got evicted to begin with, but thank you anyway.”

Prudence laughed, as did Gil. So did the rest of the table, actually, with Herald rubbing my back good-naturedly. I shook my head and rolled my eyes in mock surrender. Entities, am I right?

“This calls for a celebration,” Apollo said, his face buried in a menu, one hand signaling for a server.

“A perfect day for it, too,” Mason said, looking out to the sea. “Beautiful waves, clean sand, gorgeous people. And a – well, I’ll be damned. Would you look at that geyser.”

That what? I followed his gaze to a waterspout that rose not far from the shore, a pillar of liquid swirling and building, much to the delight of Lucero Beach’s many, many normal civilian visitors.

“This isn’t right,” Herald muttered, his voice dark with warning. “Something’s here.”

“Or someone,” I said.

The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end, partly from the anticipation of something terrible, but also from the telltale activation and preparation of spells, that eerie tingle and buzz that sometimes heralded the coming of powerful magic. I glanced around – everyone in our party was practically ready to rumble.

With a spurting rush, the waterspout dissipated, droplets of seawater scattering in a glittering pinwheel. But the water at the spout’s base was still spinning, like the funnel of a tornado – or the center of a whirlpool.

Oh. A whirlpool. Oh, damn it.

A woman rose from among the waves, her hair braided with seaweed, her skin glistening with jewels and scales. Her face was imperious, arrogant, and frightening in its inhuman beauty. Her shoulders dripped with seawater as her body and her arms slowly emerged from the waves.

Her tentacles followed shortly after.



Chapter 2





That sure as hell wasn’t a mermaid. I sprinted over the jetty, then across the shore, hardly caring that my flip-flops had flown right off my feet in my hurry, hot sand filling the spaces between my toes. 

The boys called my name as I ran, but my legs wouldn’t stop pumping. Who knew what I was even trying to accomplish, but I had to do something, anything. Scylla of the Great Beasts was making a public and literally splashy appearance on Lucero Beach, and I had to find out why.

“Mortal,” she boomed across the waters, her voice reverberating as if it called from somewhere in the depths of an ancient ocean. “The speck of dust. The one called Dustin Graves.”

I ran harder. The boys, Herald most of all, screamed even harder. I was pretty sure he called me an idiot. But Scylla clearly came for me – I mean, she just namedropped me, after all – and the sooner that I could deal with her, the sooner she could sink back among the waves and disappear. And the sooner I could get on the phone with Royce to beg him to deal with the inevitable fallout.

But it was far, far too late for that. This was the beach in broad daylight, on a weekend, no less. People already had their phones out, pointing and marveling at the specter from out of the sea. Sure, maybe to a normal civilian onlooker, Scylla might have looked like a marvel of special effects, like an animatronic dinosaur or a functioning replica of a Hollywood shark.

This was California, after all. You could still convince most of them that this was just a movie shoot. But at some point, someone was going to notice how Scylla’s tentacles were just a little too realistic, how her gills worked a little too well for simple prosthetics. And worse, someone was going to swim right up to her out of curiosity, and probably get torn limb from limb for the effort.  

I was wading through the waves by then, the seawater warm around my calves, my feet digging through clumps of wet sand, my shorts soaked. Scylla beckoned with one finger, her eyes rolling impatiently as I approached. If she had feet, she would have been tapping them. 

“Goddamn entities,” I huffed, sweat already dripping down my back. “Everything has to be a goddamn spectacle, she can’t just bang on my bedroom door like the rest of them, has to be this whole production, can’t just – Scylla, hi.” I forced a smile onto my lips, because this was still an entity, after all, someone who could rip me apart if I so much as looked at her the wrong way. “Now’s not a good time. Can we postpone this, maybe? I have a really nice bathtub at home. We can talk there.”

One of Scylla’s tentacles whipped at the water, scything through it and sending new waves rippling and crashing against me. I fought to keep my balance, my hands thrashing through the water as I tried my best not to get knocked on my ass.

“It does not please me, human,” she said, sneering as she forced the word out of her mouth. “To be sent to you as a messenger, to be put on this errand for the sake of my council. I am here on Tiamat’s behalf. She has a message for you.”

“And?” I tilted my head at her, my eyebrows raised, my body fighting every impulse to say something sarcastic.

Scylla raised her hands, her tentacles mirroring the gesture, rising around her like spines, like the pillars supporting a temple. “It has begun.”

The water was warm. The day was hot. Yet the sensation creeping down my spine was very much of my sweat turning as cold as ice.

“What has begun?”

“The end of all things, perhaps,” Scylla said, bored again, trailing one finger in the waters, her tentacles receding. “This great adversary of yours, this witch who serves the Old Ones – she has split herself, body and spirit, into many disparate pieces.”

I stuck my hands on my hips. “You’re kind of late to the party on that bit. We’ve known about Agatha Black and her Coven of One for a while now.”

“Oh? And I expect you know about her movements as well, how she intends to bring her wholesale slaughter across the various corners of your beloved earth?”

“What?”

Scylla looked past my head, her eyes searching the sky, or perhaps piercing the ethers for a glimpse of what Agatha was doing. I had to hope for Scylla’s sake that Agatha wouldn’t look back.

“Right this moment. Yes. It is curious, how she has chosen to orchestrate her killings. Each of her manifestations is, right now, planning what appears to be a series of ritualistic murders. A symphony of sacrifices.”

My mouth fell open, the breath caught in my throat. “We have to do something about this,” I said, turning back to the shoreline, trudging through the waters, sloshing my feet through wet sand.

Scylla scoffed. “And what would you do, little speck of dust? The sacrifices are coming. There is nothing to stop, unless you can find each of the thirteen manifestations. The witch will spill the blood that she needs.”

I stopped in place, steadying my breathing, suddenly aware of the banks and banks of innocent normals with their phones and cameras pointed in my direction. Their faces were twisted with looks of irritation: I was blocking their view of the wondrous sea-woman behind me.

If they only knew, I thought. If they only knew that my friends and I were all that truly stood between humanity and hell on earth, and carnage, and madness eternal. Someone yelled for me to get out of the way. I turned over my shoulder.

“Scylla. Why is Agatha doing all this? What is she hoping to accomplish?”

Her face said everything, but she was too proud to say that she didn’t know herself. Her lips parted as she tried to speak, but her eyes darted away from me, focusing on a different point in the water. She bared her fangs, hissing.

“Not you,” Scylla cried. She raised her hands, her tentacles following suit, each horrible, glistening appendage poised to strike. The waters around her roiled and frothed, stirred into a frenzy by her anger.

I whirled in the water, searching for the object of her ire, and found him standing waist-deep in the sea. It was a man I could have only described as statuesque, his silver hair slick with seawater, his tanned, muscular frame unmoved and unmolested by the churning waves Scylla was sending forth.

“Get the hell out of there, Dust!”

Again I turned to look, catching the glint of light against Herald’s glasses as he stood on the shore. The others were clustered around him. Prudence looked between the normals and us weirdoes gathered in the water, considering her next step. Artemis was eating calamari out of a bowl she’d carried all the way from the jetty. Apollo wasn’t looking as relaxed, though. He was staring at the man in the water, this brazen, bronzed new distraction.

“Uh-oh,” Apollo said.

Uh-oh was right.



Chapter 3





I stared out at the water, specifically at the fact that both the silver-haired man and Scylla were now barking at each other in a language I couldn’t understand. Their fingers pointed threateningly at each other. That was a language I most certainly did recognize: someone was about to launch some very powerful magic. I was just going to haul ass when a pair of strong arms hoisted me off my feet and lifted me into the air. I yelped, kicking and thrashing.

“Will you settle down?” Gil growled, throwing me over his shoulder like I was a sack of potatoes. Really cute, dumb potatoes that never knew when to turn tail and run. Gil’s legs powered us through the water, and within seconds he had us back on dry land. He dropped me in the sand with what I thought was a little too much roughness, but hey, I’d be mad at me, too.

I recognized Herald’s sandals before he even started accosting me. I looked up sheepishly into his furious face, damp with sweat as he scolded me. “But do you ever listen?” was the only bit of his lecture that I caught. I pushed myself up to sit in the sand, dragging my legs closer and clutching my knees as I took my verbal beating and, more importantly, watched what was happening in the water.

It started with waves, massive, crashing ones that ran perpendicular to the natural flow of the ocean, alternately following the man’s command, then bending to Scylla’s will, like the push and pull of tides. Civilians screamed as they rushed for the shore. The spectacle wasn’t so exciting anymore, not when the very real risk of drowning was so near.

“Welp, I’m out,” Apollo said. He looped his fingers around Artemis’s wrist, tugging her away from the shore. Artemis waved at me, too focused on her calamari to be upset by whatever had Apollo so scared. Damn it. We could have used a god’s help in this – two of them, even.

The waves turned into bizarre shapes as they roared at each other – fists, at first, then huge, galloping horses, as the two tried to either drown their opponent or pulverize them in the terrible crush of so much water. Then Scylla went with a different approach, directing the flow of water into slender, pinpoint jets that sliced across the waves with so much force that they pierced the tanned man’s skin. He recoiled as the first streams of his blood poured into the water.

“Holy shit,” I muttered, leaping to my feet. “Should we be doing something? Holy shit.” Around us the normals were shouting, scattering, but enough of them were sticking around to record the battle with their devices. Fucking typical.

“Don’t move,” Herald growled. “Don’t get involved,” he said, even as he stepped forward, dangerously close to the water.

“Igarashi,” Prudence said. “Don’t.”

“Something has to happen before someone gets killed,” Herald said, as the enormous waves threatened the sands, greater and greater swells approaching the jetty as the bizarre duel continued. “This ends now.”

He fell to one knee, slamming his open palm into the wet sand. The purple glow wreathing his skin pulsed once, then vanished as Herald unleashed the full fury of his magic into the water. The effect was immediate, awe-inspiring, and terrifying. The waves stopped in place, as if halted in time, crystalline and frozen. The sea, or a very large area of it close to where Herald touched, was chilling at a tremendous rate, turning to ice under the weight of his power. Herald was freezing the ocean.

And it didn’t take very long for the only two people left in the water to feel the effects. Sheets of liquid emanating from the man’s hand froze and splintered in midair. Herald’s frost reached far enough to build a stifling, translucent cocoon around Scylla’s tentacles. She screamed, enraged, her eyes filled with venom as she stared at the bronzed man, then at Herald.

Herald glared back at her, lifting his chin in defiance. The battle was over, sure, but at what cost? Somewhere near us, a man with huge, excited eyes held his phone in Herald’s face. “Wow. Are you some kind of superhero?”

Prudence closed her fingers around the man’s phone, the strength of her grip augmented by her blue flames, crushing the device into a twisted mess of plastic and broken glass. “No superheroes here, buddy. Show’s over.”

The man stared at his empty hand, then at Prudence, a kind of awe taking over his features, more impressed than frightened.

“Great,” I said. “Now if you could just go around the entire beach and destroy every cellphone in sight, then that would be perfect.”

Prudence glowered. Just behind her, Mason shrugged, then sauntered up to the nearest normal, snatching away his phone and chucking it into the ocean. I mean – at least he was trying, right?

“We’ll deal with the fallout later,” Herald said. “What matters is that we put a stop to this stupid water fight.”

The sound of cracking ice surged across the frozen water. Scylla shouted as her tentacles broke free. “It has begun, mortals. Heed our warning. Don’t say that the Great Beasts only stood by.” She threw the silver-haired man one last baleful glare, then sank into the icy water.

The man was seething, too, that much was clear, but he seemed better able to contain his rage. The sun was setting above us, casting a fiery orange glow across the ice. The spires and points of frozen waves looked like flames stopped in time. The man’s eyes reflected the burning light. It only made him seem angrier, more menacing.

“Dustin Graves,” he boomed, his voice even more impressive over the ice. “We thought it rumor, hearsay, but now we have proof that you, in your hubris, have thought to consort with the Great Beasts, the harbingers of the apocalypse.” He pointed directly at me as his lips drew back. “The gods are watching. You will pay for your transgressions.”

With the same hand, the man smashed a fist into the ice, cracking the entire surface of the lake-sized area Herald had single-handedly frozen. The ground trembled with the force of the man’s blow. Herald staggered away, his mouth half-open at the sight of his handiwork smashed into so many little floes of nothing.

“The gods are watching, Dustin Graves,” the man boomed again. “Pray that you do not live long enough to see our justice.”

And with that, the man dived into the waves, disappearing into the depths of a burning ocean. The civilians around us chattered excitedly, checking their phones to see if they’d stored all the footage, muttering about being on-set for a movie, about seeing a publicity stunt meant to drum up attention through social media. A tiny part of me was relieved. Maybe the Lorica’s cleanup wouldn’t have to be so bad after all.

But a larger part of me was filling with dread. The gods were watching? And justice? I gritted my teeth. It was just like the entities to jump to conclusions. They could hardly be bothered by the Eldest returning, yet one little conversation with the Great Beasts and I was suddenly public enemy number one. Goddamn entities. Assholes, the lot of them.

Prudence held her phone to her ear, speaking rapidly, already calling for a cleanup. Asher shook his head as he looked out to the sea, its surface marked with rapidly melting chunks of ice. I smacked the back of my shorts, trying and failing to dislodge all the wet sand on my butt.

“So,” I said. “That was intense. What the hell was all that about?”

Asher folded his arms and stared at me skeptically, like he was waiting for me to admit I was joking before he spoke up. “Oh, you weren’t kidding. So you really had no idea who that dude was?”

I sighed. “I’m drawing blanks, okay? Some emissary of the gods shows up to threaten me for having one life-threatening chitchat with Tiamat? I don’t get it.”

“Um, Dust? That wasn’t an emissary.” Asher’s brows furrowed with both frustration and concern. “Are you seriously telling me that you didn’t notice his trident?”
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Somewhere on the internet, there are pictures of an older gentleman, styled as what someone my age would refer to as a hipster: thick beard, impeccably cut and styled silver hair, and a body chiseled out of marble, like a Greek statue. Or a Greek god, really. Now, imagine a facsimile of this man, just freshly emerged from the ocean, his bronzed skin dewy with seawater.

Imagine him holding a trident.

“It really was him, then,” I hissed. “Now Poseidon’s on my ass, too?”

Carver shook his head, his fingers massaging his temples. I didn’t know if it was just a biological reflex on his part, or if liches were even capable of getting headaches. Sterling sat tight-lipped, the cigarette between his fingers burning to ash. Normally, he’d be teasing me about something like this, gloating mockingly about yet another threat of death hanging over my head. His silence said everything.

We were still on Lucero Beach, the sun now set, gathered around the same table where we were previously enjoying the afternoon with the others. The point of heading out to the pier, as I recalled, was to catch the sunset. We caught it, all right, along with quite a few other outrageous sights.

Carver had teleported to our location with Sterling in tow just as soon as I called him to report about Scylla’s appearance. The Lorica was on the scene, too. I wasn’t sure where he was, but Royce was somewhere on the beach barking orders at his people, especially the Mouths he’d brought to delete memories off of normals who had witnessed the aquatic throwdown between Poseidon and Scylla.

Bastion was easier to spot, though. He’d shown up as well in his capacity as a Scion, but in many ways his task was more difficult. He stood dead center of Lucero Beach proper, his hand held to the sky, faint glimmers of white energy emanating from his fingertips and cascading into a massive force field that extended far beyond the pier, off into the parking lot. It was a magical containment field, meant to lock in the normals until the Lorica could deal with what they heard and saw.

I know I give the Lorica a lot of shit, but damn if they weren’t dedicated to their work, especially Bastion. Prudence and Romira flanked him, their hands locked with his as they lent him what they could of their own magics, acting as arcane batteries. I could see Bastion’s forehead creasing from the effort as he exerted his will, his jacket shucked and forgotten on the ground, his body covered in a sheen of sweat.

“Dust,” Herald said.

“Yes, I agree,” I answered hurriedly, totally aware that I’d missed out on something.

“Okay,” Herald said, drawing out the word. “I was just saying, no wonder Apollo was so spooked. He was probably just as worried for Artemis as he was for himself.”

Gil nodded, staring disinterestedly at a bowl of calamari that had long gone cold. “It was bad enough that Artemis got thrown out of the Midnight Convocation just for helping us with Banjo. Imagine if they knew anything about her giving us the ritual to contact the Great Beasts.”

It was small evidence of the fact that the entities still had hearts beating beneath their inhumanly perfect bodies, a distant capacity for compassion. Apollo still cared enough to whisk Artemis away before Poseidon could spot them and plunge them into even more trouble. Then again, they were siblings, after all.

“This is what I don’t get, though,” I said. “Is Poseidon supposed to part of some kind of elite police force? Their own little god squad?”

Carver sighed and shook his head. “You really should know by now, Mr. Graves, that there’s no real way of explaining the actions of the entities. The best I can surmise is that Poseidon has been watching the waters, waiting for some sign of taint or corruption. A kind of scrying, if you will, because the oceans are his domain after all. His sphere of influence, his territory.”

Silence hung over the table as Carver stopped talking, as if to allow us to absorb the full meaning of what he hadn’t said.

Sterling rubbed at his forehead, flicking the burnt-out stub of his cigarette down between the gaps in the pier’s wooden floor. I didn’t know if vampires could get headaches, either, but there we were.

“You’re saying that Poseidon might not be the only one watching,” Sterling breathed. “You’re saying that everyone is on high alert.”

“And yet,” Asher said. “And yet they’re going to turn a blind eye to the Eldest, to Agatha Black.” I saw how his hand curled into a fist, how his eyes twitched. Mason reached for his wrist, gripping it tightly, reassuringly.

“Such is the way of things,” Carver said, nodding. “This is nothing new to us by now. The entities will follow their whims, even as the world crumbles around them.”

He steepled his fingers, studying the tips of his nails like they would offer some kind of answer. The enchanted amber jewelry he liked to wear flickered and glimmered in the light of little fires, candles that the restaurant kept burning to keep a romantic atmosphere.

For us, though, for all the flames and candles, it felt like just another ritual, part of our routine. When had life gotten so complicated for us? When could we stop to breathe, sit on the beach, and look at the sunset without having to worry about the threat of cosmic annihilation? Maybe never again.

“Scylla said that Agatha Black was on the move,” I said. “That she was planning a series of ritual sacrifices.”

“It’s not looking good,” Herald said, the bluish glow of his phone reflecting in his glasses. “How would we even find her? Asher was the closest anyone has come to accurately tracking her down, and we all know how that ended.”

“But we have to do something,” Mason said, his hands curled into fists. “We can’t just sit here and let this happen.”

“And we won’t,” Carver said, rising from the table. “I will speak to Royce and the others. We must pool our resources with the Lorica, with anyone in the magical community who wishes to live to see the end of the week. Agatha Black must be stopped.”

But how? I looked down at my hands, then at the faces of my friends, crestfallen and sallow in the flickering candlelight. I looked at Herald, his jaw set in a tight line, like he was trying to be strong for us both, doing his damnedest not to show any signs of weakness, of faltering.

There was one way, I thought, remembering my last encounter with Hecate, and remembering how little I knew of what her offer would actually cost me. An ascension, she said, something that would give me the power to stop Agatha and the Eldest once and for all.

I looked at Herald again, wondering if I could stand to lose him. I looked at the stars, wondering if I could bear to lose everything else.



Chapter 5





I sat cross-legged on the floor of the Boneyard, the stone cold against my thighs, my fingers trailing against the soft, fluffy belly of one Daddy’s Little Murderer. Banjo lolled around on his back, staring up at me with dewy, happy eyes, his tongue hanging half out of his mouth.

“You have it so easy, don’t you, you little mutt?”

“Arf.”

I chuckled and tickled the scruffy area around his chest, which prompted the exact response I hoped for, that kind of delighted rolling of the head a doggo does for you when it’s pleased and content. I dug around in my pockets, finding the one Snacky Yum-Yum I’d set aside just for this purpose. Carver had warned me against giving Banjo too many snacks – he was getting chonky, is what I’m saying – but you try to resist a corgi smiling up in your face, silently hoping for one of its favorite treats.

Banjo’s eyes lit up at the sight of the snack. He flipped over onto his belly, then sat on his haunches, his floof of a tail wagging. I didn’t make him wait, just popped the treat straight into his mouth. Banjo snapped at the air excitedly, then waddled off to gnaw on his tasty little gift.

I sat back against Carver’s desk, sighing. I wasn’t sure what I’d hoped to accomplish, hanging out where the other guys wouldn’t think to look for me. I wanted time alone, away from the boys, from Vanitas, who was waiting in our room, and from Carver himself, who was still out in Valero wheeling and dealing with the Lorica. Who knew that we’d ever come to a time when Carver would willingly agree to speak to the Heart on equal terms, to approach the ruling council of Scions without plans of blowing up HQ himself?

I dusted my hands off of the little bits of residue from the Snacky Yum-Yum, which smelled strongly of dog food. Huh. Were we dipping into the last of Happy, Inc.’s stock? I thought it was strange, considering how Loki must have still been abroad, fleeing from the All-Father. Odin was as stubborn as Loki was slippery, and I liked to imagine that the Wild Hunt for the god of deception was still ongoing. Maybe Loki had contingency plans in place to help him deal with just such eventualities. There were no big announcements on the news about the company going under.

“There you are.”

I jumped at the sound of the voice, banging my head against Carver’s desk. I winced, rubbing the back of my skull, because a collision with furniture is way more painful when said furniture happens to be made out of solid stone. I looked up, frowning, into Mason’s face looking back down at me.

“What the hell, Mason?”

He shrugged. “I found Banjo wandering the corridors and chewing on a Snacky Yum-Yum. Carver keeps those somewhere Banjo could never reach them, so I put two and two together.” He shook his head, smirking. “You know what Carver said. Little dude’s getting chonky, we shouldn’t be overfeeding him with treats.”

I chuckled at the thought of Banjo ballooning into an oversized, furry little loaf, just waddling helplessly through the Boneyard’s halls, our stalwart, slightly overweight little guardian animal. I also chuckled at how language had shifted so much with the internet. Chonky wasn’t supposed to be a damn word, and neither was doggo, but here we are. 

Mason patted the top of my head, smiling. “So you’re not in such an awful mood after all. You can still laugh, can’t you?” He slid over the top of Carver’s desk, swung over it, then landed spryly on the floor, crossing his legs underneath him as he sat down to join me. “Penny for your thoughts?”

“I’m not a cheap date. Make that a fifty and we’ll talk.”

“I’m serious. You’re looking even glummer than usual, which is saying a lot. I saw your face when you hugged Herald goodbye. Something’s going on here, and I don’t like it.”

I sighed, rubbing the backs of my hands into my eyelids. “I don’t even know where to start, man.”

I jumped when Mason’s fingers dug into my shoulders, then sighed when he began to massage them powerfully. “You don’t have to tell me. Not right now. You don’t owe me that. But if you want to talk about all this shit that’s going on, I’m right here.”

Smiling, I rested my head against the back of Carver’s desk, then nodded at him gratefully. “You’re a good son, Mason. I never tell you that.”

“And now you’ve ruined it.” He chuckled, the angelic glyphs tattooed around his chest and neck glimmering with golden light, then clapped me on the back. “Seriously though. I’m here if you need to talk.” He gestured vaguely around himself. “We all are. Anytime you need us.”

I gave him a flat smile, then nodded. “That helps. It really does. Thanks, man. I promise, I’ll come running when I’m ready to talk.”

Mason sprang off the floor then, sticking his hands in his pockets then traipsing off down the corridor leading back to the common area. It was hard trying to think back to what bugged me about him so much when we first met, though I suppose I could have said that of many of the friends and allies I’d made in the arcane underground, even the entities. What started with fear and hatred turned into solidarity, whether out of convenience or actual affection.

“So you do think of us with affection?”

My blood ran cold, though no colder than the skin and flesh of the hand that had looped itself around my wrist. I stared in rapt horror at the wetness of it, how it had emerged directly out of – out of Banjo’s dog bowl, of all things. I wanted to scream, but nothing came out of my throat.

“Don’t be afraid, fleshling,” the voice said again, this time from my other ear. I gritted my teeth, squeezed my eyes shut, then steadied my breathing. When I opened my eyes again, there she was, all three of her, one copy sitting to either side of me, the other clambering slickly, wetly, impossibly from out of Banjo’s dog bowl, like some hellish apparition from a well.

The third copy of the goddess slithered her body whole from out of the bowl, then arranged herself on the ground in front of me, smoothing down her dress, squeezing water out of her hair. She was drenched, like she’d actually gone swimming. I refused to even attempt to make sense of the physics of it all – as with most things when it came to understanding Hecate and the vagaries of her magic, that meant taking a sharp turn down the road to madness.

My fingers dug into the stone floor beneath me as I calmed myself. “There are far less terrifying ways to make your presence felt, Hecate.”

“Ah,” Hecate said, three voices speaking out of three grinning mouths. “But we like this way. This way is fun, fleshling.”

“Not fun for me, it isn’t.”

Hecate tittered, then her face fell, her expression more serious. “We are here for a reason, Dustin Graves. Do you remember our last conversation, when we told you of the little things you must do to win your battle?”

“The little sacrifices,” I said, the word like bitter, rotting flesh on my tongue.

“Yes,” she said. “It is time to decide. We can tell you such stories, show you such horrors. We can tell you all about the ritual, fleshling, all about the things you will need to ascend.”

There was the word again. Ascend. Just the sound of it made my insides tremble, set my flesh quivering, my blood at once turning to ice and shooting through my veins with curious, excitable fire. Slowly, I nodded.

“Tell me,” I said to her. “Tell me everything.”

Hecate spoke. As she told me her stories, as she shared the ritual, my heart swelled with terror, then awe, then despair.

Yet above all things, despite it all – my heart filled with hope.



Chapter 6





“Tell me everything,” Carver said. “Everything she said.”

I sighed. “Where do I even begin?”

I wasn’t sure how long I stayed in that little alcove under Carver’s desk, how much time transpired between Hecate leaving me to my thoughts and Carver coming home to the Boneyard to discover me still huddled there. It felt safe, like a place of security for me, compared to the vast, cold emptiness of the Boneyard. Carver was the closest thing to a father I had, a proxy for Norman Graves. In some sad, pathetic way, just the presence of his desk, its enormous jewels, had shrouded me with the warmth of something like a blanket.

But it wasn’t where he wanted to converse with me, for some reason. Every single grave and serious discussion we’d ever had was conducted at the same desk, always with the strange, business-like air of contractual magic, of the exchange and interplay of power. When Carver gently pulled me to my feet, when he quietly asked if I would like to join him for a coffee, I knew he wasn’t speaking to me as my boss or my mentor. He was speaking to me as family.

I didn’t even mind when Carver swept wordlessly into the living area and gestured for Sterling to come with us. And for whatever else Sterling’s arrogance and terrible attitude brought him, he was fiercely loyal when it came to the matter of Carver, and I liked to think, when it came to me as well. If Carver called, Sterling would split heaven and earth to answer, to follow. And as much as Sterling loved to tease and torment me, I knew he would do the same, for me, for any of the boys of the Boneyard.

Asher and Mason didn’t even protest this time, when Carver arranged Sterling and me into a tight circle, then cast a teleportation spell. He took us to a coffee shop somewhere near Central Square. We sat at an outdoor table, somewhere that gave us a full view of Lorica headquarters, that squat, nondescript – okay, extremely ugly building that served as a disguise for the most powerful magical organization in the Americas.

Sterling sat hunched over a tiny, untouched espresso in its own adorable little demitasse. He fidgeted with his lighter in one hand, the steady, incessant click-clack of it once an annoyance, but now an oddly comforting rhythm, its metal case flashing in the coffee shop’s moody lighting. I could tell that Sterling was avoiding my gaze. I wanted to know why, but knew that I already had the answer, anyway.

Carver blew across the top of his own Americano – a practiced gesture, as far as I was concerned, because he was immune to any kind of damage that boiling hot coffee could inflict on seemingly fleshy, vulnerable human lips and organs. It was sweet, in a way, how Carver had deigned to listen to me and the rest of the boys, to find ways to blend in with humanity. He took a tentative sip, then set his cup down, his saucer clattering.

“The Apotheosis,” I said. “That was what Hecate called it.”

I dipped the end of my finger into the latticework of caramel across the top of my macchiato, sucking on the little dollop of rich, sticky sugar. To my surprise, it made me elicit a tiny, approving moan of delight. It was the little things, you know? The little things between everyday life and the end of all existence – or at least of mine.

“The Apotheosis,” Carver repeated. “As I recall, Hecate once told you that the Coven of One was a ritual of her own design. Curious, how the goddess of magic has so many of these stockpiled among her secrets.”

“It’s that giant book of hers,” I said. “The Enchiridion. She’s a goddess of magic, of mysteries. It’s like she takes pleasure in seeing people pull off her rituals, like it feeds her, in a way. I don’t know that it makes her stronger, but it certainly makes her happy. And whatever it is, the Apotheosis is meant to – to change me, too. To help me ascend.”

“Is that what the Apotheosis is supposed to do to you, then?” Sterling said, his words flecked with more than a little bitterness, a slight edge of anger. He still wouldn’t look at me. “Twist you and corrupt you so that we don’t even recognize you anymore?”

I shook my head. “Not exactly. From Hecate’s explanation, it’s supposed to amplify my magics. The Apotheosis is supposed to cut away everything that hinders true growth, true power, and bring me to the peak of my potential. If you remove all stoppers, all obstacles, whether mental or physical – ”

“Then you also remove the limitations of your power,” Carver said. “How curious.”

“Listen to yourself,” Sterling spat, his eyes boring holes into mine. Oh, he was finally speaking to me directly. “How can you be so casual about this? Did you even hear what you said? You’re talking about cutting away parts of yourself. Think of the dangers, Dust.”

It tugged at me, hearing just how upset Sterling was over all this, but it was my decision to make. I knew that underneath all the cockiness and nonchalance that the heart of a good and loyal friend still beat in Sterling’s undead chest.

“It was how Agatha Black described things to me herself, when she held me up in the air. She said that I was never meant to be whole, to be fixed ever again. I was always supposed to be broken. Fractured. Why should I fight who I am?”

“And why should you listen to her?” Sterling barked, his teeth bared, his eyes somehow reddish. I jumped when his fist banged onto the table. Hairline cracks splintered across the wood. Heads turned from around the coffee shop. Carver’s hand spidered across the table, reaching for Sterling’s arm, then squeezing tightly.

“Sterling,” he muttered. “Control yourself. Use your words. We’ve talked about this.”

The traces of animal rage receded from his eyes, his lips relaxing over his fangs. The look he gave Carver was submissive, almost apologetic, but when he turned back to me, he was still glowering, the anger simmering just under his skin.

“Have you maybe considered that this is some kind of trap? That Agatha Black has wormed her way into your brain, leading you down the path that will turn you into just the perfect servant for the Eldest?” He leaned in across the table. “Have you even considered that Hecate may be in league with them?”

“Sterling,” Carver hissed. “That is a serious accusation. Don’t speak so lightly about such things.”

“That’s impossible,” I said, getting angry myself now, my body hitching across the table, my fingers digging into the wood. “The entities only ever act in their self-interest. Even Loki in his fucking boredom only ever wanted chaos, disorder. I can’t believe that you, of all people, can’t be understanding about this. You know about all the sacrifices I’ve made – that we’ve all made – to make sure the Eldest don’t annihilate us all. Why the fuck are you so pissed at me for this, Sterling?”

Sterling’s gaze could have stripped my flesh from my skeleton. He spoke softly, slowly.

“Because as much as I joke about draining you of all of your blood, as much as I poke fun about your flimsy mortal husk and you dying, I don’t want to watch you destroy yourself like this. Have you told Herald? Your father?”

I stammered, grasping for straws as I answered. “N-no, I haven’t.”

Sterling sneered. “They don’t deserve this from you. None of us do. I’ve lived long enough to see my friends perish around me, one by one. Imagine what you would be doing to those you love, if you changed, if you disappeared. What if the ritual corrupted you? And what if it failed? What if you died?”

He tossed back the contents of his demitasse, wincing as the lukewarm espresso made its way down his throat. He settled it back down on its equally tiny saucer, then stood up, tugging on his leather jacket.

“I’m done here. I’ve said what I had to say. Gonna go feed, or fuck, I don’t know. Anything to forget that this is something I’ll need to deal with. I’ll see you both back at the Boneyard.”

I watched in stunned silence as Sterling stalked away from the coffee shop, angrily lit a cigarette, and shoved his hands deep in his pockets. Carver sighed.

“He screams because he cares. Sterling is older than any of you at the Boneyard, but in many ways he is still young. He hasn’t filed away what’s left of his humanity, which is more than I can say for a vast swath of the undead that I’ve personally encountered. Of course, that turns the question on you, Mr. Graves.”

He turned to me, folding his hands together, his buffed nails gleaming as brightly as the jewels on his fingers. “Just how much of your humanity are you willing to surrender?”



Chapter 7





“Love you lots, Dad,” I said, giving Norman Graves my hugest smile.

“Love you more, buddy,” he said, tousling my hair in one hand like he used to, making me feel small again, like a kid.

I hugged him on his front porch, and he didn’t close the door until he saw me turn the corner away from his house, beaming and smiling the whole time, like it was my first day taking the bus to school all on my own.

From one father to another, I thought. After finishing our coffees, Carver and I went our separate ways. He still had misgivings about Hecate’s ritual, but considering what we had to fight Agatha Black with – our combined power against hers the equivalent of a peashooter going up against a cannon – he didn’t exactly forbid me outright. Even the Lorica could only do so much, and they’d raided everything that Luella Brandt had kept of her mother’s to follow Agatha’s movements with scrying. Somehow, the thirteen witches were always one step ahead. I scoffed, kicking at the ground. Thirteen steps ahead, more like.

I thought back to when I said my goodbyes to Carver at the coffee shop. “You are old enough, grown enough in your power to make your own choices, Dustin,” he said, much like a father. And, much like a father, he added: “As if there was anything I could do to stop you. You’ve made up your own mind, anyway.”

He was right. I had. I thought about it the whole way to Dad’s house, all the way through our steak dinner – he grilled it himself, and cooked everything else up, sides and all. He grilled me about Herald, too, and I promised I’d bring him over for dinner properly some other day. The entire time my heart thumped with the prospect of completing Hecate’s ritual, with the fear and thrill of it. The whole time, when Dad asked if everything was okay at work, I tried to pretend that I wasn’t lying.

“You definitely left out a lot of details,” a voice in my head rumbled.

I kicked at the pavement and huffed, now a couple of blocks away from Dad’s house, my hands warm in the soft recesses of the hoodie Herald had given me so long ago.

“What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him,” I answered through my mind.

Carver and Herald were both spot-on. Long ago, they told me that certain artifacts needed to be near their chosen wielders in order to continue to function. Herald, who worked with artifacts at the Lorica’s Gallery all damn day long, also hinted that continued contact could deepen that attunement, that bond between the relic and the user.

Granted, I couldn’t quite use Vanitas to attack someone in a different country like a guided cruise missile just yet, but our link had definitely strengthened to the point that he could speak to me from inside my enchanted backpack, from an entire other dimension.

“Well, if you truly don’t want to hurt your father, then we should do everything in our power to complete this ritual without killing you. Safe, like.”

“That, we can agree on,” I said. Without even thinking it, my mind began to linger on the weird and incredibly difficult list of reagents that Hecate had set out for me. Because the task, she said, should be commensurate to the reward.

“So now she wants you to find five magical blades,” Vanitas grunted. “When you could barely handle the one.”

“Hey. That’s not fair. Besides, you’re just jealous that I paid Nightmare more attention than you.” I flexed my hand, the one that Nightmare, my blade of shadow, would spring out of whenever I engaged it. “Imagine that,” I said. “Getting jealous over an inanimate object.”

“Imagine that,” Vanitas sniffed. “Losing an argument against an inanimate object.”

“I didn’t lose nothing,” I growled. “There’s no basis for any of this. Hecate only said that I needed the swords for the ritual, not that I had to actually wield them.”

Five swords meant to represent the greatest mystical forces that walked the earth, each symbolic of a different facet of arcane might. The task, Hecate said, was to gather a sword that represented the essence of the celestials, the infernals, the old gods of earth, humanity itself – and, regrettably, the Eldest. Though ironically, that was the easiest of the tasks to accomplish. I hardly had to lift a finger for that one.

“So I’m the Eldest blade,” Vanitas said. “That much is obvious. Now we just need to get the others to cough up one of their sacred, powerful relics, and somehow trust us not to end the planet when the Dark Room tries to take over your body and blow up the sun. No big deal.”

I groaned, shoving a pair of headphones over my ears so I wouldn’t look too weird to any passersby. I didn’t need more attention from anyone, not even pedestrians looking at me funny for talking to myself.

“You don’t have to be so negative, you know. Hecate says that this will give us what we need to stop the Eldest forever. Isn’t that worth the risk, whatever that risk is? It can’t be so bad.”

“Can’t it?” Vanitas said. “But who are we to stop you? If you’d successfully worn the Crown of Stars, your soul would be forfeit. You’ve given enough of your blood and your life to call on the Dark.” The next thing Vanitas said seemed so uncharacteristic, starting off angry, but trailing off into something tinted with just the faintest edge of sadness. “We could cut your legs off at the knees and you would – gods, Dustin, you would still crawl to your own doom, all to save a race of people that doesn’t even know the danger it’s in.”

I cleared my throat, blindsided by Vanitas’s melancholy. “Don’t get all sentimental on me, now. I’m only doing this to get the Eldest out of my hair forever. Then it’s just beer and burgers and my boyfriend,” I said, sweeping my hand out into the distance. “From here to infinity.”

Vanitas chuckled, a rare and rumbling sound, like distant, friendly thunder. “If you say so. Just look out for yourself, Dustin. I’m nothing without you.”

My heart twinged. “Hey, what did I say about getting sentimental?”

“No,” Vanitas said. “The attunement. It fades when you’re not around, and then I’m just some inanimate, useless lump of metal. I’m literally nothing without you, you walking bonehead. So don’t go dying on me.”

“Right, right,” I grumbled. “Love you too, you grumpy old bastard.”



Chapter 8





Now, I know what you’re thinking. Dustin, why in the blue blazes are you traipsing around Valero in the dead of night, with nothing but a backpack and a bloodthirsty talking sword for company?

Admittedly, I was feeling a little bit nostalgic myself. This was how it all started, after all, how Vanitas and I met. I was picking him up for a mission, back when I was still working for the Lorica, and our very first encounter involved some thugs and a couple of severed limbs. Ah. The good times. The simple times.

The real reason, though, was that I had a magical backpack, the kind that could store a whole ton of stuff on the inside without ever getting bloated or heavy. And we didn’t have many leftovers back home, not as many as we would need for that night’s particular communion.

The mission, in short, was to pick up a couple of trash bags filled with unwanted food, the kind that restaurants left out by the dumpster. And before you ask, no, Mama Rosa’s leavings from one day of her restaurant’s operations were certainly not enough for what we needed. If you wanted to summon Scrimshaw the imp, it was kind of a given that you had to present an offering of trashy food. Literally. The last time it was just a paper plate’s worth. That was because we needed a small favor.

This time, though? What we needed from Scrimshaw was going to be slightly problematic. I wasn’t privy to how the hells worked myself, the laws that they operated under, but I was pretty sure our request was going to be tantamount to utter betrayal. Treason, that is.

Yeah, so three trash bags was going to have to be a soft minimum.

Vanitas grumbled when I loaded my backpack with the first trash bag, one full of leftovers from a bakery, the kind that still don’t sell off after they discount everything at eight before closing. “It doesn’t even smell,” I told him. “It’s just a whole bunch of day-old bread. Quit your bitching.”

I didn’t have the same excuse for when I loaded a second bag into his pocket dimension, this time a pile of leftovers and vegetable cuttings. They were from Naan Stop, an Indian restaurant that had become one of my favorites, a place that Herald and I liked to visit on date nights. I pulled my hoodie over my head as I snuck the trash bag away from the dumpster, just in case one of the employees happened about and noticed me.

“Oh gods,” Vanitas breathed. “I like Indian as much as the next guy but – oh, oh gods, help me.”

“First of all, you’re being a huge drama queen,” I said. “Second, and I can’t believe I’m just now realizing this, I didn’t even know you could smell things.”

“I didn’t either,” Vanitas groaned. “How much onion is in here? How much garlic? I’m dying, Dust. I must be dying.”

I shadowstepped all the way from the dumpster back home to the Boneyard, partly to get Vanitas to stop whining so much. It was safer to be off the streets at night, anyway, not that I really had anything to be afraid of anymore. Not thugs, not demons, not entities. I swallowed thickly as I reappeared in the Boneyard and headed for Carver’s offices. Nothing bothered me anymore. Nothing but Agatha Black, and the Eldest.

“Oh my God,” Gil growled from all the way down the corridor. “What the – did you just bring home like an entire bag of raw onions? Dust, what did you do?”

“Oh my God,” I echoed, growing more irritated when I found him with his hand clapped over his nose. “It’s just some leftovers. But I think I might have grabbed the wrong bag. They tossed a whole bunch of raw onion and garlic in there. Like a lot of it. Maybe it was going bad, I don’t know, but how can you even smell when it’s – ”

“Oh my God,” Sterling shouted. “Who the hell is trying to murder me in here? You can’t kill me with garlic. Many have tried, you sons of bitches, and – oh. It’s just you.”

Sterling folded his arms across his chest, the wind knocked out of him by the sight of me. I narrowed my eyes at him, trying not to get any angrier, because I didn’t want either of us to continue having this weird, stupid fight.

“Can the two of you really smell that?” I said. “It’s in an entirely different dimension, guys, how could you possibly – ”

“Gods above and below, Dustin, what toxic hell have you brought into our home?”

Carver came storming out of one of the corridors, his fingers pinched across his nose, Banjo nipping at his heels.

I scratched the back of my neck. “Maybe my sense of smell is just really, really terrible.”

“Get me the hell out of here,” Vanitas shouted.

I flipped open my backpack, dodging out of the way as Vanitas sped out of his dimension, a greenish-gold blur desperate to get out of his onion-y cavern. I got a whiff of garlic as he flew out, and yeah, okay. They weren’t exaggerating.

“The good news,” Carver said, “is that part of the food you’ve collected will be consumed as we summon your devilish little friend. The bad news is that it will take the rest of my immortal life to scrub the smell of so much garlic and onion out of my undead respiratory system.”

“Everyone here is a drama queen,” I said, my eyes watering as I extracted the bag of what I was beginning to understand really was just raw onions and garlic, followed by the bag of bread. Banjo sniffed at one, then the other, then retched before he trotted off to push his face into his bowl of water. I shook my head. “No exceptions. Everyone.”



Chapter 9





Asher and Mason came down the corridor from our living area. Asher was probably doing a better job of hiding his dismay, but Mason winced the very moment he stepped onto the platform that held Carver’s office.

“Oh,” Mason said. “Oh wow. We should – we should get this over with as soon as possible.”

“Agreed,” Asher said, coughing as politely as he could into his hand. “I’ll do the honors.”

He collected a piece of chalk from somewhere in Carver’s desk drawers, quickly and expertly drawing out a makeshift summoning circle on the ground, tracing it around the twin bags of leftovers I’d collected. Mason hauled over the third bag, the one from Mama Rosa’s restaurant, then produced a glowing golden knife from the palm of his hand, summoning it from the Vestments. I bit my tongue, holding back a comment about how frigging cool I still found it that he could conjure just about any weapon he could borrow from heaven’s armory.

Huh. Which gave me an idea. I studied him as he slit each of the garbage bags open, his free hand covering his mouth and his nose. We did need a sword from the celestials to complete the Apotheosis. Mason was probably our key for that. One down, I thought. Actually, with Vanitas, that was two down, and if Scrimshaw gave us the information we needed, it’d be three swords down, and only two to go.

“We’d better get this started,” Gil said, his eyes puffy, his T-shirt pulled halfway up his torso and covering his mouth. “I can’t take this much longer.”

I couldn’t judge. Poor guy had werewolf senses even in his human form, after all. Fine. I went down on my knees, holding my hand out to Mason, who immediately understood. He took my hand, then carefully cut a shallow, surgical line into the tip of my finger. My blood dripped into the circle, hissing as it fell onto the stone.

I closed my eyes, prepared to intone the marketing copy I’d long ago memorized off of the back of Snacky Yum-Yum packages, when the smell of onions and garlic was instantly overpowered by the horrific stench of farts. I didn’t even get the first word of my incantation out, stumbling back as I coughed, desperate to clear the repulsive odor out of my lungs.

“Oh my God,” Sterling cried out. “This is so much worse.”

My eyes flew open to find Scrimshaw, the misshapen little bronze imp, already swimming through the humongous pile of leftovers we’d acquired for him. Mercifully, just as Carver said, the ritual had consumed the smellier bits of the imp’s meal in a merrily burning arcane fire, which had the lovely side effect of keeping the food nice and toasty for Scrimshaw’s benefit. He was doing some very indecent things to a stale baguette when I finally got myself together and cleared my throat.

“Scrimshaw,” I said. “Dude. Scrimshaw. Stop it. Stop that.”

“Hmm,” he moaned, finding a pile of longganisa – Filipino sausages – to do further awful things with.

“By the gods, imp, pull yourself together,” Carver barked.

Scrimshaw paused midway through molesting a cream-filled donut. He looked gingerly around himself, his metallic eyes reflecting the glow of the summoning fires. He blinked once, then gave us a toothy, impish grin.

“Old friends,” Scrimshaw said warmly, his gaze settling on me. “And some new faces, too. What can wee Scrimshaw do for you?”

“Nice touch with the rhyming,” I said, getting down on my haunches.

See, it’s always good to speak to someone on their level. I didn’t want to remind Scrimshaw of our difference in size. It was, in a weird kind of way, a show of respect, which was always important when it came to communions and forging spiritual contracts.

“We need something big from you,” I said. “Huge. A huge, big old favor.”

Scrimshaw’s gaze flitted around the room, his eyes filling with concern, and suspicion. “And – and what does this favor entail, exactly?”

Asher knelt down next to me, speaking in as friendly a voice as he could muster. “We need you to steal a sword from a demon prince.”

Good thing I’d gotten on my knees, because it meant that I had time to grab Scrimshaw by the waist before he could get away. “I should’ve known something was off when I saw all the food you prepared for me. I should have known!” He kicked and spat and screeched, his skin burning like a metal teapot in my hand, but I persisted.

“We just want to talk,” Asher said. “If you can’t help us steal something, then we just want to talk. If you won’t do this for us, then at least tell us what we can do. Tell us which of the princes we should target.”

I placed Scrimshaw gently down on his mountain of leftovers, holding my hands out as a show of trust, then backed away from the circle. His gaze shifted from one face to another, then fell on his feast of baguettes and sausages. His eyes widened, his little hands wringing together as his little brain ran through his prospects. Something clicked in his face just then, as if he realized that he didn’t have to put himself in danger, after all.

“We just need information, old buddy,” I said, softly. “Just information, and you can have all the food you want.”

Scrimshaw ran one hand across his brow, sweeping away the metallic sheen of sweat that had formed there. His little belly inflated as he drew in a deep breath, then sighed.

“Belphegor. You want Belphegor.”



Chapter 10





Pages and pages of ancient parchment rustled as Carver magically flipped through the dusty tome floating between his fingers.

“Belphegor,” he repeated. “The demon prince of sloth.”

“That’s the one,” Scrimshaw sniffed. “You didn’t have to go and verify it. I’m not gonna pull one over on you guys.”

The tome snapped shut, then disappeared in a plume of amber fire. Carver smiled sweetly at the imp, an uncharacteristic expression coming from him.

“You know better than I do, dear friend, that history’s demonologists have argued and clashed over which of the princes represent each of the seven deadly sins.”

Scrimshaw nodded, pawing at a mound of scrambled eggs. “That’s a good point. Nobody can ever make up their damn minds.” He shoveled two tiny handfuls of scrambled eggs into his face, chewing noisily. “And it’s all so political, actually. Sometimes someone else takes the post. Well, not for very long, really. Just until they get killed.”

Mason smoothed down his jeans as he took a spot on the floor, sitting just inches away from Scrimshaw and his disgusting throne of flaming leftovers.

“So why Belphegor, exactly?” he said, his face open with curiosity, and the kind of reserved, intelligent charm he sometimes whipped out when it felt convenient. “What makes them different?”

“Put it this way,” Scrimshaw said, munching. “If you’re thinking of stealing from one of the princes, there’s no way in all the hells that you’d want to go up against someone like, say, wrath, or pride. That’s just asking to be put into a world of pain.”

Asher nudged me in the ribs. “I like him. He’s very sensible, for a demon.”

Scrimshaw’s little chest puffed up with pride. “I really am. Thank you. But back to my point: sloth is possibly the least dangerous of the seven princes, mainly because they aren’t quite as temperamental or as vengeful as the other six.”

Gil nodded, then grunted as he stepped closer to the circle, eyeing me pointedly. “And let’s not forget how much Mammon is still nursing a hate-boner for Dustin.”

I held my hands up, eyes wide with annoyance. “What, just me? Really? I’m pretty sure Mammon hates all of us. Especially Banjo, who, let’s not forget, exploded Mammon all over the Boneyard with a single bark.” I winked at Banjo. “No offense, little buddy.”

Banjo angled his head up at me. “Arf.”

“If the demon prince of greed has lingering grievances with Daddy’s Little Murderer, then they can take it up with me.” Carver poked a thumb at his own chest. “Daddy.”

I stifled a laugh, but Carver looked completely serious, his chin lifted in open defiance.

“Right,” Sterling said, grunting impatiently, one hand still over his nose and mouth. “So, about this Belphegor. You’re suggesting we find a way into sloth’s hell, then steal a sword right out from under their nose? What kind of idiot just waltzes into a prince’s kingdom?”

Scrimshaw scoffed. “Pah. Aren’t you boys lucky that you summoned me, then? The first flaw in your plan is thinking that you could ever accomplish that. You don’t just saunter into one of the seven greatest hells and expect to get away with it. No. You’re going to deal with the prince the way that demons love. You’re going to bargain with Belphegor.”

I winced, narrowing my eyes. “Hmm. Yeah. That didn’t work out so well the last time. My memory’s fuzzy and I’ve probably got a couple of our agreements muddled, but the net result of bargaining with Mammon is that they want me dead.”

Scrimshaw pushed his fists into his waist, his stomach glistening and bulbous. “Well, can you blame them? You blew them up, and you didn’t hand over the corgi. Or the nephilim.” He gave Mason a curt salute. “No offense, buddy.”

“None taken,” Mason said. “But I think you’ve got it right.” He looked around at the rest of us, that righteous, decisive look already on his face – the one that reminded me that he really was Samyaza’s son. “I think it’s the best option we have, you guys. Really, it’s either a suicide mission into one of seven hells, or we bargain with sloth.”

“Hang on,” Sterling growled. “What if this is a trick? What if this little imp’s working with Mammon, like the last time?”

Carver held up a hand before Scrimshaw or I could protest. “Sterling. Don’t be so rude to our guest. Let us recall events as they transpired. Our poor friend Scrimshaw was bewitched by the demon prince of greed. That was an unusual situation.”

Sterling’s leather jacket squeaked as he folded his arms and stamped his foot. I wanted to let him get on my nerves, this bratty tantrum he was extending across the entire Boneyard despite only being pissed at me – and unfairly, at that – but Carver’s explanation came back to me. This was Sterling trying to be a friend, despite how horribly he was coming off.

“Then it’s settled.” Gil backed away from the circle again, waving his hand under his nose. “We go and find Belphegor, and we bargain. Where do we find them?”

Scrimshaw paused long enough from attacking a sausage to look down at his wrist. He wasn’t wearing a watch, but that didn’t stop him from peering closer. Whatever invisible device he had strapped there apparently had the answer.

“It looks like Belphegor is – wow, typical. They’re somewhere in the Philippines right now. Go figure.”

I shook my head. “Wait. Sorry. I thought we’d just have to go and find their tether or something. Mammon has one at an ATM in a rundown building, right here in the city.”

“That’s not how it works for sloth. Belphegor kind of wanders wherever they please. And right now, they’re chilling on some white, sandy beach somewhere in the equator. A place called Calaguas Island.”

Asher stared at a spot on the floor, his brow wrinkled in thought, before he spoke again. “With the time difference, it should be around noon or so. Maybe one at most. Which means that Sterling can’t come along.”

Sterling stamped his foot again, his head turning away as he gave a soft scoff. “Who said I wanted to come? I didn’t want to go anyway.”

I rolled my eyes, but bit my tongue. Carver sighed.

“It doesn’t matter. The Boneyard goes to bargain, not to battle. Dustin, Gilberto, Mason. The three of you will go to the Philippines.”

I stammered. “What? Just like that? How much do tickets even cost? When do we leave? And I have to pack, too. Also, I don’t have a passport.” I turned to Asher, forgetting in that moment that he’d never even been home to the Philippines before. “How’s the weather?”

Carver sighed a second time. “I will transport the three of you there with a sending spell. It really isn’t that difficult, Dustin.”

Asher cleared his throat. “If you don’t mind, Carver, I’d really, really like to go, too. A lot.”

Mason got up off the floor, dusting off the back of his jeans. “If it’s a matter of how many people you can send with one spell, I’m happy to back down if it means Asher gets to go.” It was quick, but the smile Asher gave him was full of warm gratitude.

Carver waved his hand. “A field trip it is, then. I shall send the four of you. Dustin, I trust you will manage well enough to shadowstep everyone back home.”

My eyes went as huge as saucers. “I’m sorry – halfway across the world? How many thousands of miles is that even? I can’t do that. I could die.”

For the third time, Carver sighed, which was starting to get annoying because I was pretty sure he was only doing it for effect – the man didn’t actually need to breathe.

“Very well. A quick afternoon jaunt with the five of us. Sterling, you will remain here and keep guard. And do keep Banjo company.”

Sterling kicked at the ground, sticking his hands deep inside his jacket pockets. “Fine. Come on, you little mutt. Let’s go run you around the Boneyard, get you some exercise.”

Banjo barked happily, taking off and nipping at Sterling’s heels.

“And I’ll stay here,” Scrimshaw said, burping. “Where it’s safe. Far, far away from demon princes.”

Carver nodded in amicable agreement, then looked worriedly down the corridor that Sterling had taken.

Gil patted him on the arm, tutted, and shook his head. “He’s being a huge baby about all this, but I’m sure he’ll get over it.”

“Yeah,” Asher said, clapping one hand on my shoulder. “Sterling doesn’t like being left out, but he’ll be fine. You’ll see.”

I happened to lock gazes with Carver just then, which was when I understood. Sterling was the only one at the Boneyard who knew about the true nature of the Apotheosis. The others had no idea what was in store for me, much less why Sterling was being so pissy. Carver very subtly shook his head, and I bit my lip.

“Yeah,” I echoed. “A baby. He’ll be fine.”

Like a pro – impressive, considering he got fairly nauseous the last time – Mason herded the five of us into a tight circle on the stone floor. Carver muttered softly to himself in a dead, ancient tongue, and wisps of orange fire licked up from the cracks between the stones, bathing us in both warmth and the unsettling, staticky sensation of teleportation magic.

Carver snapped his fingers, and little by little, I felt parts of me vanish. “Time to go on an adventure, children.”

Asher beamed at us, his eyes almost wet as they reflected the flames of the sending spell. “Time to go home.”
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It was hot. Not stiflingly so, but just enough to know that it was hotter than what I was used to, brighter than the California sun. The air was different, too. Moister, if that made sense. It was the humidity. But all of those sensations paled to the sheer visual majesty of Calaguas Island.

Bright sand, white and powdery, greeted us, the long, generous stretch of beach only interrupted by the tallest, greenest coconut trees I’d ever seen. I know the sky is meant to be one size, that same canopy that covers any span of earth you’re standing on, but my God, it seemed so much huger. The biggest, bluest sky I’d ever seen, and beneath it, pristine waters, sparkling like liquid sapphire, flowing off into forever.

Well, hot damn. Welcome to the Philippines.

“Oh my God,” Asher said.

“Okay, chill,” Gil said, placing one huge hand over his shoulder.

But Asher was faster than that, more slippery. He wriggled out from under Gil’s grasp, ripped off his shirt, then went running straight for the water.

“Oh my Goood,” he shouted, his voice trailing off as he plunged into the crystal blue.

“Damn it,” Gil grunted, sprinting off after him.

Carver looked unperturbed and only shrugged. “A quick dip can’t harm the boy,” he said. “It’s his first taste of home, after all. Now, the question is: has the imp deceived us?” He placed a hand over his eyes, scanning the beach. “I see no signs of a demon prince.”

“Aww, come on, you guys,” I said. “Scrimshaw hasn’t ever steered us wrong. Well, except for that one time.”

“Over there,” Mason said. “Just one recliner, and just the one lady in it.”

Carver’s false eye pulsed with light as he observed the lone figure. “Well spotted, Mason. That is indeed our quarry. The two of you, follow. Tread lightly.”

It was odd seeing Carver negotiate a sandbar in classy leather shoes, yet doing a good job of it. I was having a hard enough time in sneakers, and no matter how carefully I stepped, sand was getting into my socks anyway. Mason didn’t seem to mind, quietly enjoying the view for what it was worth. Said view, between you and me, happened to include the woman in the recliner.

She wasn’t unfamiliar with the concept of tanning, that was for sure. Or regular exercise, for that matter. The demon prince of sloth occupied a body that could hardly be considered sloth-like. In fact, she was built like a supermodel, wearing an incredibly flattering and incredibly skimpy white cut of fabric that, I suppose, could charitably be described as a swimsuit.

Yet it all made sense. Sloth could manifest in different shapes, after all, and in some sense, luxury was just another form of it. In an enormous wide-brimmed hat and equally enormous sunglasses, Belphegor looked like she belonged in a magazine ad for some high-end resort. On a tiny table beside her, a pink cocktail glistened, dew dripping down its side, a tiny yellow umbrella poking over its rim. Picture perfect.

I nudged Carver as we approached. “I think I have an idea of how to handle this,” I muttered. “Flattery should work wonders.”

He gestured towards the recliner. “Well, Mr. Graves. Be my guest.”

I whistled loudly, trying to draw her attention. The woman lowered her sunglasses, her eyes glinting with bored annoyance as they fixed on me.

“Dang,” I said. “Sorry, ma’am, we were just looking for the demon prince of sloth. My mistake, seems we’ve found the prince of lust instead.”

The woman’s eyes trailed up, then down my body, and she chuckled, pushing her sunglasses back up her face. “Save your flattery for someone else, darkling mage,” she said, her voice languid and lilting, the exact sound a slant of sunbeam might hypothetically make as it streams through a window and makes a warm puddle on a parquet floor. “We know all about you and your monogamy. So boring.”

I felt myself redden even more in the hot sun, and I tugged on my collar. “Uh, you know about me, huh?”

Belphegor stretched out even farther on the recliner, as loose and relaxed as limp spaghetti. “I know all about you, baby. Everyone does. And I know that you’re here about a sword.”

Silence fell over us. How much did Belphegor really know? That must have meant that the other demon princes had word of what was happening on earth as well. Did she know about Scrimshaw, too? Was he in trouble?

Asher’s distant laughter and the splashing of water broke the quiet. Belphegor lifted her head, pushed her hat off, and raised her sunglasses again. She smiled as she caught sight of Asher.

“Look out for jellyfish and sea urchins,” she yelled out, before leaning into the recliner again. “Cute kid. You should let your pet necromancer out of your little mausoleum more often, lich.”

I could feel the contempt rising off of Carver’s body in waves. I knew that there wasn’t any prior history between him and the demon prince, but Carver, more than anyone, understood the value of information. Belphegor having that tiniest little edge over us put us at a disadvantage, as far as bargaining was concerned.

“I find,” Carver said, “that it is extremely prudent to protect my students. They are most precious to me. They are valuable.”

“Indeed,” Belphegor said, sitting up as she removed her shades. Her eyes were a startling brown, like a tiger, too beautiful to be completely human. “Your students are valuable. But they are not valuables. Not jewels to be kept in a box.”

Beside me, Mason flinched. Those were his exact words, once, the way he described how Carver had a tendency to keep him and Asher locked up tight in the Boneyard.

“Don’t look so surprised, nephilim,” Belphegor said, chuckling as she squirted something white out of a little tube into the palm of her hand. “Mammon was so pissed off about not being able to acquire you for their collection. Imagine that, a menagerie, just so Mammon has something to look at.” There was something mesmerizing in the way Belphegor rubbed the lotion into her sun-kissed skin, how the corner of her mouth curved with the laziest little smile. “Imagine that, spending the rest of your life in a zoo.”

“And Mason will be always be spared such a fate,” Carver said, stepping decisively between demon prince and nephilim. “Unless what is left of my body is obliterated. Now. About the sword.”

Belphegor groaned, then leaned back in her recliner, rubbing more lotion into her neck, down the crevices of her chest. “Yes, yes. The sword. I don’t care what you want it for. I don’t care what you need it for. All I know is that you need a demon-forged blade for – well, something. And you’ll get it.” She tilted her head towards me, addressing me directly. “I’ve got the perfect one, too. Duskfang, once wielded by a powerful demon general, forged from the gore of a thousand men by history’s greatest bloodsmith.”

Bloodsmith?

“Oh wow,” Mason muttered. “Is that true?”

Belphegor waved her hand vaguely. “Sure. Why the hell not. It’s going to take a while for me to acquire the damn thing, though. I know you guys are on some stupid deadline to save the world or whatever, but it’s going to take me a couple of days to find it. A week, tops.”

“We don’t have a week,” Carver growled.

“Ugh,” Belphegor said, reaching for her drink. “Are you humans always this annoying? I don’t remember you people being so annoying.”

“Dustin Graves!”

The voice boomed from far across the water, and my heart leapt up my throat as I recognized who it came from.

“No,” I muttered, scanning the shore and, to my dismay, finding a silver-haired man standing waist-deep in the water. “Poseidon? Again?”
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“Meddlers,” Carver hissed. He threw out his hand, a lasso of orange fire racing towards the shore as he gestured. With deadly precision, the rope of flames looped around Asher’s body, catching him tight. Asher yelped as Carver gestured again, pulling him directly towards our huddle. Gil followed in his wake, running like the devil himself was chasing him. Carver turned his head slightly, then murmured. “Duck.”

Asher went sailing over my head, making a soft, bodily thump and a confused “Oof” as he fell into the sand. Mason just had enough time to check on him before Poseidon’s voice rang out across the dunes again.

“Traitor,” he shouted, brandishing his trident, a slab of glistening muscle and wet hair. “Blasphemer. First you consort with the Great Beasts, and now I find you striking bargains with a demon prince of hell?”

I clapped both hands to either side of my mouth. “It’s not what it looks like.” Actually, to be fair, it was exactly what it looked like. “Leave us alone. You don’t know what you’re getting into, Mr. Poseidon, sir.” That’s how you treat entities with respect, right? Nailed it.

Poseidon’s face twisted with fury. It must have been the wrong thing to say. He didn’t speak again, only raising his trident, pointing it directly at our group. I thought it was a vague, idle gesture, until I noticed the waters rising.

“All I wanted was a tan,” Belphegor moaned, speaking more to herself than anybody else. “I just wanted to hang out on my own. White sandy beaches, crystal blue water. But does Belphegor ever get what she wants? Ugh. So annoying.”

“Shit,” I said. “We’ve got to get out of here.”

“Not until we complete the bargain,” Carver barked. “We defend ourselves, show this entity that we are not to be trifled with.”

“Easy for you to say,” Gil said, wiping sweat off his brow, “but we’ve been trifled with twice now. Poseidon means business. Also, unrelated, but I’m not the best swimmer.”

Carver didn’t even look at Gil when he responded. “Head inland.” He lifted one hand, a tremendous plume of amber fire dancing from his fingers. “Allow me to handle this.”

Belphegor swatted Carver’s hand out of the way, much to his very obvious displeasure. I hadn’t even noticed her peeling herself out of the recliner. “Let the grownups handle this one, lich,” she purred. “Honestly, I take a day off, and do I even get to relax? No. Of course not. Do you people know what’s more annoying than humans? Spoiler alert: gods. It’s gods.”

Sibilant, stuttering noises left her lips, words stranger still than anything I’d ever heard Carver use in his incantations, a language that instinctively sounded as if it was built on hate, and deceit, and pain. I winced and flinched as Belphegor kept speaking the infernal tongue, every small syllable resonating with something inside me that told me it was evil, and wrong, yet powerful. Ancient and enormously powerful.

I was right. The ocean kept on rising under Poseidon’s command – but now it was boiling, too. His eyes went huge with surprise as he looked down into the waters, his skin already turning red from the immense heat. As bubbles frothed and roiled to the surface, forced there by the power of Belphegor’s horrible prayer, Poseidon threw his head back and screamed.

The flash of lightning was sudden, as was the crack of thunder that followed. It struck Poseidon’s trident at its tip, setting his entire body ablaze in a pillar of blinding electricity. Then, just as quickly as the lightning came, it was gone – along with Poseidon.

“Oh,” Belphegor said. “Oops. What was that about?”

I cocked an eyebrow. “Wait. What? You boiled the sea. Didn’t you summon that lightning bolt, too?”

She raised her hands, shrugging. “That wasn’t me.”

It felt like my entire body had been plunged into a tub of ice. Dread and sweat poured out of me in buckets. I knew where that lightning came from.

“Listen,” Belphegor said, laying one delicate, bronzed hand on Carver’s shoulder. He glared at her, and at the streaks of suntan lotion she left on his suit. “Sorry about all that stuff earlier, swatting you out of the fight and what not. It would have gotten you into more trouble with Poseidon if you’d fired any shots. At least this way, he’s only pissed at me. Right?”

I looked from her to the empty ocean, then up to the clouds, then back. “You do realize that you’ve drawn someone else’s attention, right?”

Belphegor blinked at me. “Sorry. I don’t follow.”

I threw my hands up. “One of Poseidon’s brothers? Lives on top of a mountain, likes to throw lightning bolts? That was an emergency rescue.”

She chuckled. “Oh, you mean Zeus? Is that what that lightning was about?”

Gil pushed his fingers into his eyelids, massaging his eyeballs. Carver cursed to himself in what might have been Arabic. Asher stared at the sky, his skin raw from being dragged through sand. “We’re dead, aren’t we?” he said to no one in particular.

“Ugh,” Belphegor said. “Listen. That spell I used made me burn like a million calories. That’s more than I’ve used in the past decade. You’d think I’d get some thanks for saving your butts, but whatever. Not my problem. Anyway, the sword. Duskfang. Are we still on or what?”

Carver’s hands were curled into tight balls, shaking, but his voice was even as he spoke. “What have we got to lose now?” he said through clenched teeth.

“Sweet. Okay, cool. What I want in return is a favor.” She cocked her hip, rubbing her chin as she cast her gaze over us. “From you.”

Mason stared at her in quiet bafflement.

“Absolutely not,” Carver snarled.

“What? What! I’m not going to hurt him. Don’t be so annoying. Just, I’ll have a favor to ask, something for the future.” I could see Belphegor’s eyes rolling from behind her sunglasses. She raised one hand, then placed the other over her heart. “I swear I’m not going to put him in harm’s way. Sloth’s honor.”

Well, we all knew what that really amounted to, I thought. But I said nothing.

“I’ll do it,” Mason blurted out.

Carver could have exploded right out of his skin. “Gods above and below, Mason, I – ”

“I know what I’m doing,” Mason blustered back. “I’m not an idiot. I know exactly what she is. We’ve lost enough time here. We need to keep moving, figure out the next blade.”

Belphegor patted him on the shoulder. “You see? Smart boy. Exactly why I asked him specifically. Now all of you get the hell off the island. It’s still my day off. I want to catch more of these sweet rays.”

I knew I shouldn’t have said anything else, but I just had to. “Isn’t – isn’t every day your day off? Prince of sloth, I mean.”

“Very funny,” Belphegor said, lounging back down on her recliner, putting on her sunglasses, then pulling her huge hat down over her head. “Now get the hell off the island.”

Belphegor snapped her fingers. As her demon magics whisked us away, I heard the very last thing she said.

“Ugh. So annoying.”
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I blinked, looking up into a near-total darkness broken only by the wavering of small, fiery lights. My back was cold, pressed against stone. Oh, good. We were back in the Boneyard.

I patted myself down, running my hands over all the regular spots to check that all of my pieces had been teleported to the same location. Granted, I’d never actually heard of someone leaving their wiener behind in a teleportation accident, but you never know. I turned my head to find Mason doing the same. He sighed in relief.

“Yeah, he’s still down there,” he said.

Gil growled from somewhere above us. “If the two of you are done playing with yourselves, I can help you to your feet. But give me the hands that weren’t touching your dicks.”

“It’s fine,” I groaned as I pushed myself to my feet.

I looked around for the others. Carver was standing off to the side, unmussed and unsullied, his hair and suit as perfect as always as he gazed quietly into the abyss. Asher was lying in a wet, salty puddle on the floor. Banjo yipped excitedly as he came down the corridor, pausing to lick at Asher’s face. Sterling followed, avoiding stepping into the saltwater with his boots.

“Did you have a nice time?” he said, offering Asher one hand.

“The best,” Asher said, a dreamy smile on his lips.

Look, I was happy that some of us had fun out there, but I’m not going to lie: we suddenly had some bigger problems. Huge ones. I stepped up to Carver, gazing out into the void beyond the stone platforms of our home, waiting for him to speak first.

“You of all people should know that this doesn’t bode well for us, Dustin.”

I nodded. “Uh-huh. Yep. This is not ideal. Like, at all.”

Carver sighed. “First the All-Father, and now Zeus? That had to have been him. He sent that lightning bolt to save his brother from Belphegor.”

I nodded again. “I don’t think we’ve ever seen gods up against demons before. Not to mention against the Great Beasts, just the other day at Lucero. I’m kind of really worried about what’s coming next.”

Carver finally turned to me, his face flat, at first, until a somewhat forced smile came to his lips. “I suppose we shall do what you do, Mr. Graves, and improvise for the moment. At least we know that the demon sword is secured. That leaves three more. I have some ideas on the matter of the others. Pray, rest for now. You must rest. All of you. Come see me in the morning. I will have more to tell then.”

He swept off towards his offices as soon as he finished, Banjo already chasing after him as he left. I heard the soft, musical noise of Carver’s laughter as he bent down to scoop the corgi up into his arms, but I knew that he was just as on edge as I was. We basically had one of the swords in the bag, sure. But at what cost?

“You’re going straight in the shower,” Sterling said, dragging Asher towards the dormitories by the upper arm. “It’s been a while since I’ve gone swimming, but you don’t want saltwater crusting all up in your nether bits.”

Asher stumbled after him, wet feet padding along the stone floor. “My shirt,” he said, looking around. “I think we forgot it on the island.”

“Right here, buddy,” Mason said, jogging up to them, shirt in hand.

Gil went off in search of a beer, which left me alone in the living area. Well, unless you counted Scrimshaw, who was still working through his huge pile of trash food.

Beer in hand, Gil wandered off to his bedroom. It wasn’t the worst idea – Carver was right, I absolutely need to relax – so I grabbed one for myself and slumped into the couch. Nothing like a beer after a long, hard day of work, even if work meant sucking up to a temperamental demon prince and ending up owing them for saving your hide from an angry ocean god.

The beer was cool, the sofa was soft, and I was content, at least for a little while. I’d snagged a little bag of chips off the counter, too, something to munch on while I sipped my beer. Scrimshaw didn’t seem at all bothered by my presence, and in fact might have been emboldened by it, digging faster and harder into his mound of delights. I watched him with casual interest as I chomped on my potato chips, finding the whole thing oddly meditative.

Scrimshaw’s incessant smacking, chewing sounds were almost relaxing. They should have been disgusting, frankly, but maybe my body yearned to resonate with something mundane, basic, and normal for once, the evolutionary sensation of safety as you share a meal around the proverbial bonfire with someone from your tribe – even if that someone happened to be a bare-ass naked copper-skinned demon that was only a few inches tall.

“I thought you’d be too tired to stick around,” Scrimshaw said through a mouthful of food. “Thanks for hanging out.”

I stretched out on the couch, sighing as I heard some of my joints pop. “No problem,” I said. “I kinda just wanted to unwind, you know?”

Scrimshaw sucked noisily at the tips of his fingers. “Oh, I do, for sure. I don’t know if it’s just my contact with you, but I’ve been drawing a little bit of attention from the demonic courts myself, lately. Seems to me that quite a few of them are willing to pay a fair amount for information on you and your friends.” He smirked at me and tapped the side of his head. “But I’m smart. I won’t ever sell you guys out.”

I chuckled. “Not unless it’s really worth it, right?”

He scoffed. “Well, maybe. But the problem is, when a demon realizes he can’t buy you, he decides the next best option is to beat it out of you. Good thing I’m slippery.” He picked up what looked like a little mound of mashed potatoes. Going by memory, Scrimshaw loved potatoes, in any form. “Speaking of which, how’d things go with Belphegor?”

I sighed. “About as well as they could with demon nobility, I think. She promised to find us a sword. But we were, uh, interrupted by a god, and now I think that I’m in more trouble than when I started.”

“Pssh,” Scrimshaw said, waving one hand limply at the wrist. “So what.”

I sat up, swallowing a mouthful of beer before voicing my question. “What do you mean, so what?”

He raised one eyebrow, giving me a weary look. “Listen. There’s a reason we get along, you and I. Several reasons, in fact, but one of the most critical is how we’re both sneaky, like. Slippery. You deal with all-powerful entities all the damn time, and I have to dodge the demon princes. Did you know I had to cut my contract with that wizard I was working for? It’s been that wild. The point is, that’s our defining trait. We’re survivors. Improvisors. Big old fakers.”

I laughed heartily, feeling oddly at ease around, let’s face it, this tiny demon straight out of hell. “Fakers?”

Scrimshaw burped. “That’s right. Fakers. Charlatans. Rogues. We just fake it till we make it, ’cause that’s what we are.”

I leaned into the sofa, raising my beer to my lips. “I don’t think I’m going to be able to fake my way out of this one, Scrimshaw. Not at all, if I’m honest.”

“Pssh. You’ll find a way. What’s that stupid thing you like to say? Trust in yourself. Trust in Dustin.”

I smiled at him, not even bothering to guess how he knew about my dumb little catchphrase. “You know, I really needed to hear that. I don’t know how much of my situation I can really control anymore, but – thanks, Scrimshaw. You’re good people.”

He nodded sagely, waving a tiny hand. “I know, I know.” He looked up at me with metallic eyes, blinking innocently. “Now what’s a good person like me got to do to get a beer around here?”



Chapter 14





For a gaggle of misfits and mages, you’d think that my friends and I would spend more time in libraries sifting through dusty tomes and ancient grimoires. It’s not that I hate reading. I quite enjoy it, really, as an inexpensive method of learning even more ways to fake and fiddle my way through life.

It’s just that life in the arcane underground teaches you to be cautious and wary about things you never knew to be cautious and wary about, and that includes destructive grimoires that could be lurking in wait. A misplaced scroll of disintegration, maybe, or even a tome left by someone as a trap – the kind that captures you between its covers, never ending no matter how many times you flip its pages, eventually driving you completely insane.

At least that was my excuse for staying out of libraries.

“You’re not going to find any of those here,” Herald grumbled. “And if you want any hope of securing the third sword, you’re going to have to help me look through at least some of these books.”

Drastic times called for drastic measures, so I let him drag me by the scruff into an actual library. To be fair, Herald was right. You don’t really find any of the more lethal literary works sitting out in plain sight. Stuff like the Tome of Annihilation and the Book of Plagues you’ll only ever see sleeping in the personal library of some crotchety old wizard, or some wealthy yet ignorant collector, or worst of all, as part of the coveted treasures of the demon prince of greed.

But Valero Public Library? That’s not the kind of place where you’ll randomly stumble upon books of shadows, or booby-trapped old grimoires with a taste for human fingers. It was the same library we unsuccessfully searched for the Tome of Annihilation, after all. Incidentally, it was also the first time I met Samyaza.

Valero Public was, however, a good place to start for finding some easily accessible information, specifically the name of any kind of sword that was attached to the human realm. All we needed were some books of fables and mythology, and a willingness to scour through them all afternoon long.

“Ideally, we’d also want for these stories to be true,” Herald said. “Because what the hell is the point of going out to find a mythical sword if it never existed in the first place?”

I rubbed my hands through my hair, groaning as I stared at the pile of books Herald had assigned me to sift through. “Why couldn’t we have just used the internet?”

He gave me the kind of look a teacher might give a student just before he rapped them across the knuckles with a wooden ruler. “You know very well that you can only find some things in books. The internet isn’t the answer for everything, Dustin.”

I scoffed, smearing myself across the table and splaying my arms over the books. “It is for porn.”

Herald smirked, then smacked me on the forearm. “Get to work.”

“I don’t wanna.”

I was exaggerating, of course. We had pretty much everyone we knew on the case helping to narrow down the choice of blade for the hunt. And this meant that I could spend more time with Herald. Every precious day with him counted, the closer we got to completing the reagents for the Apotheosis. Every second with him seemed to be worth so much more.

“I’m pretty confident we’ll find something,” Herald said. “Historically speaking, there have been tons of legendary swords explicitly wielded by purely human users. Kings, knights, heroes, that kind of thing. The trick is finding something that isn’t locked up in a museum somewhere.”

“This one,” I said, stabbing randomly at an image in an open book, mainly because the pictured sword looked so damn pretty. “I say we look for this one.”

He nudged the book closer to himself, narrowing his eyes as he peered at the entry before giving me a disapproving frown. “What did I just say? That’s Joyeuse.”

“Pretty name.”

“I agree. But it’s also locked up in a fancy display in France. Belonged to a French king. Charlemagne? You may have heard of him. They used Joyeuse for coronations and stuff. Keep looking, and no more museum artifacts, unless you like the idea of breaking in to steal them yourself.”

“You’re so smart,” I mumbled lazily, grinning at him. “How do you know so much?”

“Don’t patronize me, Dust,” he said, smiling to himself anyway, visibly tickled by the non-compliment. “Good thing we have Team Borica to pick up the slack for you.”

I chuckled. “Yeah. Good thing.”

Borica was the name Herald had started to fondly call the queer little alliance we’d formed between the Boneyard and the friendlier bits of the Lorica – Prudence, Bastion, and all the others. The jury was out on whether Team Borica or Team Loneyard was a better name for our group. It felt right, either way.

“We’ll figure this out,” I said. “If we don’t find something in the old stories, I’m sure that the others will.”

Herald nodded. “What’s encouraging is that we know a lot of them are true, or at least partially so.”

“More like all. Every encounter we’ve had with myths and legends, with the entities? Some of the details might be wrong, but there’s always a grain of truth in there somewhere. There’s a reason those stories exist.”

“Because they’re rooted in something. I like how you’re thinking.” He reached over, squeezed my hand, then went back to scanning his books. And I knew I should have done the same, but it was too distracting, too difficult to do that with Herald so nearby, being so fundamentally – well, Herald.

The way the sunlight streamed in through the windows, how it struck tiny motes of dust that rose from clothbound books as Herald spread them open, how they struck his hair and glasses, made him glint and gleam. That was the biggest part of why I agreed to come along for research. It was Herald in his element, at his happiest, and it was something I could capture in my mind, to hold and to keep.

I watched him work, and stayed completely and utterly useless, somehow believing that etching his image into my memory was a far better use of my time and my eyesight than poring over dead, ancient tomes, than finding the name of a dead man’s sword. Because I knew that finding the answer meant less time with Herald. Finding the solution only meant drawing closer to the problem of losing this, and the dust, and sunlight, and him, forever. I watched Herald, wanting the afternoon to last forever.

He looked up at me suddenly, catching me staring, and a puzzled expression passed over his face. His forehead and his nose crinkled, then he grinned.

“What the hell are you staring at?” he said softly. “You big dope.”

I shook my head, smiling, my heart a painful mix of longing, and joy, and grief. “It’s nothing,” I said. “Nothing at all.”

Herald rolled his eyes. “Well, I’ve got something. I think we have a lead.”

I perked up, leaning closer to look at what he was reading. My eyes scanned the pages, but all I could hear was Herald’s voice.

“Pack a suitcase,” he said. “Looks like we’re going to France after all.”
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It took a day or so for us to prepare, not because anyone actually did need to pack, but because Carver had very wisely advised us to take along as many members of the Borica as possible. This trip was going to be a scavenger hunt, not a meeting with a demon prince who could potentially save us from the wrath of an intruding Greek god. We needed extra hands, just in case.

Now, I’m not delusional or anything. I knew that this trip was going to be as extensive as the one we took to the Philippines, which was nice and everything – apart from potentially incurring the wrath of a whole ’nother head of a pantheon, of course – but it was brief, scarcely a glimpse. It was like stepping into a remarkably decorated room, then stepping out of it again. The quirks of teleportation.

But those sparse minutes, maybe less than half an hour we spent on Calaguas Island had been stunning regardless. I’m happy to report that the same could be said for the tiny slice of France that the Boneyard boys visited that day. It was somewhere in the countryside, a short distance away from the nearest town, far enough that we didn’t run the risk of attracting unwanted attention. And this time, we made sure to come under cover of night. Calaguas had been different, isolated, and we stood little chance of detection or standing out like sore thumbs.

Granted, we could have picked an even more secluded location, but as Herald explained, where we went didn’t exactly matter. We just had to make sure that we were on French soil. Terra firma.

Plus, it was the best, remotest part of the country that Royce could recall. I should have mentioned that. Carver wanted to stay at the Boneyard, to batten down the hatches – you never leave a castle undefended, as Carver himself might say – plus he wanted to keep an eye looking out for Agatha Black. That left Royce in charge of teleportation duty. He was more experienced than me in that regard, at least enough that he could take more than two people with him without feeling the need to vomit up his internal organs immediately after. And like most teleporters, Royce was at his best when he could work from memory.

“This is the place,” Royce said, as we phased into an empty, grassy meadow, lit only by the moon and the stars. He had a weird, uncharacteristic smile on his lips. “Oh wow, I remember. This is where we – um. Never mind.”

He caught himself too late, and Romira’s eyes flitted left and right as she tried to fit the pieces together. She smacked him on the shoulder.

“Oh my God. Did you have sex with some chick out here?”

“Sweetie,” Royce said, holding his hands up and stumbling backwards. “It was before we met.”

Romira harrumphed, folded her arms, and stamped off. Gil laughed. Prudence tutted and shook her head. “Nice one, Royce. Real nice.”

“Hey,” he said. “It was either here, or the Eiffel Tower. And Igarashi says that we really don’t want anyone watching when whatever needs to happen happens.”

Sterling folded his arms, standing with his feet apart. “Explain,” he said. 

“Gladly,” Herald said. “But everyone come around, because I’m not going to repeat myself.”

Mason, Asher, Bastion, and all the others – Team Borica in full, basically – gathered into a loose circle as Herald patiently began his briefing.

“It was Dust who gave me the idea,” Herald started, and the tiny, fleeting compliment made me feel all sorts of important. “We were checking out options, and he suggested Joyeuse.”

“Which is stupid and ridiculous,” Sterling said, blatantly avoiding eye contact when I glared at him. “Unless everyone’s in the mood to break into a high security museum.”

“Pssh,” Vanitas echoed into my brain. “I could have told you that.”

I tugged on my backpack’s straps, hoping in some way that Vanitas could feel my disapproval, and hushed him telepathically.

“Right, right,” Herald said. “But that gave me the idea, see. There’s another sword that’s just as famous, which also belonged to someone, well, French, and famous. Durandal.”

“Let’s see,” Bastion said. “Belonged to one of Charlemagne’s twelve paladins. Roland, was it? They were big in the Crusades.”

“That’s the one,” Herald said. “Nicely done, Brandt.”

Bastion shrugged. “I’m not just a pretty face.”

I rolled my eyes. Herald carried on, completely unbothered.

“Now,” he said. “Durandal is famously powerful, but most importantly, more or less terrestrial in nature. Sure, there’s stuff about its origins being divine, but what matters is that it was wielded by a human, and it died with its human. The crucial bit here is that we don’t know where it is. That’s where Asher comes in.”

Asher grinned bashfully, giving a sort of sheepish salute. “I sent out some feelers to probe the area. Which is to say, I got in touch with some of the dead here, to see what they knew.”

I blinked at him, impressed. “Wow, Asher. You speak French?”

He shook his head and shrugged. “I don’t know how else to put it, but the language of death is universal. Seems to be how necromancy works. Words don’t even matter.”

“Obviously,” Sterling grunted, rolling his eyes at me, finally acknowledging my existence. “Pssh.”

Again, I ignored him. We had to focus on the task at hand. Threatening to plunge Sterling into sunlight if he didn’t stop acting like a baby could wait.

“Let’s just get started,” Herald said. I thought it was interesting how he defaulted to the role of sorcerer-in-charge in Carver’s absence. Actually, I found it pretty damn hot.

“Right then,” Asher said. “Everyone stand clear.” He sat on the grass, then placed one hand against the earth. We gathered around him in a loose circle.

“What happens now?” I whispered, nudging Herald with my elbow.

Asher’s hand burned with pale green fire.

“Now he’s checking,” Herald whispered back. “Like I said, the sword is lost to history. No one knows where Durandal is. But the dead might. Out of the legions and legions of those who have fallen over the centuries, someone must have an idea. And Asher is listening, and waiting.”

That was when I first heard it, the whispering, first of a dozen voices, then of hundreds. Asher blinked, and his eyes burned with the same jade fire as he focused on something deep in the earth, on something only he could see. The light went out, then on again as he blinked once more.

“There,” he said. “There it is. Everybody, stand clear.” He pressed a second hand into the ground, and the whispering stopped.

But then the screaming began.

The ground didn’t even shake as a seam in the earth began to open, then slowly, horribly transformed into a gaping chasm that screamed as awfully and as loudly as the portal on that first night I met Hecate. But I looked down into the pit, and I gasped. This was nothing like the gateway to Hecate’s domicile. For starters, there were all the hands.

Hundreds of them, lining the inside of the hole. No, thousands, of differing lengths and sizes, the arms of long-dead men and women and children, the color of their skin indistinguishable even in the moonlight because they were all muddy, caked with earth and soil. It was a grim and sobering reminder of the greatest truth of them all: that at the end of all things, none of us are better than the others. Beneath the earth, the worms eat everyone. Kings and peasants taste exactly the same.

Then I saw it, the gleam of silvery-white metal from deep within the pit, moving slowly, at first, then faster and faster as hands passed the thing up from the wet depths. Even from far away, Durandal was something to behold, not just a sword in appearance, but a hallowed, ancient weapon in the shape of a crucifix. Faster and faster it moved, passed from one pair of dead hands to the other, until finally, one last set of hands brandished the paladin blade Durandal just over the lip of the great screaming hole.

Asher leaned forward, fearless and stalwart, then grasped the hilt of the blessed sword, hardly even flinching as his fingers made contact with those of the dead hand holding the blade. Making sure he had a firm grip, Asher pressed Durandal against his chest, then grinned as he waved into the pit. “Thanks,” he called out, beaming. At least three of the hands waved back. Finally, the hellhole closed up, sealing as abruptly as it appeared, taking with it the dreadful, symphonic howling of the dead.

Careful to offer me the sword pommel-first, Asher presented Durandal like he would an ancient, sacred relic. Which, in many ways, it was. I could feel the sting of time and divine import radiate from the cold metal as I closed my hands around it, the sword gleaming so perfect and bright that it looked almost as white as the moon. I slipped it into my backpack to keep along with Vanitas, that strange sense of reverence only completely falling away when I released Durandal and let it fall into the pocket dimension.

“That was easier than expected,” Herald said, sticking his hands into his hips. “I guess that means we can all head back, unless anyone’s up for some sightseeing.”

Nobody really had a chance to answer, because the earth began to move. We sprang away from the fissure that Asher had opened, the scar of it still imprinted in the ground, but from the fear and concern on his face, it was clear that the quake wasn’t another necromantic event.

“This isn’t me,” he cried out, confirming what I already knew.

It happened so fast. A spire of rock jutted out from the ground, bringing with it a burst of torn earth, spraying clods of dirt and chunks of jagged stone every which way. Higher and higher it climbed, until it was taller than a man, then as tall as a house. I followed the rocky spike to its peak, and my heart swooped when I saw what waited on its pointed tip.

“Well, well,” said Agatha Black. “Now isn’t this a coincidence.”
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We weren’t ready for that. At least I could say that I wasn’t, because before anyone could move, the air just in front of our group glimmered. Bastion had already erected one of his force fields.

Had we caught Agatha’s attention somehow? Did Carver’s scrying give away our location?

“You’re not getting the sword,” I blurted out.

Agatha’s laughter filled the meadow. “Little one. You may keep your toy. A witch knows when she needs tools for her rituals.” She pressed her hands together, levitating off the spire of rock. “But I am no mere witch. I am the hand of the Eldest that crushes the weak. I am the mouth that sings their song of doom.”

“Then if you aren’t here for the sword,” I said, my mind still wrestling with the question, “why are you here at all?”

Agatha sneered at me. “Must the lioness repeat herself? I told you. Mere coincidence. I came here to do my holy work. You have your ceremonies, little one. You and your friends.” She cast her gaze across us all. I caught Asher flinching at the sight of her, his eyes filling with terror, and it made me hate Agatha even more. “You have your rituals, and I have mine.”

“Doesn’t matter why she’s here,” Prudence cried out, loud enough to alert us all. “Stop her. Kill her.”

We advanced as one, Agatha’s laughter raining down as we launched the first salvo of arcane missiles, fire and frost and bone lancing towards her. But she was protected by the very talent she had given her descendants, that bizarre gift of occult telekinesis. As strong and sturdy as Bastion’s shields were, Agatha’s were nigh impenetrable. I reached for my backpack, unclasping it to let Vanitas fly out and join the fray. I’d become so used to his blood thirst that I expected him to laugh as he soared straight for Agatha’s heart. This time, there was none of his easy laughter. Vanitas knew exactly what we were up against. Maybe he was even frightened.

I searched for Prudence among the crowd. Would we need to hit Agatha with another one of those ridiculous combos? Last time, the only way we had stopped her was for Prudence to assume her dragon shape, and for me to invoke the power of Nightmare, the exhausting, terrifying torrent of both shadow and flame that I called from the Dark Room.

Wincing, I remembered that we also had a third, crucial ingredient in the mix, one that still hadn’t been enough to annihilate her: Odin’s horse, Sleipnir, in the form of a massive eighteen-wheeler truck. I watched for the gleam of the air around Agatha as each of our missiles struck her force field. It shimmered around her, an invisible bubble. If only we could crack it.

Something else cracked, just then, the terrible sound of stone shattering and snapping. My eyes went huge as the spire that Agatha had summoned from out of the depths of the earth broke off, then went flying straight for her. Bastion had uprooted the damn thing, hurling it at his grandmother like an enormous, flying battering ram. With any luck, the stone pillar would be enough to smash Agatha’s defenses. I paused in battle just then, considering how ridiculous I sounded, how we’d never fought anyone or anything as powerful as the lioness.

And she proved herself once more. Agatha slashed her hand through the air, and the spire of rock splintered into hundreds of sharp, worthless pieces, just fragments of harmless slate as they struck her force field.

“So my grandson thinks to turn his powers against me,” Agatha said. The air felt so much thicker with her menace, the night darker. “Who do you think gave you your gifts, child? You and your harlot mother.” She clasped her hands together. “But you children do so like your playthings. Then here. Have more of them.” Agatha lifted her hands to the sky, her eyes glowing a stark, hellish red. “Have as many as you like.”

The earth trembled. No, it felt as if the sky itself was shaking, as if something massive and ancient from deep within the ground was struggling to break free. And break free they did: more of the enormous, hideously sharp crags of rock, siblings of the first that Agatha Black had called out of the ground.

I dodged the closest one frantically, readying my body to shadowstep if any of them got too close. More and more erupted from the earth, sending us scattering. I looked for the injured among us, but the spires were too huge, too numerous. From the thicket of stone spikes, all I could see were the flailing bolts of magic we sent at Agatha Black, at least those that could find their mark as she dodged and weaved through the petrified forest of her own making.

And as she dodged, she came closer, and closer.

I crouched to the ground, prepared to shadowstep, my heart thumping as I guessed at where the others were – whether they were safe, or even alive – when I caught the flash of silver, and what looked like the sheen of moonlight glinting off of lupine claws. I forgot all about our vampire and werewolf.

So had Agatha.

Sterling came first. He wielded the same katana once gifted to him by Susanoo, the Japanese god of storms. The blade crackled with electrified rage as he brought it around in an arc, the air crashing with the shattering of glass as Agatha Black’s force field broke under the combined physical and magical might of Sterling’s blow.

Gil came next, bounding here, there, off of the spires of stone, building momentum, then bringing his vicious claws up and against Agatha’s body. She cried out at the contact, and the blur of black fur and red eyes that was Gil in his wolf form streaked past her through the night. Before he departed, I could have sworn that he and Sterling exchange high fives.

At once, Agatha’s control over the rocky spires diminished. One by one they fell to the earth, crashing and disintegrating into motes of worthless dust. If anyone came here, they would find imprints of huge stone things that had flattened the grass, but no sign of what had done the flattening. All this fighting – all the quaking of the earth – must have called attention. Good thing the battle was over.

Or at least that was how it seemed. The three glistening gashes ripped into Agatha’s torso should have killed anyone. Instead she looked serene, unbothered by the blood dripping out of her in streams. Instead, she brought her hands against her wounds, staring at her own blood, before once again lifting her arms to the sky. Then she called out in a lilting, terrible voice.

“It begins.”

Twelve copies of Agatha Black’s voice echoed her, sounding horribly from out of the air. From somewhere far away, or far, far too near, came the unmistakeable sound of human screaming. Dozens of voices, all reaching for the sky with the terrified pitch of their horror. Agatha laughed one last time before her body vanished into a pillar of blood-red light, before it streaked into the sky. Dread settled in my chest when I looked up. The sky overhead was supposed to be cloudless, sprinkled with beautiful stars.

But thirteen of them had turned bright red.

Heedless of my friends shouting after me, I shadowstepped towards the sound of the screaming, instinct and fear driving every muscle in my body. We were so far from the village. That kind of screaming didn’t come from a small huddle of people. It sounded as if half the town were wailing their heads off.

I ran farther and harder, the distance of the shadowstep taking its toll on me, but I didn’t care. I needed to know. My lungs fought for more of the Dark Room’s dead, thin air, and when I couldn’t take it anymore, I stumbled out into reality, my foot catching on the grassy ground as I emerged in a cool, damp clearing just outside of town.

There were fires, everywhere, and just as many people running around to put them out. But as I watched, the roar and crackle of flame playing as the orchestra to the screams of the townspeople, I realized with stark horror that each of the flames was moving. Running.

Every flame was a human being, flailing and screaming. Each one was a candle that Agatha Black had set alight with her magic. And every last one of them was burning alive.



Chapter 17





The countryside was cool, the air sweet with the smell of lush grass. I sat on the side of a hill, by rights in a perfect place to relax, to take in the quiet rush of wind through the trees, of a clear night lit by a canopy of stars.

But inside, my body was screaming.

Mercifully, the fires had ended. Royce and the others arrived in time, doing what they could to help the victims of Agatha’s flames, but even Romira’s mastery of pyromancy could do nothing to reverse the intensity of the fires the witch had created. There were, in short, no survivors, only piles of ash and blackened skeletons.

We hauled our asses away just as we heard the first siren. We couldn’t very well hang around inside town. This was the modern day, far, far away from a time when people would be condemned to the stake as witches. But when the appearance of unfamiliar foreign faces coincides with the spontaneous combustion of dozens of locals, it behooves those strange faces to flee the scene as soon as humanly possible.

Far below us, down at the foot of the hill, the city was bathed in the red and blue of sirens, emergency services doing their damnedest best to help where they could. I shook my head mournfully. Those people didn’t need paramedics and police. No one could help them. Send a hearse instead.

My insides clenched with the sobering reality of once again coming to terms with the lioness’s power. What, if anything, could we have possibly done to stop her?

“There was nothing we could do.”

Bastion sighed as he slumped onto the grass next to me. Even with the distance the pulse of his body was warm from exertion. It was comforting to have something human nearby.

“You read my mind,” I sighed. “I don’t even know what we’re supposed to do now.”

Bastion shook his head. His fingers dug into the earth, clawing and pulling at tufts of grass, his knuckles white, his hand shaking.

“We find her,” he said. “We kill her. All thirteen of her.”

“Easier said than done.”

“We don’t have a choice,” he said coldly. “We do something – anything. We fight. I knew there would be casualties along the way, but – not like this.”

I placed my hand on the back of his. I didn’t know what else to do. Bastion stiffened, but he didn’t draw away.

“We’re just sitting here loudly agreeing with each other,” I said, “when we both know the answer. We have to suck it up and carry on. What the hell else can we do? It’s not like we can just give up.”

He nodded, his hand sliding up to squeeze mine briefly, quickly across the wrist. Then he retrieved it, folding his hands in his lap. I only really remembered myself then, that a gesture I would have used with a friend was suddenly so different, so accidentally meaningful with someone like Bastion. But again, I thought, who was he to me, anyway?

“I never even once imagined that the trip to find Durandal would end this way.”

I looked up at the sound of Herald’s voice. His glasses glowed blue, then red, then white, alternately reflecting the sirens and the stars. On instinct, my hand flitted as far away from Bastion as possible, slipping into my pocket as Herald sat to my other side to join us.

Bastion sighed. “You and me both. But we do what we gotta do. Regroup, and figure this out.”

Herald leaned lightly against me, the back of his hand brushing against my thigh. Even through the denim of my jeans, it felt warm, familiar, and correct.

“I hate to put it this way because it’s so stupid and cheesy, but the world is counting on us,” Herald said. “They don’t know it at all, but they are.”

“Speaking of which,” Bastion said. “I should go join the others. It’s not a good look for the Lorica that I’m not over there with them.”

He clambered to his feet, brushing off the back of his jeans, even though it was too dark for anyone to find grass stains there anyway. Just Bastion being Bastion. I followed his figure as he walked off to the other end of the hill, joining Royce, Romira, Prudence, and – the others.

The Boneyard boys, mainly Mason, Asher, and Sterling, had kept to their own little huddle, sitting not too far from me and Herald on their own little patch of grass, speaking to each other in hushed tones. Sterling kept to himself in silence, smoking cigarette after cigarette. Near them, splayed out in the grass, was Gil in his human form, gently snoring.

But the others, the Lorica people – I didn’t envy them. They had business to attend to.

“There’s five of them now,” Herald said, nudging his shoulder into mine, indicating the group that the Lorica was speaking to. “Check it out.”

They were representatives from what I had first assumed was the French version of the Lorica, until Herald had quickly corrected me. He pointed out that it was, in fact, a number of high-ranking sorcerers from the Hooded Council. That wasn’t local at all. It was the Lorica’s equivalent that governed magic across the entirety of Europe.

“The big boys,” Herald whispered. “Well, and girls.”

The Hooded Council’s people had appeared on the hill shortly after we fled town, demanding to speak to the Scions in our group. How the Council knew that we were American – and how they even knew that we had members of the Lorica among us, for that matter – was something I didn’t stay to question.

I only caught the name of one of them as I very quickly separated from the pack, the stern one with silver hair in a bun so tight that I was convinced it was the only thing keeping the skin clinging to her skull. Frau Helena dressed and behaved like a schoolmarm, wearing the terrifying aura of a woman three times her age, but her appearance was youthful, almost preternaturally so. It was like looking at the German version of the Lorica’s very own Odessa, only somehow more intimidating.

She barked her name in introduction as I walked away from the huddle of magical supremacy and governance, both out of an instinctive dislike of authority and the shock of seeing five people materialize just feet away from me. But even now, with me and Herald sitting so far from their group, Frau Helena’s eyes kept coming back to me, boring into me with hardness and curiosity. She knew exactly who I was. I was sure of it.

“I don’t think we’re in any kind of trouble,” Herald said. “Funny how it’s the humans who are more reasonable about all this Eldest business. But to be fair, the Lorica sent out warnings about Agatha Black’s return weeks ago. The Hooded Council knows we’re clean.”

I raised a finger. “As long as they don’t know the whole business about Durandal.”

“Correct,” Herald said. He nodded at the group again, and I turned to look just as Frau Helena and her four cohorts vanished in brief flashes of white light. “The Council took a while grilling Royce, but it looks like Bastion gave them the answers they wanted. Either two Scions are better than one, or Bastion really is more charming and talented than I ever guessed.”

I scratched the back of my neck. “I mean, I don’t know. I guess he’s okay.”

Herald’s silence had me curious. I turned to look him in the face, wondering why he’d gone so quiet. Herald stared blankly back.

“It’s okay to have a crush on him, you know.”

The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end, and my blood shot straight up to my face. All the stammering and shaking of my limbs and general head and face area made it impossible for me to blubber up a passable excuse. Instead, a kind of nervous, stuttering cackle erupted from my throat, a more incriminating sound than any series of words I could have possibly strung together.

Herald tilted his head, the light striking his glasses in an infuriating sort of way, concealing the exact expression in his eyes from me. “What’s wrong?”

“It’s nothing,” I half-said, half-giggled. “Just, you know, you’re being silly and everything. Why would I have a crush on him? That’s silly, and gross, and you and I are together, and – ”

“Dust,” Herald said. “Stop. I wear glasses, sure, but I can see. Bastion’s got a weird thing for you. I know that he’s hot.” He adjusted his glasses just then, looking pointedly across the grass at Bastion. “Very hot.”

My mouth hung half-open as my mind whirled for a thousand thousand possible things to say. “What does that even mean?”

Herald cleared his throat, nudging his glasses back up his face. “It means that it’s okay for you to look. Maybe flirt, a little. I don’t mind.” He cleared his throat again, and I wasn’t really sure if I could tell because of the dimness, but I thought I caught him blushing a little. “Maybe I find it a little exciting, even.”

All the breath left my body right then. “You what?” I didn’t deserve Herald. I didn’t deserve him at all. It was one thing for him to be such a supportive partner, but this was him basically telling me that he trusted me implicitly – that he had always trusted me. My heart bloomed right then, as if I needed reason to love him even more. But as I opened my mouth to say something, the night went blinding white.

I blinked hard, twice, thrice, just as the tremble of thunder rattled my bones. My fingers dug into the earth, each hand already hungry to conjure either flame or darkness, my eyes on the lookout for any sign of Agatha Black’s return. But as I scanned the hill, I recalled that saying, about how criminals would be stupid to ever return to the scene of the crime. Lightning, in that sense, didn’t strike twice.

But this was a different kind of lightning. On the peak of the hill were two men, each tall and muscular, their powerful builds, deep skin, and majestic beards so similar and familiar that they could have been brothers.

That’s because they were. One wielded a trident, and the other clasped a crackling bolt of lightning.

“Dustin Graves,” said Zeus, father of the ancient Greek pantheon. “We need to talk.”



Chapter 18





The thing about gods – about entities, in general – was that I was sick of them. But there was a second prejudice I held about the Greek gods, the male ones, specifically, and it felt vindicating to learn that I was entirely correct. They really did have very little interest in covering up their damn bodies.

Apollo and Dionysus wore button-down shirts, but didn’t seem to know how to work the buttons in the first place, constantly exposing their chests and stomachs. Zeus, it seemed, spent most of his time away from modern mankind, and opted for a simple white loincloth that somehow hovered protectively over his dangly bits, like a sentient white cloud. Poseidon, on the other hand, presumably spent all his time in the water, and therefore had no use for full coverage. He stood there, one hand on his hip, the other on his trident, the very picture of a Greek statue, with all his Grecian goodies fully on display.

I frowned at the two of them, deciding to address Poseidon first. “That thing with Belphegor,” I said, referring to how she’d boiled the damn ocean. “You look perfectly fine. Um. Down there, that is.”

Poseidon straightened his back, then sniffed. “I got better.”

“Sure did,” Herald said, whistling. Unlike me, he was staring pointedly at the parts of Poseidon that generally remained underwater.

I stepped forward, sucking air into my lungs, the way a blowfish would do to look bigger, stronger, more threatening. I even walked with my feet splayed apart, my arms spread out wider than normal. I had to hope it would work.

“You wanted to talk,” I said, this time addressing Zeus. “Then talk.”

Behind me, the others stirred, gathering and whispering among themselves. Whatever these two gods had in store – two of the most powerful of their pantheon, let’s not forget – I just hoped that my friends had something worthy to counter with. Or to protect me, at the very least.

“Very well,” he said. Zeus lifted a finger, pointing at me directly in the face. I did my best not to flinch, knowing what I did of him. That finger could very well zap my face right off. My poor, handsome face. “Dustin Graves. Do you deny that you were recently in contact with a member of the Great Beasts?”

I shook my head, exasperated. “Look. You already know that I spoke to Scylla the other day, and I already explained to your brother here that – ”

“Dustin Graves,” Zeus boomed, his voice echoing across the hilltop. “Do you deny that you met with Belphegor, demon prince of sloth, and conspired to bring harm upon my brother, Poseidon?”

I threw my hands up. “That was a misunderstanding. It was just supposed to be us and Belphegor. Poseidon showing up was a whole different sort of mess, it – ”

“That proves it,” Poseidon said, standing taller, glowering at me accusingly. “What other evidence do we need, brother? This puny mortal thinks to conspire with the darkest forces of this world – not only of this world, but of this universe as well. The Old Ones. It’s well known that he is steered by their power, this so-called Dark Room that dwells in his heart.”

“That is enough for me,” Zeus said. “Dustin Graves. For the crime of consorting with the darkest powers on this known earth, I sentence you to die.”

He pointed one thick finger at my chest, a little white spark tumbling from the end of it. I called on the Dark Room, prepared to escape, furious that I had to run for my life yet again. A sheet of lightning lanced from Zeus’s finger –

But a silver streak blurred just in front of me. Sterling was fast, but I never knew he could be faster than even a shard of divine lightning. A blinding flash burst only inches away from us: Zeus’s bolt, colliding with the ornate katana Sterling brandished in both hands.

“Impossible,” Zeus snarled.

“Clearly not,” Sterling called out, his sword hissing and issuing sparks as it absorbed the last of Zeus’s lightning. “If you want to get to Dustin, you’ll have to go through me, first.” Then he nudged his head over his shoulder, indicating the rest of Team Borica. “You’ll have to go through all of us.”

Poseidon hoisted up his trident, baring his teeth. “You dare defy the gods, undead wretch?”

“Justice will be dealt, brother,” Zeus shouted. “One way or another.”

“Enough about justice,” I cried out, pushing past Sterling. “Enough of this wild goddamn goose chase.”

“Dust,” Sterling hissed. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

“This doesn’t end unless they see,” I said. “This doesn’t end unless they understand. For so long now my friends and I have worked to stop the scourge of the Eldest, and now their priestess threatens the very fabric of existence itself. She could wipe out the universe, but you gods are more concerned with who’s working with what. With politics, allegiances, all this shit that isn’t going to matter when the Old Ones show up and destroy us all.”

“Dust,” Sterling hissed again, his tone thick with warning.

“This one bleats like a soft little sheep, brother,” Poseidon said.

“Indeed, it does,” Zeus replied. “I wonder how many more charges of lightning that little sword of theirs can contain.”

That little sword, he said, which meant he didn’t recognize that it was a gift to Sterling from Susanoo. I didn’t want any more gods getting involved, so that was good. The last thing I wanted was Izanami rocking up on us to pull off another crazy act of betrayal. Death gods were never any fun. And that was when I remembered. Zeus and Poseidon had another brother, didn’t they? Hades? Shit. I finally acknowledged the little voice in the back of my head: tread lightly. Be careful.

I did the voice one better. I tried to be pragmatic. I flung my hand up at the sky, pointing.

Zeus followed the tip of my finger, then guffawed. “Well, little sheep? Is this gesture of yours meant to terrify us? What demon magic are you calling down from the sky?”

“No,” I said, my voice even and still, the rage whittled out of it. “Look at the stars. Look how red they are, all thirteen of them.”

And so they did, and when Poseidon’s face fell, when Zeus knitted his eyebrows in a mix of confusion and fury, I knew I had them.

“What sorcery is this?” Zeus muttered.

“No sorcery,” I said. “The priestess of the Old Ones is a powerful witch. She’s split herself into thirteen pieces. One of those pieces attacked a nearby village tonight, burned people to death. They were cremated in their own homes. They were sacrifices. That was when the first red star appeared in the sky.” I looked up, following my own finger, my heart thumping as I saw the crimson stars. “What about the other twelve? Who else has died tonight?”

Zeus looked at me, his face a storm, then back up at the stars once more.

“Something big is coming,” I said. “And we have to work together to stop it. Demon princes, the Great Beasts, humanity, Olympus – none of it matters if the Old Ones return to consume us all.”

The two gods looked at each other, then back at me in silence. A few uncomfortable seconds passed before Zeus spoke again.

“We’ll take this into consideration, mortal. But remember: we’re always watching.”

I glared back into Zeus’s eyes. How could I ever forget?

In another flash of lightning, the gods vanished. There was a rush of activity from the others. It felt as if we could finally breathe, like everyone was watching a bomb being defused by an idiot, until the bomb itself decided to walk away.

I turned to Sterling and clapped him on the back. “So. You do care about me, after all.”

He shrugged my hand off, and I flinched as if I’d been struck. He sheathed his katana, staring at me out of the corner of his eye as he walked away.

“You’re not going to die under my watch,” he growled. “But if it comes down to a ritual and a sacrifice, then that’s your call.” Then I heard, as he brought a cigarette to his lips, one last word: “Idiot.”

Herald bumped his shoulder into me, nodding questioningly in Sterling’s direction. “What the hell was that all about?”

I shook my head quickly, hoping he hadn’t heard. “It’s nothing,” I said. “Nothing at all.”



Chapter 19





“You totally lucked out,” Herald said. “I don’t think Sterling even knew that Susanoo’s katana could absorb lightning.”

I sat on his couch, thoroughly exhausted from the events of the night, and from shadowstepping the both of us home – after Royce teleported us back to Californian soil, of course. Herald’s apartment felt so familiar. The citrus smell of his oil diffuser, the oddly rough yet comfortable texture of his fluffy gray couch.

“So you mean Sterling just took a chance?” I didn’t say anything else, but it made the act of putting himself between me and a god-bullet that much more important.

“Something that once belonged to a god can lose its power, the longer it stays away from the deity in question,” Herald said. “You remember how Vanitas fell dormant after we separated him from you the first time? It’s the way attunement works with artifacts, whether their owners are human, or divine. Or anything else, really.”

I chewed on my lip, my heart sinking. “But we need a god’s sword for the ritual as well. I thought – well, I guess I thought that we could count on Susanoo’s katana for that bit.”

Herald shook his head. “No can do. It’s lost some of his power. We need a relic at full strength, totally charged by a god’s touch, whether it’s lent willingly – or whether we take it ourselves.”

I leaned back farther into the couch, sighing as it swallowed me up, rubbing my eyes through my eyelids. “We’ll think of something,” I said. “We always do. Carver will know.”

“We will,” Herald said, squeezing one strong hand on my shoulder, giving me a tight smile. “I’m popping in for a shower, okay? I smell like death. And you go in next. No dirty boys in my bed.”

I rolled my eyes, then chuckled. “Got it, Mom. I’ve stayed over enough times to know the house rules.”

He peeled his shirt over his head, throwing it towards his laundry basket, flexing and preening just a little for my benefit. “I’m heading in now,” he said, his chest puffed out comically. “No peeking.”

“Don’t flatter yourself.”

In less than a minute the sound of Herald’s shower started up. I really wanted a shower badly as well – I could almost feel the warm water against my muscles. I headed over to the sink, tired, but still wanting to make myself useful. We ate some Chinese leftovers from out of his fridge, but still had to wash up the few dishes we used for dinner, because as Herald chidingly explained, “We’re not animals.”

I turned the faucet, relishing the sound, simplicity, and warmth of streaming water and modern kitchen conveniences. I reached for the first of many plates, my other hand brandishing a sponge like a club, my face grim with determination.

Then a hand reached out through the water.

I dropped both the dish and the sponge back in the sink, giving off a loud yelp as I staggered away. And damn the laws physics to all hell, because another hand followed the first out of the water, until it had dragged arms and limbs and an entire body out of the sink, and therefore the drain. Hecate padded lightly onto the floor, squeezing water out of her hair and her midnight robe.

My hand went over my heart to feel for the manic thump of terror. I shook my head at her. “You’ve got to stop doing this. And how do you pull it off without getting a ton of leftover noodles all over you?”

Hecate tittered, waving a hand across her body, trailing green energy along its expanse. Her clothes immediately went dry, her scraggly hair draining of moisture and transforming into tresses imbued with as much style and volume as something straight out of a salon.

“It’s simple magic, fleshling,” she said. “As for climbing out of the water – we have been enjoying a good many horror movies that you mortals so like to make. Especially ones from Japan. Those are our favorites.”

I glanced up and down her body, at her exceptionally long locks of black hair, her shroud-like gown. Hecate always looked like she’d be at home at a Halloween party anyway, or one of those haunted houses. The horror movies made sense.

“I think you need to cut down on the shock value, Hecate. I don’t even watch horror movies myself. Some people like them for the adrenaline rush, but I’m not some people.”

Hecate smiled, her face blurring in and out of existence as her features shifted. “You are certainly not ‘some people,’ fleshling. That is indeed correct. We must commend you for accomplishing so much in so little time. Three swords already: Vanitas, Durandal, and Duskfang. Whenever Belphegor deems it time to present the hell-blade to you, of course.”

“Yeah,” I said, dragging my feet over to the couch and slumping back into it again. Hecate stayed by the sink, trailing her finger through the dishes. She really had a thing about water. “But now we’ve attracted Zeus’s attention, and it looks like Agatha has done something horrible. What, exactly, I couldn’t tell you, but I’m sure you know about the ritual murders in France.”

Hecate nodded. “This is only more reason for you to expedite the Apotheosis, fleshling. The sooner you can gather the five blades and execute the ritual, the sooner you will have the power to destroy Agatha Black, to stop the gods themselves from harming you.”

I shivered again at the promise of so much power, but I definitely noted her use of the word execute. “That’s one thing I’m not sure of, Hecate. Everything we’ve discussed about the ritual points to me – well, it sounds like I’m meant to die as a result. Is that what it takes to ascend?”

She clasped her hands together, nodding again. “Yes. Yes, Dustin, that is certainly one way to put it. The Apotheosis does involve your death, in a sense. But surely you understand. It is the same as burning upon a ceremonial bonfire, the same as a sword being smithed out of crude metal.” She chuckled. “If you like, it might even be compared to baking a cake. The fire cleanses as it destroys, but it also recreates, offers a pyre for your resurrection. You will be shattered, in order that you may be reforged from the ruined pieces once more. Better. Stronger.”

My fingers threaded through each other as I wrung my hands. “I’m not sure I like the sound of that.”

“It is simply the way of things. You will be annihilated.”

I gulped.

“Then what remains of you must spend time in your new domicile in order to survive, and to stabilize its energies.”

I gaped at her. “My own domicile? Then this isn’t just some tiny thing. You’re talking about actual, deific ascension.”

“Have we not fully explained this to you over and again, fleshling? Godhood. That is the point of the Apotheosis.”

“But all the other rites of power demand something. Carver and his lichdom, Agatha and the Coven of One, they all had to kill.” My fingers dug deep into the couch, my lips curling back. 

Hecate shook her head. “And kill you shall, fleshling. Agatha Black must die. Is that not your deepest desire? The Apotheosis will give you the might to do so. But you must make a sacrifice.”

The question hung thick in the air. “And what is that sacrifice?”

“For you to linger within your domicile, and only in your domicile, for as long as it takes for your new body to reform. For as long as it takes to truly achieve godhood.”

I bit my lip, dreading the answer. “How long must I linger?”

“For a new god? One fueled by the belief and willpower of so many humans? Several months. Perhaps some years. But those days are gone. There are no more temples, no more oracles and zealots. Mankind no longer believes in gods, least of all you, sweet fleshling. Your time? It will be decades.”

My heart fell to the floor, my limbs going loose. I stared at the palms of my hands, seeing them as empty as how I felt on the inside. “Decades?” I mumbled.

I hadn’t noticed her moving towards me, but suddenly, Hecate’s hand was on my shoulder, her fingers resting there lightly. “That is the sacrifice. You will shed what little is left of you that is human. And you will stand guard at the door, always waiting to seal it when the Old Ones come knocking. And I assure you: they will come.”

My fingers clenched and unclenched, and I looked up into Hecate’s face, more frustrated and terrified than ever of the wavering mirage of her face. I needed something human to connect to, someone to tell me I was still doing the right thing.

“I can’t do that, Hecate. Not to the people I love.”

A different voice cut through the room, cold and icy. “Actually, it sounds like you’re perfectly capable of doing just that.”

My head whipped around to find Herald standing at the doorway. His face was even, unemotional, which only made things so much worse. I knew he was angry, absolutely furious. That he refused to show it told me volumes of its intensity.

“Herald,” I croaked. “How much did you hear?”

“Everything,” he said coolly. “Or at least enough to tell me that you’re doing the dumbest thing you’ve ever done in your life.”

I flinched, turning just long enough to check on Hecate, already aware that she was gone. “You know why I have to do this,” I told him. “You know the consequences if I don’t.”

He said nothing. He could have shouted at me, punched me, thrown me out of his apartment, but the silence was so much worse.

“Look,” I said. “You know how much I care for you. But I have to weigh everything against what will happen to the rest of the world. If I have to go away for – ”

My voice trailed off, because even I wasn’t stupid enough to ask Herald to wait for me, to ask any of my loved ones to wait for me. By the time I reformed in my domicile, whatever the hell that meant, they would be long gone. Dead. Once, ages ago, Sterling told me that all his loved ones died out before him. The weight of his words finally came crashing back down on me in that moment.

“I wish you would have told me,” Herald said. “I wish we could have had a discussion about this. How many more things are you hiding from me?”

“Nothing,” I said, leaping off the couch, desperately wanting to close the gap between us. “I swear. There’s nothing else.”

I hadn’t even stepped any closer and Herald had already backed away. He wanted so badly to physically distance himself from me, and it hurt that much more.

“You know that I would kill for you,” he said. “Do anything to protect you. I would freeze the world if it meant that you would be safe from harm. Instead I helped you find one of the swords that were meant to take you away from me all along.”

My hand lifted, and my lips parted, like my body was struggling for something to do, or to say, but nothing came. My arms fell to my sides. “I’m sorry,” I said.

The soft, yellow light of Herald’s apartment glinted against his glasses, making it difficult to see his eyes just then, but instinctively, I knew he wasn’t angry anymore. My heart clenched yet again. I’d never seen him cry. I’d never meant to make him cry.

“I think you should go,” he said quietly, his voice harder than it should be.

“Herald, please, we should talk this – ”

“You want to talk this out now?” He hadn’t raised his voice at all, but the words sliced me like a knife. “After I’ve already helped you take another step towards your own doom? No. No more talking. This isn’t the time. Not like this. Please. Just go.”

I picked up my things, the bottom of my backpack dragging against the floor. I felt like my heart was there, too, smearing blood as it limped along beside me. Herald stood at the doorway to his apartment, waiting for me to leave. I almost bent in to touch him – to kiss him, to stroke his hair, I don’t know, to do anything – but every inch I moved towards him, he moved away farther.

“I’m sorry,” I said, because there was nothing else left to say.

As Herald slowly shut the door, I saw the first tear fall. “I’m sorry, too.”



Chapter 20





We didn’t talk after that. Herald didn’t answer any of the five text messages I’d sent him, but neither did I expect him to. I’d done too much, asked too much. All that time I was worried about something as stupid as finding Bastion attractive, when it turned out I was hiding far worse things from him.

On purpose? I suppose it was. How do you tell someone that your entire existence has been funneled towards one horrific, ultimate act? That there’s no other choice but to sacrifice yourself in the most literal sense of the word? That was where my road began with the Eldest, with Thea, with the Dark Room. And sacrifice was where it was going to end, where everything was going to end.

But it was selfish to keep Herald out of it, to keep my father and all the others in the dark. I understood more than ever why Sterling was so angry with me. Herald would freeze the world for me, he said. I knew that my friends would have done the same. 

Yet this wasn’t their burden. This was mine. And as days passed, things only got worse. The spontaneous combustion in France was only one of the many incidents worldwide that happened within the same span of minutes. I didn’t think it was ever reported in the media, that actual coincidence of so many people dying, so many accidents occurring within five crucial minutes, but it was how the human mind worked.

We look for patterns everywhere, to make sense of a universe built on numbers and random occurrences. But knowing that hundreds died at the same time on the same night, all over the world? That pattern was too much to bear. Couldn’t have happened. A freak coincidence. But happen it did. Humanity has created so many weapons, so many armaments, but denial has always been among its strongest.

The news reports had come in thick and fast, human disasters that were clustered too close together to be mere coincidence. Twenty children gone missing from a rural Thai village, their beds discovered empty. A mine in Japan collapsed in on itself, a sinkhole that swallowed a tiny community in Africa. All signs of Agatha’s killings.

Several more incidents must have been left out of the news. Places too remote for the media to pick up, maybe. Gil had made it his personal goal to track down all the stories he could find, all of them corresponding to that same night, that same hour. Now we knew what those thirteen crimson stars meant. They were all part of the same ritual. But a ritual for what? Astronomers took note of them, too, “anomalous curiosities,” they called the stars, not a warning, or an ominous threat. If only they knew. But denial is our strongest weapon.

We alerted the Lorica, and we would have to assume that the Lorica informed the Hooded Council and their global counterparts in turn. But that was the worst thing. Nothing had been heard of Agatha Black since that night. The Lorica had injured enough of its Eyes trying to track her movements, but suddenly, radio silence. We had to move, and fast.

We gathered again, those same friends and I, in the silent corridors of the Boneyard, specifically in Carver’s office. He’d decided on our next target. We still needed to acquire a sword from one of the gods, and based on Carver’s deduction, there was no sense arguing with him about it. The plan seemed perfect.

“I’ve identified the ideal candidate,” Carver said. “And according to our little god-detector here, that candidate is somewhere in Southeast Asia. Somewhere among the rainforests of Sabah, in Malaysian Borneo.”

Gil cracked his knuckles. “Wow, a rainforest? Count me in.”

“A mountain, to be exact,” Carver said, raising one finger. “The deity in question is currently airborne, so we’ll need to ascend to higher peaks to access them.”

I raised my hand. “Quick question. You did say god-detector, didn’t you?”

“You are not mistaken.” Carver squatted and held his hands out, and Banjo came running out from under his desk, leaping straight into his arms. “Banjo here will help us track our quarry.”

I groaned. “We’re looking for Odin again? Isn’t he locked in some kind of battle to the death with Loki?”

“It is precisely what we are hoping for.”

Asher raised his hand. “Other question. Last time we saw Odin, he did something to Banjo, removed the rune from his forehead. Do you mean to say that it didn’t actually erase any of Banjo’s powers?”

Carver nodded. “That is correct. It only deleted Odin’s ownership, signifying that Daddy’s Little Murderer now does indeed belong to Daddy and Daddy alone. The gods are very particular about matters of ownership and possession.” He sniffed, throwing a casual glance at the katana strapped to Sterling’s hip. “It is why we cannot use Susanoo’s blade for Dustin’s ritual.”

So Carver agreed with Herald’s assessment, then. I threw a a quick look at Susanoo’s sword, then caught a glimpse of Sterling’s face by accident. He grimaced at me disapprovingly, then huffed as he look away. Great. Like I needed to be reminded that both Sterling and Herald hated me.

“Now,” Carver said. “If everyone is prepared, I’d like for all of us to be in attendance this time. The Boneyard is as sufficiently warded as it will ever be. We must be properly equipped to defend ourselves in case Zeus or Poseidon decide to show their faces once more.”

Sterling rolled his neck, the joints in his shoulders popping. “We’ll be ready for them.”

Mason stepped closer to our huddle, preparing himself for the sending spell. “We’ll deal with whatever comes our way.”

From Carver’s arms, Banjo pitched in as well. “Arf.”

“Then if we’re all prepared.”

Carver waved his hands, his fingers leaving traces of pale amber fire in the air. Then he gestured at the ground. Beneath us, flames erupted from the cracks in the stone floor of the Boneyard, a place that I’d called home for so, so long. As we vanished, I asked myself if I was ready to say goodbye to it, the way I would need to say goodbye to everyone I loved.

I wondered if I truly was so ready to go.
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I blinked as we reappeared in reality, clearing the haze of teleportation magic out of my eyes as I did my routine package check. What I should have checked for was my lungs.

It wasn’t just the atmosphere, either, though it was certainly thin, and cold. All the breath had truly left my body. I’d never been on a mountain before – I never had reason to go, let’s be honest. But something about this place was so ancient, so primal, the land surrounding it silver and green under the light of an enormous moon. Being so high up, seeing nothing but rainforest and fields for so far around, palpably knowing that you’re just a speck in the grand scheme of things – it was genuinely humbling. The mountain itself was a peak of blue and gray and brown, stalwart, majestic. It felt as though I could touch the clouds.

“Oh my God,” Asher muttered.

“I mean, I guess it’s okay,” Sterling said. Asher glared at him. Good old bad Sterling.

“Now,” Carver said. “Once all of you have collected your respective jaws from the ground, remember, we need to stay on our best behavior. Mount Kinabalu is a protected site, but it’s also a tourist spot.” He ran his finger up and down the mountain. “There are rest stops at various intervals, where climbers pause to sleep for the night. Try your best not to cause a ruckus.”

I threw my hands up. “But we’re here looking for gods in the middle of a death match. What are the chances of us keeping everything quiet?”

Carver examined his nails. “Slim to minimal, if I am to be perfectly honest. But we will do our best. If Odin and Loki draw attention to themselves, so be it. All we need is the sword, and we will be fine. Now, follow me.”

We followed Banjo, rather, his eyes glowing a faint blue as we ascended what was left of the mountain. He was taking us to some plateau, one we could see from below. Carver gestured beyond me as we walked past one of the rock formations. I did a double take when I caught sight of it, because it looked very much like a human face.

“There is a story here,” Carver said solemnly. “That once, a wealthy Chinese prince found himself stranded right here in Sabah, on the island of Borneo. He fell in love with a girl, and was treated as well as one of the locals, but part of him knew that his destiny was not to remain on these shores. He needed to go far, far away, to return where he belonged.”

Carver’s eyes flitted pointedly towards me as he said that. He had, as always, no way of knowing that Herald and I were having a spat – if you could even call it just a spat – but as always, Carver got it in one.

“So the prince set sail for China, promising his bride that he would return to see her and Sabahan soil once he had settled his affairs. But his father, a great king, refused his request to return. He was a prince. He needed to marry someone of his status, not some common village girl.”

Carver gestured at the stone face again, bowing his head with reverence. “And so the girl waited, and waited, climbing each day to this part of the mountain, looking far across the forests and the hills, hoping to catch a glimpse of her lost lover’s triumphant return.”

The stone face turned a faint, ghostly blue as Banjo looked at it, as he gave a small, somber whine. Carver knelt to rub him on the back of his head.

“Each day she climbed, hoping, wanting, waiting. And we all know how this ends. The prince never returned, remaining in China, as was his noble duty. And the girl, now a woman grown, an old crone, died on this very mountain, still looking across fields and forests and oceans, awaiting her beloved. And in their infinite compassion, the spirits of the mountain turned her to stone, so she may watch and wait forever.”

Carver didn’t look at me as he finished his story, but I felt it stab into me all the same. I wondered if Herald would wait for me. It wasn’t fair, I knew, and it was selfish to expect it. I gave the petrified woman one last, lingering look, bowing my head respectfully as we pressed on. I couldn’t ask that of Herald, of anyone I loved.

We moved onwards in silence, following the little blue searchlights emanating from Banjo’s eyes. My mind was still distant when Mason brushed up against me, nudging me with his elbow.

“Hey,” he said softly.

“Hi.”

“Listen,” he said. “It’s going to be okay.”

I gave him a puzzled look. “Huh?”

“I was already awake when you came in this morning. You normally stay over at Herald’s, but not last night, and even if you do come home in the morning, it’s just before he goes to work.”

I frowned as I stared at him in silence, trying my hardest not to look so impressed.

“And you looked bummed as hell when you walked in. Shit, you look bummed as hell right now, even worse when Carver finished his story.”

I cocked an eyebrow, incredulous. “You spying on me, Mason?”

He chuckled. “I try to get up to exercise if I can. I was grabbing a drink in the kitchen when you came in. Guess you didn’t see me. Point is: it’s going to be fine. Whatever it is, you two will work it out.”

I gave him a forced smile. Mason didn’t know about the Apotheosis, either. None of them did, but they were doing their honest best to be good friends regardless. I clapped my hand on his shoulder, squeezing it as thanks, and the two of us continued up the mountain in silence.

We hit the plateau soon enough, the air even thinner and colder. Banjo stopped in the middle of it, looking around himself, blue lights trailing as he moved his little head, searching for who knows what. But Carver seemed to be following his gaze, and together the two of them watched the sky, their heads turning with precision in oddly synchronized motions.

That was when I saw them, tiny specks of light, one green, the other blue, just among the clouds. They could have passed for stars streaking along the sky, if it wasn’t for the completely unnatural way in which they sped in different directions, flying in erratic patterns. Every now and then the two lights would collide, then spark, then dash away again, circling each other as if they were locked in a duel.

“Is – is that what we’re looking for?” I said, my hands on my hips.

“Hush,” Carver said, pressing a finger to his lips. “There,” he added, bending to the ground and lifting Banjo by the chest, so that he looked like a teddy bear, belly and legs dangling in the air. “You see them, Banjo? Do it for Daddy.”

So Banjo did – it, whatever it was. He opened his little jaws and borked a bork that shook the heavens. If anyone on that mountain was asleep, they sure as hell had to be awake now.

But more importantly, as the sound of Banjo’s bark spread across the mountain, so did its power, jerking the twin lights in the clouds so that they flew completely out of pattern, then fell from out of the sky. And as they plummeted, each light stretched and grew into the vague shape of a human, until the two gods had assumed their more recognizable forms.

Then they smashed into the earth. Or the rock of the plateau, more accurately, sending up clouds of dust, rocking the mountain itself with the force of their impact. Loki arched his back as he groaned in agony, acknowledging the pain as he returned to his corporeal form. Odin’s face was dark with fury, his fingers digging deep furrows into the rock as he fought to right himself.

“There had better be an excellent reason for this interruption,” the All-Father growled, glaring holes into my very soul.

“I’m suing the pants off of everyone present,” Loki croaked. “Including the dog. Then I’m going to eat all of your souls.”

“Sure thing,” I said. “Anything you say. But first, we need a little favor.”
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Sterling knelt to look more closely at the two gods. A little too closely, if you ask me, but people are surprisingly gung-ho when they can only really be killed by sunlight – or a stake through the heart.

“So the two of you have been fighting since the last time we saw you, huh?”

Odin frowned at Sterling, gathering his huge thighs under him and sitting cross-legged. “Yes. And as you could all see, I was clearly winning, until you so rudely interrupted.”

Loki stroked a lock of hair out of his face, then guffawed. “All-Father, I will confess that you are a powerful adversary, but it was very clear that I was on the brink of defeating you. I have the upper hand.”

I cleared my throat. “But not for long, Loki. Not if you have to stay away from your company just for this extremely protracted battle. Who’s keeping Happy, Inc. running at the moment, anyway?”

Loki brushed off his suit, trying to look dignified by sitting up on the ground, raising his chin at me. “I’ll have you know that I hired only the best people. They aren’t fools to run around like headless chickens at the slightest sign of something gone wrong.” His eyes flitted evilly towards Odin, and he wore a sly grin. “Quite unlike some other people I know. It’s a wonder the valkyries haven’t torn the Twilight Tavern apart without your leadership.”

Odin raised his finger, his mustachios twitching with rage. “Now listen here, deceiver – ”

“Please,” Carver said. “Save the threats for later. There is a reason we have tracked the two of you down. We require aid.”

Odin folded his arms, fuming, very much like a seven-foot-tall child with a beard. Loki tilted his head, studying Carver before he gave a frustrated huff.

“Truly? After all you’ve taken from me, now you want more? I should destroy you where you stand, lich.”

Carver chuckled, spreading his hands. “And you may very well try, god of lies. But for now, it seems that it is I who have the – how you say – upper hand.” He snapped his fingers, and plumes of amber fire rose from the ground, arranged into a convenient circle around Loki.

The god leapt to his feet, his arms squeezing against his body, his eyes wild as he spun in a circle, watching the fires close in on him. “What trickery is this, lich? What have you done?”

Carver laughed. “Nothing that you haven’t attempted yourself in the past, Loki. I am but an amateur when it comes to trickery. This circle is merely our insurance policy, that you will listen and consider our plea.”

Loki poked a finger at the flames cautiously, then, seeing that they couldn’t burn him, gave a chuckle himself. “Why, it’s a simple sealing spell, isn’t it? You think that you can keep me locked here forever?”

Odin looked between the two, his face grim, but he stayed silent. There was a glimmer of admiration in his eyes when he focused on Carver, like he knew something the rest of us didn’t.

“Let me explain in brief, Loki,” Carver said. “I am a lich, as you know. Undying. This mountain on which we stand is a place of great legend and mythical significance to its people. I can draw marvelous amounts of power from within its ancient stores. Do you see where I am going with this?”

Loki folded his arms in on himself, staring at the ground, his lip turning up, making him look like an impetuous boy. Sealing a god within a magical prison wasn’t something even Carver would normally be capable of, but circumstances were different. We were basically standing on one gigantic arcane battery.

“Correct,” Carver said, as if Loki had given an answer that none of us had heard. “I can do this all day. All week. All month, and all year. Forever, if that is what it takes, until you agree to help us.”

Odin made a noise from somewhere within his beard that sounded like a stifled chuckle. Loki bared his teeth, making a low snarl.

“Then speak what you wish,” he growled. “Tell me what you want and let’s get this over with.”

“I won’t mince words,” Carver said, gesturing to the sky. “Those thirteen stars – a servant of the Old Ones has committed mass injustices in favor of her masters. Something horrible is coming, and we need your assistance.”

Loki laughed, his eyes burning sinister in the light of Carver’s flames. “Fool. If you truly believe that a god will stoop to help you, lich, and in a battle that could very well spell my doom, then – ”

“Laevateinn.”

Loki’s voice stopped streaming from his throat. His lips remained in the exact position they were when he stopped talking. His expression didn’t change, but his eyes seemed to burn with so much more fury as they looked into Carver’s face.

“Laevateinn,” Carver repeated. 

“You cannot ask that of me,” Loki hissed. “Not my blade.”

I knew exactly what they were talking about, and why Loki was so reluctant to turn it over. Laevateinn was his sword. It was ancient, and powerful, and as personal to him as the spear Gungnir was sacred to Odin himself. Not just an armament, but an emblem, a symbol of who and what Loki stood for. It was his brand, and knowing how much Loki took pride in his brand, asking for Laevateinn was like slapping him in his face, then spitting in his mouth for good measure.

“We only mean to borrow your relic,” Carver said. “When our ritual is complete, it will be returned to you unsullied, unmolested.”

“And what proof do I have that you speak the truth?” Loki shouted, his eyes now totally black from rage. “I have no evidence that you will give it back to me once you finish.”

Carver shrugged. “You will just have to take my word.”

“You,” Loki snarled, pointing to me. “I don’t know why, I don’t know how, but I know that this is your fault. Twice now you have stolen from me.”

I lifted my hands up, palms out. “Listen. It’s either this, or the universe ends. No universe, no Happy, Inc. Your call.”

Loki’s hands curled in frustration, like he wanted to reach through the fire and wring my neck. Keep the sealing spell up, I thought to Carver. Please keep the damn spell up.

“If this is not returned to me, mortal, I will come and find you. I will feed you your own entrails, cooked upon a fire built from your own bones.”

“If you wish,” Carver said.

“Dude,” I murmured. “Don’t speak for me.”

Loki scowled at me again. I could feel his anger searing my very soul. He reached for the sword, putting his hand into himself, his fingers pushing and digging until he was elbow-deep into his own chest. I watched in horror, then amazement as he pulled a sword out of his own torso, its edge bloodless, but gleaming with a deep scarlet glow.

“Take it,” Loki said through gritted teeth, holding his hand up, then releasing the sword.

Laevateinn flew to me of its own accord, and I reached out to catch it by the hilt. Like Vanitas, the sword was light, effortless to hold. I placed it in my backpack with the other blades.

“And that makes four,” Carver said, “for as long as Belphegor keeps her promise.” He looked at Mason thoughtfully, then rubbed his chin. “There is still the question of acquiring an angelic sword.”

“Yeah,” Mason said. “I still need to figure that out.”

“Hello?” Loki yelled, waving his arms frantically. “We had a deal. You have my sword. Let me out of here. And pray that you keep it perfect and polished, or I will have your head, Dustin Graves.”

Carver snapped his fingers, and the sealing flames vanished. Loki launched instantly into the sky, his body hovering above us as he fixed each of us with a death glare, the dirtiest looks of all reserved for Odin, Carver, and me, in that order of magnitude. He turned his face to the sky, then took off like a bolt, disappearing into the night.

I looked from the sky to Odin, one eyebrow raised. “That’s funny. I thought you would have gone after him immediately. You gods hold very long grudges. Literally an eternity.”

Odin clambered to his feet, his huge beard moving with him as he shook his head. “I believe you mortals. There are matters to attend to, if the Old Ones truly are to return. I will speak to my peers, see what can be done to stave off the coming of their corruption.”

I was taken aback, but I wasn’t about to look a gift eight-legged horse in the mouth. “Thank you,” I said. “Any help we can get is worth so much right now. Thank you.”

Odin reached his hand out, clasping his fingers around an invisible pole. His spear, Gungnir, appeared in his hand as he spoke his last words to me. “Pray that you comprehend the true meaning of what you are doing, boy. Do not take your fate lightly.” He tapped Gungnir’s butt against the ground once, then, like Loki, went rocketing off into the night.

Mason scratched his head, staring at the gap in the clouds that the All-Father left in his wake. Then he looked at me with a frown, the question clear on his face. “What the hell was that about?”

I shook my head. “It’s nothing.”

“That’s a pile of bullshit and you know it, Graves,” Sterling said, stepping between us, blowing a cloud of cigarette smoke into my face as he turned to address Mason. “The Apotheosis is going to kill Dustin. That’s what Odin meant.”

Cat was out of the bag. It felt as if the night had frozen over. Gil, Mason, and Asher stared at me wordlessly for a long, tense moment. Then Mason stepped forward, his eyes crinkled as he struggled to focus on my face, watching for signs of deception.

“Is Sterling right? No more lies this time, Dust. Are you really going to die?”

I stood there, watched, it seemed, by the lingering spirits of an ancient mountain. For the first time in what felt like weeks, I told my friends the truth.
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The air was almost sweet on the hilltop outside of Valero. It was the same one where Bastion had shown me his little trick with his arcane grenades, and the boys and I picked it to make sure we could perform another communion without stinking up the entire Boneyard. Granted, our offering for Scrimshaw this time around wasn’t going to involve burning raw onions and garlic, but we thought it was best to make sure.

Gil and Asher were as polite and supportive as they could be when they learned the truth about the ritual. They were being good friends, in that sense, and I imagined that they would have reacted the same way if I’d told them that I had a terminal illness, that we only had so many more months to spend together.

They were doing their best. I was very careful to explain to the boys that Sterling had exaggerated, that the Apotheosis wasn’t meant to kill me, but only remove me from reality for, well, a while.

“How long?” Mason had asked, his eyes stern and hard.

Grudgingly, I had to answer with the truth. “Decades. Possibly a century.”

That didn’t soften the blow for anyone. In the minds of my mortal friends, that still meant that I was as good as dead. We would never see each other again.

Sterling had gotten snippier with me about the entire situation, making even less of an effort to speak to me, glance in my general direction, or acknowledge that I existed at all. But I didn’t expect such a negative reaction from Mason, of all people.

He’d come out that night, the same as all the others, I suppose to ensure that we’d have enough hands on call just in case our communion somehow went sideways. Carver and Banjo stayed back at the Boneyard for the night, but Asher and Gil were up there with me on the hilltop, roasting marshmallows on a little campfire that Gil had built himself. Sterling was there, too, sulking quietly into the fire as he used it to light cigarette after cigarette. Farther off, a little ways away from the flames, Mason sat alone, his arms folded, his face as dark as the night around us.

Which didn’t bode well, truthfully, considering Mason was our best option for seeking out the final sword, the celestial one. It was bad enough that we weren’t exactly in good graces – pun intended – with the angels. The only two I’d ever met weren’t in any condition to help, clearly. Samyaza gave his life for me, and was the primary reason Mason was our friend at all. The other one, Adriel, was bent on wiping out mankind, and was completely insane from the outset, to boot. We didn’t even know where he was.

Plus, I had to imagine that if someone like Zeus had picked up on me being in touch with demon princes, then it wasn’t a stretch to assume that the heavenly host would be clued in on that juicy little factoid themselves. They probably weren’t very happy about it, either.

“I cannot, in good conscience, essentially participate in assisted suicide.” Those were Mason’s exact words to me, that night on Mount Kinabalu, just after Sterling dropped his truth bomb. I was still mad at Sterling for that, actually – it was my truth to tell, my burden to explain to my own friends – but he really only expedited the revelation. I knew myself well enough. I probably wouldn’t have said shit until the very last moment, if at all.

I popped a toasted marshmallow into my mouth – tried to, rather, since it was burning hot right out of the fire. I got some of the crispy bits, but also the scalding lava of molten sweetness smeared over my lower lip. I cursed, wiping myself off on the sleeve of my jacket. That was as good a sign as any to get the communion out of the way. Bite the bullet, as it were.

“We should get started,” I said.

“Consider it finished,” Gil replied.

He helped Asher spread the contents of the various packets we’d hauled up to the hilltop with us, arranging them in a circle around the bonfire. I thought it was sweet that they even bothered to alternate the pattern, putting down a graham cracker, a square of chocolate, and then a jumbo marshmallow in the grass. It was all the same to Scrimshaw, who was one hundred percent going to smash it all into his face anyway.

I contributed the blood, dripping a bead of it directly into the fire. I hadn’t even made my way through half of the Puppy Yum biscuits incantation when the smell of brimstone overpowered the scent of wood fire. Similarly, the sound of kindling crackling and sputtering in the flames was quickly replaced by the scandalous and vaguely repulsive noises of our little imp friend enjoying his delicious bounty.

“Scrimshaw,” I said, clearing my throat to draw his attention. He already had chocolate and melted marshmallows gumming up his lips. I must have lucked out in assuming that he would have a good time with an offering of s’mores.

“Hnnngh,” Scrimshaw said.

It was interesting how Scrimshaw always prioritized getting down and dirty with the piles of food we offered him before he bothered acknowledging anyone else’s presence. Did he do it just to make us uncomfortable on purpose? Or maybe all demons were like that. Both Mammon and Belphegor certainly seemed to enjoy making me squirm and keeping me on my toes.

Sterling held his cigarette between his teeth and clapped his hands sharply. “Come on, sweetheart, we haven’t got all night.”

Scrimshaw stumbled around in the flames for a moment. Fire never injured him, I noticed, something about his demon blood or his coppery skin, which made making s’mores a decidedly more intimate affair between him and the flames. This was a guy who could sit on the inside of a pizza oven, or watch croissants blossom in all their perfect layers, up, close, and personal. But the idea of imps going around molesting baked goods and sitting with their bare asses on cookie sheets made me deeply uncomfortable, so I squatted in the dirt, putting myself level with Scrimshaw.

“Hey. I wish we had the time, buddy, but we don’t. We need your help to check on Belphegor. It’s been days, and there’s been no news about the sword we need. Do we have to go all the way back to the Philippines just to find her?”

I rubbed the back of my neck, already internally groaning at the idea of running off on another fetch quest. And the pay-off for it was dying, too, or at least going into some weird kind of suspended animation, if Hecate’s vague explanation was to be believed. Kind of a rip-off.

Scrimshaw burped, then scratched his belly, leaving little streaks of softened marshmallow. “Won’t be necessary, and would be useless too, in fact. Like I said, Belphegor doesn’t like to keep a tether. There’s a good chance she isn’t there anymore.”

Asher nodded. “She did say that she was on vacation, whatever that means to a demon prince.”

Scrimshaw cocked his finger at Asher. “Exactly. So it’s really more a question of tracking Belphegor down. Which – you’re in luck – I’m happy to do for you boys, because your offerings have been absolutely top notch, lately. Just the best.” He kissed his fingers, the world’s tiniest, nakedest chef.

He waddled out of the campfire, his tiny feet burning the grass where he stepped, then flapped his arms at us.

“Shoo,” he added for emphasis. I wasn’t sure what we were clearing the way for, exactly, but the distance Scrimshaw was trying to put between us and the fire got me more than a little worried. Was it supposed to be a blast area?

I nudged Asher. “Get ready,” I muttered. “And pass it along. Like, just in case.” He nodded at me, as did Gil. Sterling lit another cigarette, and Mason carried on moping, though I did notice that he’d come a little closer to the fire, his curiosity getting the best of him.

“Oh, great prince Belphegor,” Scrimshaw called out, his voice deeper, larger, like he was speaking through a different mouth. “Heed the call of your most worthless servant. Almighty laziest, the most slothful among us, monarch of couch potatoes, arbiter of hell’s most comfortable king-sized bed. Hear me!”

Asher elbowed me. “Is that for real? There’s a perfect bed in one of the hells? Huh. Maybe downstairs isn’t so bad after all.”

“Shush,” I said, as the campfires ran the gamut of the visible spectrum, shifting into impossible colors. They rose higher, and higher, until the flames were as tall as a man. And out of the flames, that was exactly what appeared: a man.

I scratched my head again, blinking the blinding flash of the fire out of my eyes as I tried to refocus on the stranger’s face. He had to have been about Asher’s age, no older than twenty, and though his face bore similarities to the Belphegor we saw on Calaguas Island, this was clearly a different person.

Scrimshaw threw himself to the ground, his palms pressing into the grass. “My prince,” he said, his voice quavering with mock reverence. “Welcome. Thank you for hearing my plea.”

The man grunted, sticking his hands into the pockets of his jacket, which had its hood pulled up and its elbows patched over with mismatched fabric. There were rips in his skinny jeans, too, and his canvas shoes had clearly seen better days.

“Uh, Scrimshaw,” I whispered. “We were hoping for an audience with Belphegor, not her skater boy assistant.”

But the boy heard me, loud and clear. He rounded on me, eyes flashing with malice and the deep, venomous annoyance of a mall teenager. “Where have you been, buddy? How many entities have you communed with all this time? We can assume any form we want, and you’re crazy if you think I’m wearing that bikini body out on a chilly night like this. Don’t be so stupid.”

I lifted my hands up, a quiet, wordless attempt at pacification. “Okay, man. I’m sorry.”

The boy pulled down the hood of his jacket, flipped his messy hair to the side, then pointedly rolled his eyes away from me.

“Ugh. So annoying.”

Okay, so that was Belphegor. That was definitely Belphegor.
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“Sorry,” I mumbled, scratching my head for the umpteenth time that night. “I guess I didn’t recognize you.”

“Just as well,” Belphegor said, his lip turned up. “I put a lot of effort into crafting each and every one of my incarnations. You should see the one I use to drive people insane.”

From somewhere near my feet, Scrimshaw shuddered.

Belphegor tossed his hair again, reaching inside one of his pockets for a smartphone, bathing his face in its soft, blue light. The demon prince-boy was every bit the picture of a brat, and I thought back again to how sloth could have so very many manifestations, just like the other deadly sins. In this skin, Belphegor was basically the consummate college slacker. I searched his clothes with my gaze, looking for the telltale bulge of a glass bong, or at least a baggie of marijuana.

“So,” Belphegor grumbled, still scrolling through his phone. “What do you want?”

I wasn’t sure who he was addressing until Scrimshaw tugged on my pant leg. I cleared my throat, slipping my body into the array of facial and physical expressions that generally worked best when sucking up to entities. Of course, body language only ever works when the other person is looking at you. Belphegor was being rude as hell, and wouldn’t even give me so much as a glance.

“We had a bargain,” I said. “Remember, when we visited you on Calaguas Island the other day?”

Still staring into his phone, Belphegor scoffed. “I mean, I remember when you interrupted my me time, my little vacay. But sure, why not. A bargain.”

I twiddled my thumbs, waiting for him to say something, and growing steadily more impatient and frustrated by the second. It didn’t help that this body Belphegor was wearing had perfected the carefree slouch of an impetuous teenager. It also had an eminently punchable face.

To my surprise, Mason stepped in, his face and demeanor similarly poised in a facsimile of my own “let’s be nice to entities” body language. “We asked to borrow a sword, Belphegor,” he said, firmly, but politely. “And the deal was that I would owe you a favor. Me. The nephilim.”

Belphegor’s thumb froze mid-swipe as his eyes slowly swiveled up to meet Mason’s. His lips broke into a lazy smile. “Oh, yeah. Now I remember. Duskfang, wasn’t it? Sure. Why didn’t you say so?”

Mason looked over his shoulder at me, and despite being mad, he threw me the kind of befuddled, annoyed look you might see flying between two people in a sitcom. Like, “What the hell is this guy smoking?”

Weed, it turned out, because the wind shifted just then, and I caught a whiff of the scent clinging to Belphegor’s body. I was totally right.

“That should be on my to-do list,” Belphegor said, scrolling through his phone. “I could have sworn I checked that thing off days ago.”

I bit hard on the inside of my cheek. “Are you serious? Days ago? And we had to chase you down for this?”

Belphegor said nothing, but he didn’t have to. The way his eyes flitted towards me with thick displeasure said plenty. I backpedaled without meaning to under the force of his glower, stumbling in the uneven earth of the hilltop.

“I don’t exactly have access to two-day delivery, Dustin Graves,” Belphegor said, his voice dripping with derision. “Maybe you’ve forgotten, being so far removed from your original role in the arcane underground, but the acquisition of magical artifacts takes time, and effort.”

“Acquisition?” I said. I turned to Asher and Gil, just to clarify. “Refresh my memory,” I said, softly so Belphegor couldn’t hear. “When we went to meet the prince of sloth in the Philippines, wasn’t there talk about just retrieving the sword?”

Gil’s eyes darkened as he chewed over the meaning of what Belphegor had said. “That’s what I thought, at least. It sounded like she – like he was going to just pop into his apartment and take it out of some dusty closet.”

Belphegor patted at his body, like he was confused at how he could have misplaced an entire goddamn sword on his person. “Oh, that’s right,” he muttered, mainly to himself. Belphegor opened his mouth, unhinging his jaw like a python. I cringed as he reached into his own throat, grasping the pommel of something glistening and wet. Within moments he had pulled out a jet black sword: Duskfang.

I approached to take it, but I didn’t have to. Belphegor spread his fingers, and Duskfang hovered towards me, obedient and docile, the way that Laevateinn had after Loki handed it over. I accepted, managing to hide most of my grimace as my fingers closed around the sword’s spit-slick hilt.

“Sorry about that,” Belphegor said, not sounding very sorry at all. “Can’t help it. You keep something in your throat, of course there’s going to be some saliva. You can just wipe that stuff off.”

I placed Duskfang into my backpack, resting it alongside the others. We only needed a celestial sword to complete the ritual now. I wiped my hand off on the back of my jacket, raising an eyebrow at Belphegor.

“Thanks a lot,” I grumbled. “I mean, you could have stored it somewhere else, right?”

“Meh,” he said. “It’s rough when you’re in a hurry and don’t want to be discovered, you know? Gotta stash it somewhere quick, and safe. It’s like how prisoners smuggle stuff up their butts.”

My eyes flitted wildly, like they were searching the hilltop for answers. “Wait, wait. Why did you have to stuff the sword up your butt – shit, I meant down your throat? Who was chasing you?”

Belphegor’s eyes looked straight into my face, focusing as if seeing me for the first time that night. It chilled me to the bone, how his gaze lingered there. “Oh, did I not mention? I don’t exactly have a bunch of magical demon-forged swords lying around, you know. Like I said, I had to acquire it.”

Asher’s gasp almost made me jump out of my skin. I’d almost forgotten he was even there. “Wait. You mean you stole Duskfang?”

Belphegor rolled his eyes. “I wouldn’t say ‘steal,’ but yeah, sure, the principle is the same. Going by the definition that I took it from someone else, and that the sword doesn’t technically belong to me, then I suppose you could say that I ‘stole’ it.”

He wiggled his fingers in the air, making air quotes around the word each time. And each time, cold blood ran just under my skin. “And who exactly did you steal Duskfang from?”

Belphegor blinked at me with all the innocence of someone who was building up to a dramatic mic drop. “Why, another demon prince, of course.”

Gil, Asher, Mason, Sterling, all five of us groaned practically at the same time. Hell, I was pretty sure I heard Vanitas groaning from inside my backpack, too. Scrimshaw, to my surprise, didn’t make a sound, but he was clearly eating his s’mores a lot faster, like a dog that’d been caught sneaking in the larder.

“Oops,” Belphegor said, a boyish grin spreading across his lips, his eyes twinkling with cunning, with fiendish delight.

I cringed, stiffening my muscles and curling my fists, as if that could prepare me for what was coming. Deals with demons never went exactly as expected, especially the bargains we’d made with demon princes.

Always read the fine print, I told myself. Make sure everything is worded correctly, precisely. I shook my head, then stopped when the world started spinning. And I was certain that it wasn’t my vision playing tricks on me, not some sudden bout of vertigo. The world really was spinning.

Shaking, actually. The earth was trembling beneath our very feet, the campfire sputtering and burning harder, brighter, throwing out huge, angry sparks.

“Well, great,” I shouted. “Just great. What the hell could it be this time?”

Sterling grabbed me by the forearm, staring hard into my eyes, his words accusing. “Oh, I think you know exactly what’s happening.”

I tore my arm away, scowling at Sterling, yet fearing for all the world that he was absolutely right.

“Oh, hells, no,” Scrimshaw said, gathering up as many of the s’mores ingredients as he could fit into his stubby little arms. “This is way, way above my pay grade. Sorry, boys, but I’m out.”

I gawped like a fish as he spun in place and vanished into a puff of farts, but could I really blame him? Scrimshaw had risked life and limb, contacting an actual demon prince for our sake. This kind of bravery wasn’t typical of most imps, nor expected. Herald told me so, and he knew his demons. Scrimshaw had done more than enough.

The peals of Belphegor’s easy laughter filled the air, his eyes gone bright crimson, his expression no longer set to its default boredom or languor, his lips pulled back to expose sharp, wicked teeth.

“You should always be careful what you wish for, boys. Maybe next time you’ll be a little more specific.” He flipped his hair again, revealing a third, burning red eye in the middle of his forehead. He stuck his hands in his hoodie’s pockets, winked at me with his third eye – the creepiest fucking thing – then vanished in a plume of scarlet fire.

“Fuck,” I yelled. “Mason, you owe that asshole a favor, too.”

He threw his hands up, his eyes wild as he answered me. “Don’t you think I know that? Thanks for the reminder, Dad!”

I deserved that one. I wasn’t even going to argue the fact that he was bringing back that cringe-worthy nickname again, because we had much bigger fish to fry.

The new intruder, for example. The campfire had turned a bright, familiar shade of green, very much the color of light striking an emerald.

“Fuck,” I shouted. “Run away.”

Too late. The flames burst outward from the campfire, erupting in lines towards the base of the hill, like the spokes of a great wheel. Then more columns of fire filled the spaces between, arcs drawn in flame to complete a larger circle to entrap us.

Normally I’d tap on the Dark Room’s door to test its power, or at least its responsiveness. This time I barged my shoulder into it out of desperation, but it wouldn’t budge. The emerald fire had fenced us in. I couldn’t shadowstep us out.

From where the campfire once burned, a pillar of green flame reached hungry fingers for the sky, the nexus for the great burning wheel that was keeping us locked firmly in place. From within its depths emerged a familiar barefoot figure, clothed in a suit that could have been sculpted out of rubies.

Shit. Oh, shit.

“Thing of shadows,” the entity called out from among the flames. “Mammon is most pleased to see you again.”
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I held my hands up for Mammon to see, backing away from the flames slowly, and then realizing that we were bordered on all sides by green fire, anyway. No escape.

“Listen,” I said. “We had no idea that Belphegor was going to steal from you to help us.”

“How pitiful it is,” Mammon said, walking forward, leaving a little puddle of gold with every step. “How very upsetting. You were friends with Mammon, once. A colleague, even, when business was good and thriving. Yet here you are, seeing fit not only to steal from the treasuries of greed, but to conspire with another of the demon princes to do so.”

“We swear, Mammon,” Mason said. “Belphegor tricked us. We thought the sword belonged to him and he was only going to retrieve it. We didn’t know it would be – ”

“Silence, nephilim.”

Mammon’s voice boomed across the hilltop, the flames licking at the sky. Please, I thought. Let someone from the Lorica, anyone detect that something was super, extremely, very wrong, just on the outskirts of town. If I was fast enough, I could yank out my phone and text a quick S.O.S. to Carver or someone else on Team Borica before Mammon singed me to a blackened crisp with one of their emerald fireballs.

“Once, you could have been Mammon’s friend,” the demon prince said, directly addressing Mason. “Someone who would have flourished as an employee, even a colleague. The same can be said of your foster father, the thing of shadows. Yet it all happens in the end, does it not? Betrayal.” Mammon brought one clawed hand to its face, cupping its chin with fingers tipped in wicked golden nails. “Who would have imagined that humankind could be so much more traitorous than the demon princes themselves?”

This is over, I thought. We were trapped. All it would take would be for Agatha Black to find us there, and then what? We’d be fenced in, then annihilated. Then the world would be doomed. So close, too – just one final sword away from my ascension.

“You gaze upon Mammon with such fear, tiny human worms. Yet there is no cause for trepidation. Mammon is only here for a brief discussion. Yes. A conference, if you will.”

“There’s only one thing to discuss,” I said. “Look at the sky. Those crimson stars represent the end of all things.”

“Yes,” the demon prince said. “Mammon knows.”

I gawked at Mammon, aghast. “Then why won’t you do anything to help stop it? Without a world to corrupt, you demons don’t get what you want. Your riches will be destroyed. There will be nothing left. You yourself will cease to exist.”

“Well and good,” Mammon said. “Then Mammon shall retreat to do what Mammon does best. To covet treasures, to keep them safe. If the universe is to end, then let it crumble in a panoply of emeralds and diamonds and gold.”

“You won’t help us?” I didn’t know when I’d started screaming. “Even with everything you care for threatened? Your stupid collections and libraries, your pointless menagerie.”

Mammon’s eyes flashed bright green. “The privilege of the wealthy, thing of shadows, is to watch from ivory towers while the world burns to ashes. This has been true for centuries, and so it will remain true as the very cosmos itself withers into dust. No. Mammon will not lift a finger. You rest your belief upon humankind so readily. Pray that your confidence has been well placed.”

“Then you’re working with them,” I said, my voice trembling. “With the Old Ones, with Agatha Black. And with Loki, all this time, all these well laid plans.”

Mammon’s grin shone with the glint of precious gold, and it shook one finger at me. “That is incorrect. These are all merely events that have fed into each other, sequences in the pattern of the universe that could have been, that could not have been, had you stopped them from occurring. Mammon had no interest in stirring the pot, as it were. To what end, to what purpose?”

Mason stood too close to Mammon as he voiced his rage, but the demon prince hardly flinched at the proximity, simply looking on in amusement.

“So you’re saying that you’re content to stand aside as the world ends,” Mason shouted. “That’s it? You’re not even going to try and stop it?”

Mammon shrugged. “Ragnarok, Armageddon, the Eschaton – each is just the apocalypse by a different name. You were correct in one thing, at least. A world without mankind would be droll. No souls to collect, no lives to corrupt and to torment. No. This is simply the way of all things. Nothing lasts forever, and time has run out. It is not in the nature of the universe to continue in perpetuity. The market has crashed.”

A horrible keening began to scream from out of the sky. It was fear that both restrained me and convinced me to lift my head, to look at the clouds, and when I saw them, my heart faltered. The thirteen crimson stars were falling to earth. I looked again to Mammon’s face, seeing the red light reflecting in their eyes, and somewhere inside me I thought to beg the demon prince to help.

But the answer, as it was with any of the entities – angels, demons, the monsters of the apocalypse, even the gods themselves – would be a loud and resounding “No.” I looked up again as the thirteen terrible stars descended to earth, and my body thrummed with horror and despair.

“Fare well, humans,” Mammon said, its body sinking into the pool of molten gold at its feet. “The end has begun.”
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I turned to Asher, my proverbial knuckles already rapping desperately at the Dark Room’s door. “Tell the others to get ready. Call them, text them. Anything!”

“Sterling’s already on it,” Asher said, pointing to where the vampire was yelling loudly into his phone. “But how is that going to make a difference? If we can’t break out of here, then they can’t break in.”

“We’ll improvise,” I said, really meaning that I hoped one of the others would find a way for us. Romira could manipulate fire, and in fact had used her very gift to control flames sent from the sun itself. Maybe she could deal with hellfire, too. Or one of the others who knew the ins and outs of sorcery would know a way. Carver, or – or Herald. My heart pinched at just the thought of him, but I curled my fist and clenched my teeth. Priorities, Dust, I told myself. Priorities, like the thirteen crimson stars streaking straight for Valero.

Wait. No. The thirteen stars were actually heading directly for us. By the size and shape of the missiles, even one of them would be enough to blow the hilltop we were standing on into a pile of dirt clods and dead meat. What would thirteen do?

“Fuck,” I shouted. “Everybody, gather near. I’ll do what I can to protect us.”

Gil and Sterling rushed to my side, their faces red in the light of Agatha Black’s approach. Asher shouted once, then flicked his hand upwards, a flurry of huge ivory spikes following the direction of his gesture, erupting from the ground to form a wall of bones. Mason called on a kite shield from the Vestments, almost big enough to cover his body, but nowhere near enough to defend us. At least he was trying.

And I kept banging on the Dark Room’s door, pleading for it to open just a crack. I’d used the shadows to create domes and shields before, ones that weren’t nearly as sturdy as Bastion’s, but desperate times, you know? Yet still the Dark wouldn’t answer. Agatha’s proximity must have had something to do with it. I swore under my breath. What good was it being tainted by the curse of the Eldest if I couldn’t even use their power against them?

“Brace for impact,” Gil growled. Sterling said nothing, only silently positioning himself in front of me. My heart twinged again. His loyalty made me feel all the worse for not talking to him about the Apotheosis more openly. I owed him that much.

“It’s been an honor fighting with you boys,” Mason said, smiling bravely despite the quaver in his voice.

“You guys are my brothers,” Asher shouted, straining as he summoned more and more of the bone spikes from out of the earth. “If we die tonight, promise me we’ll haunt the world together.”

“We’re not dying,” Sterling snarled. “None of us are dying.”

The stars were so close that the world itself had turned crimson. I shut my eyes, the light of blood piercing my skin, and waited for death. I cursed the Dark Room, cursed it for letting my friends die.

But nothing. The shrieking of the thirteen stars had stopped. I opened my eyes again, only to find that they had stopped directly above us, arranged into a circle. Slowly, their light faded, revealing thirteen precise copies of the lioness. Thirteen times Agatha Black grinned at us, the lines of her face filled with malice. The witches spoke in sequence, taunting, their voices echoes of each other, reverberating with dark triumph.

“It isn’t your time yet, little sheep. We aren’t going to make it that easy.”

“Besides, if you perish now, then how will you see what we truly have in store for the earth?”

“How will you witness the glory, the true beauty of the coming of our masters?”

The Agathas spun around us in a slow circle, eyes and smiles burning with evil, green from the sickly light of Mammon’s hellfire, like some dreadful parody of a child’s zoetrope. A golden spear and a huge bone spike erupted from our midst, both projectiles heading directly for one of the Agathas. All thirteen clenched their fingers lazily. The spear vanished, and the spike crumbled into white dust, drifting away in the wind. Mason and Asher cursed. We were basically defenseless.

“It will be very amusing to watch you try and stop us. But do be reminded that when we last fought, you could barely stand against a single manifestation of our greatness. What hope do you have against the full power of the lioness?”

“Oh my God,” Sterling cried out. “You’re so boring. Are you just going to monologue all night long? Are you just going to talk us to death?”

Silence, for a moment. Then one Agatha laughed, then another, until all thirteen were cackling, their voices laced with mirth and menace.

“We shall kill you last, vampire. We only want you to live long enough to see the fruit of our holy labors.”

“Then tell us,” I shouted. “Tell us why you had to murder so many innocents. Was that just you going on some mindless killing spree? What was the point?”

I found myself flinching when the circle of witches around us tightened, closing in as they hovered above us, their feet barely touching the licking tongues of Mammon’s flames.

“Surely you already know, little one. My gods demand blood, a massive circle with which to summon them, to invite them into this world.”

I shifted uneasily. She confirmed it, then. They were all sacrifices. Offerings. Then that meant –

“Thea Morgana didn’t think big enough. She attempted to destroy your home, Valero. But why inscribe a circle around something as insignificant as a city? Why only sacrifice those mortals? Why not the entire world?”

“Oh God,” I muttered. “No.”

Thirteen mouths sneered at me as they opened and spoke at once. “Yes.”

The witches pointed their hands at the sky, each issuing a beam of red light that pierced the clouds like spotlights. Up in the stars, the lights expanded and swirled, curved lines connecting each point until they formed into a complete, blood-red circle.

“All those decades of slumbering madness,” Agatha said. “Oh, the things that we’ve seen, little sheep. Let us show you.”

The circle in the sky began to spin, as the clouds around it grew red to match the color of Agatha Black’s magic. Then a line appeared in the center of it, bisecting the circle into two halves. My heart seized with terror as the line split apart to reveal a bright yellow pool, a slit of black at its center. The slit swiveled around, rolling, until it found the thirteen witches far below, until it found us.

I held my breath and looked on, helpless, as the great eye blinked once more.
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The thing in the sky was the size of a stadium, its horrible, slitted pupil flitting about, a grotesque reminder of the fact that it was attached to something much, much larger. There was no way in hell that anyone within miles could ignore its presence. You don’t look up in the sky, shrug, and go back to binge-watch TV shows after you see the massive eye glaring back at you from the heavens.

The Lorica was going to have a hell of a time cleaning this one up. I wondered if they even had enough Mouths on hand to wipe the memories of that many civilians.

The more pressing concern, of course, was whether any of those civilians were going to survive the night. Whoever – whatever that thing in the sky was, there was no question that it was summoned for the sole purpose of destroying and consuming the world. Agatha’s laughter reverberated from thirteen equidistant points around us, like we needed another reminder of how badly this one-sided fight was going.

I hurled a fireball at the closest witch, pouring as much of my spirit as I could into the flames,. It only snuffed out before it even made contact with her body. The thirteen were shielded, either by their own magic or by the unholy gift of their insane masters. Still, I knew that the key was to deactivate them, one by one. Every Agatha was a pylon holding the doorway open for the Eldest, one corner of the thirteen-sided gate that gave them passage between dimensions.

“Where the hell are the others?” I said, my eyes searching around the hilltop, barely able to see through the hellish green fire that Mammon had left behind.

Asher fumbled with his phone with one hand, gesturing and drawing mystic symbols with the other as he called out more spikes of bone from within the earth. At one point, exactly thirteen of them erupted from the ground to strike at the witches, a feat of arcane power that would have made even Carver swoon. But they only shattered before they could make impact.

Calling on the Vestments, Mason hurled more spears at the surrounding horrors. Every one of his spears splintered into pieces, then vanished into wisps of gold, returning bent and broken to the armories of heaven. I fired balls of flame from both hands, cursing harder and harder at how the Dark Room wasn’t responding. Our attacks were only tickling the Agathas. We were just flies to her, worthless little insects.

The flash of black and silver streaking towards another of the Agathas gave me some hope. This had worked before, both Gil in his werewolf form and Sterling with his lightning sword acting together to break Agatha’s shield. Both claws and katana struck the air just around her, sending up a shower of sparks – but nothing. Either Agatha was on to their trick, or there was a greater source powering her protections. Likely both. Sterling and Gil landed lightly in the grass, totally ignored by the witches.

But the gap in the sky was growing larger, and now the Agathas had lifted their arms, chanting in unknowable tongues as more and more of the blood-red magic leaked from their souls, feeding the ever widening rift. I cast more fireballs as Asher summoned more of his spikes. The witches carried on as if nothing had happened, uncaring.

They didn’t even react when the first of several snowflakes drifted out of the sky – when that gentle, mostly innocent manifestation of ice magic was followed by a terrifying hail of icicles. I fell to the ground, taking Asher with me, and Mason raised his shield over our heads as Sterling and Gil – returned to human form, thank God – rushed for shelter.

Perhaps some divine form of magic allowed Mason to keep us all protected from the shower of ice, every spike as sharp as a knife, shattering like blades of glass against his shield. He grunted as the icicles fell harder and faster, and we only ventured to peek outside of our makeshift umbrella when the pinging and crashing had dwindled to nothing.

The ground was littered in shards of melting ice. Above us, the Agathas continued their blighted song, untouched by the torrent of frost. But all around us, the circle of green hellfire had disappeared, doused and vanquished by the same person who had once saved me from Mammon’s flames.

“Herald,” I said, my heart bursting with sunshine at the sight of him, and of the rest of our friends.

“No time to talk,” he said, rushing to my side, then ushering us away from the ring of witches. “We can fight them from outside their circle. No telling what they have planned, but we’ll have a better chance of breaking their seal that way.”

“Fair enough,” I said, stumbling along after him, hope blooming in my chest as I caught the faces of the rest of Team Borica. Bastion, Prudence, Romira, and Royce were there, as were Carver and, of all people, Mama Rosa. But what truly heartened me was the sight of the crowd of people behind them.

“We brought reinforcements,” Bastion announced, his chest puffed up, his voice deeper as he stood tall and proud. I recognized some faces from working with them, but I found so many more, dozens that I didn’t know. Men and women from the Lorica, come to help with the battle. Humanity was finally fighting for humanity.

And then I saw them, even more shapes emerging from out of the darkness, streaming in from all directions. More and more people, mages, each and every one, spells already prepped in the palms of their hands. I recognized Frau Helena near the front. My blood thrummed with renewed confidence. This wasn’t just the Lorica. The mages of the world were rallying to defend our home.

Wordlessly, as one, we turned on the witches, and the night sky lit up with the horrific brilliance of raw magic unleashed. This was nothing compared to the battle against the White Mother, or the massive fight with the Overthroat. Anything and everything I’d ever encountered in the arcane underground up to that point would have been slaughtered by the assault of so many mages, easily a hundred of us working in symphonic unity, blasting with abandon.

Someone called a halt, the river of magic stopping at the sound of a barked order from Frau Helena. The air cleared, the smoke of fires lit in the grass by flame and lightning blowing away in a gentle breeze. I gritted my teeth at the sight of the thirteen witches completely unharmed and untouched. I clenched my fist.

“We barely made a dent,” I cried out.

I spun on my heels, looking at the faces of the mages gathered there, their skin red in the light of Agatha Black’s sorceries. They were just as worried as I was, though a few of their number were busy with other concerns. Bastion and Royce were speaking to each other rapidly, practically yelling. I noticed a third in their cluster, Odessa, another Scion of the Lorica famed for her talent with erecting powerful shields. She was involved in the argument as well, but it ended quickly enough when she bent closer to suggest something in a whisper. The three of them nodded as Bastion stepped forward to address us all.

“Everyone, back,” he said, to the protestation of some of the Hooded Council’s members, who shouted at him in a colorful array of languages. “No. Back. Those of you who can create shields, lend us your power. We’re calling in a strike.”

I knew exactly what that meant, and instinctively I tugged on Herald’s wrist and ran towards the rest of the mages. Asher and the others followed suit. My eyes landed on Royce, who had two fingers pressed to his temple. He was speaking to someone who wasn’t physically with us, telepathically relaying his orders.

“Ready,” Bastion cried out, thrusting his arm towards the sky.

A wave of force emitted from the palm of his hand, and I marveled as Odessa and more and more of the mages contributed their essence to the shield, lifting ensorcelled fingers and hands and wands to the sky. A faint humming emanated from all around us, the air vibrating with the concentration of so much power. The gleam of magic around us solidified into a massive dome, one big enough to protect every mage by the hilltop. We needed to be properly defended for what was coming.

Royce pointed his finger directly at the circle of witches. “Open fire!”

I searched the night sky for a sign of the Lorica’s fullest fury, looking for the gleam of red magic among the streams of similarly colored radiance issuing from each of Agatha Black’s manifestations. That was the advantage – they wouldn’t really see the attack coming, not until it was too late.

And soon, there it was in the sky, like a crimson sun: a massive, terrifying beam of roaring energy, screaming from out of the clouds, the orbital strike that Royce, Bastion, Odessa, and the other Scions had summoned through their occult mastery. The red pillar of howling fire descended to earth, reaching hungry fingers for Agatha Black’s circle.

The Heart wants what it wants.
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The pillar of red death roared from the clouds, the stray tendrils of energy at its tip clumping into what could almost pass for a gigantic fist. My breath hung in my chest for what felt like ages. I was keenly aware that everyone around me was quiet, too, the air still in their lungs, all of us waiting for imminent destruction.

I’d rarely ever seen anything that was at once so beautiful and so terrifying. The Heart’s beam spilled over the hilltop like a gout of ruby fire, as if breathed by some celestial dragon hidden far above the clouds. It sounded that way, too, as if the raw energies of the Scion’s inner circle were being emitted directly from the growling, rumbling maw of an ancient behemoth.

The force of the blast was so violent, so tremendous that it shook the earth, even though it lasted mere seconds. But as the last of the ruby flames died out, I heard the sweetest noise, the sound that mattered the most. Exactly what we were hoping for: the shattering of glass.

Agatha’s shields were down.

Our magical assault returned with new vigor. Launching blasts of fire felt so natural and so easy when my blood was singing with so much confidence. Surely Agatha couldn’t stand against the might of a hundred mages. And I was right, to a point. Her manifestations weren’t ignoring us anymore. As one, the thirteen witches turned to us, raising their hands to erect new shields, defending themselves.

It was a start. With every Agatha distracted, it meant that they were diverting power away from prying open the gateway for the Eldest. The hole in the sky was bigger, but not nearly big enough for the eldritch thing to push through. It blinked at us in malevolent silence. It felt as if the thing was looking directly at me. I know, it seems egotistical, but it made sense. I wasn’t special, or better than anyone else around me. I just happened to be the man that Thea Morgana stabbed through the heart. 

But I could feel the shard of star-metal in my heart burning, tugging, like something was beckoning to me, calling me into its dark service. I dug my nails into the palm of my hand and bit my lips, praying that the pain would keep the uncanny new voice out of my head. I couldn’t understand the words, only knowing that they came from the thing in the sky. But I knew what it wanted. My fealty, my cooperation. Everything that Agatha Black had once told me. I was to be their heir, the ruler of their new world.

Fat fucking chance. The next fireball I threw was larger, heavier with the heat of my anger. I wanted Agatha to burn. All we had to do was get rid of her, and the Eldest would leave the earth alone forever. One could hope.

Yet I knew that we were in a stalemate. The Heart’s fire had destroyed Agatha’s shields, and our combined attack was draining enough of her attention away from tearing open her interdimensional portal. It was a battle of attrition, a sorcerous tug of war, and we needed something to nudge it all in our favor.

I glanced around me. What else could we try? Maybe the Hands had some way of joining their forces to create something explosively spectacular, something that could truly blow Agatha out of the water. We certainly couldn’t afford another sniper shot from the Heart. That thing needed time to recharge. It drew energy directly from the Scions, and as far as I knew, said Scions were presently involved in getting Agatha to roll over and quit her bullshit.

And like an answered prayer, the pressure we needed came careening out of the sky, like a burning meteor. I shielded my eyes as I caught sight of the unidentified flaming object. Shouts erupted from the gathered mages, and a few stray spells went up in the direction of the new threat, but I finally made out what it was through the haze of golden fire.

“Stop!” I shouted, flailing my arms over my head. “They’re here to help.” Cautious eyes flitted towards me, but the spells stopped. Then those same eyes swiveled upwards to observe the meteor-thing, and several mouths dropped open. I turned to face the flaming chariot, waving my arms again. “Holy shit, you guys. Thanks for coming.”

Artemis stood on one end of the chariot, Apollo taking the reins, six blazing white horses keeping them suspended in the sky. They’d discarded their modern garb in favor of how they were depicted in more traditional imagery, all loincloths and togas. Artemis twiddled her fingers at me in a casual wave. Apollo grinned and flexed his biceps, then winked at me. He seemed a little shinier than usual, which was when I noticed that he’d oiled himself up just for the occasion. Cheeky fucker.

“What’s up, loser,” Artemis said. “We’re here to save the day.”

Apollo cupped one hand to the side of his mouth. “Hey Dustin. Dustin! You like my wheels? This is what my baby really looks like. I’ll take you on a ride one of these days.” He winked again, leering at me. “Bring your boyfriend.”

I blushed, both over the lurid comment and the fact that I wasn’t even sure I had a boyfriend anymore. Herald answered for both of us, his fingers engaged in firing an endless cannonade of frost at the Agathas. “Will you guys just fucking help already?”

Apollo threw the reins and laughed. Artemis rolled her eyes, flipped her hair, and readied her bow, nocking a single arrow. I felt a tug on my sleeve, then turned my head, surprised to find myself face to face with Frau Helena.

“We’ve heard of you even on our side of the pond, boy,” she said, her face hard, but only just disguising the fact that she was more than a little impressed. “But we didn’t know that you had friends in such high places.”

I shrugged, trying my hardest to remain modest. “I did them some favors. You know how it is.”

Frau Helena’s mouth set into a grim line, and she nodded firmly. “Let us pray that it will be enough.” I nodded in agreement as a high-pitched whistle split the air. Artemis had loosed her arrow.

I followed its flight, golden and glimmering, as it flew for the ritual circle. Apollo flicked his wrist at it, and then the arrow was ablaze, glowing gold with the blessing of sunfire.

The Agathas swiftly took notice, their heads eerily whipping in the same direction as the barrage of arrows whistled for their hearts. All at once, they held out their hands, erecting shields to protect themselves.

Then somehow the arrow produced a sister, then another, until the missiles had multiplied in number, until the needle had turned into a storm. The arrows reproduced so quickly and thickly that they blotted the circle of witches out of view, shrouding them in a cloud of deadly flaming spines.

Agatha’s screams filled the night. The arrows that shredded past the circle disappeared, leaving a single bolt thudding into the dirt. Artemis and Apollo had done a number on Agatha, all right. The thirteen witches were bloodied and burned. The problem was that they didn’t look any weaker.

The twins had only made them angrier.
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Artemis shook her hair, letting the wind carry it. I had the very keen sense that she was trying to impress us humans. I heard some oohs and ahs from the bank of mages behind me. It sort of worked, then.

“And now we must be off,” she said heroically. “Our father sends his regards.”

“Well, that, and something else,” Apollo said, grinning. “Wink.”

“Spoilers.” Artemis elbowed him hard in the ribs. “Will you shut up?”

Apollo clutched his side, eyes huge and pitiful, wounded in more ways than one. “What did I say?”

“Too much,” she snarled. “Also, you said ‘Wink.’”

“So?”

Artemis leaned back into her seat on the chariot, put her feet up on the – I guess you could call it the dashboard? – and folded her arms. “Just drive.”

Apollo shrugged, threw the reins, then blew kisses at us sad, sad mortals as he reared his chariot back into the skies. Surreal. I waved back, to be polite. To either side of me, suitably charmed women, as well as a fair few men, mirrored my gesture, their eyes starry. I groaned.

Then a tremendous bolt of lightning crashed from out of the sky. The humongous roar of thunder that followed rocked the earth and rattled my teeth. There was no warning this time, but I was pretty sure the lightning was headed directly for Agatha Black and her sisters.

I was right. With the lightning cleared, but the smell of ozone still in the air, the witches were turning their heads frantically, seemingly looking at each other, like they were counting. I counted along, my heart leaping when I found only twelve copies of Agatha Black remaining. Where the thirteenth should have been was just a pile of ashes.

Well, hot damn. Zeus actually delivered. I turned my head to the skies, silently mouthing my thanks to the god I least expected to help us.

The bad thing about it was that pruning their numbers didn’t actually do much to diminish their power. If anything, it felt as though the remaining twelve witches were compensating for their fallen sister with more ferocity. Still, the mages around me gave a ragged cheer as they resumed their bombardment of spells. Knowing that the Agathas could be killed was obviously a huge boost to morale.

But it quickly became clear that Zeus’s gambit had given some of us bigger, more ambitious ideas. To my surprise, it looked like someone else was going in to take a bite out of the ritual circle, almost literally. A huge blue dragon was approaching the witches, getting close enough that Bastion had to call another ceasefire to ensure her safety. Prudence swung her head at us, as if in gratitude, then turned back to the twelve Agathas, opening her great maw. But she stopped cold at the sight of a second dragon.

I rubbed my eyes. I definitely wasn’t confusing them this time, and I wasn’t just seeing double, either. Prudence stood tall and terrifying over the witches in her shifted form, but the dragon that stretched its serpentine body far above us all was larger and more threatening still. My jaw dropped to the ground. I couldn’t believe it. Tiamat herself had come to help.

The great dragon-goddess reared her head, the membranes over her eyes sliding open and shut as she searched the sea of human faces for one she recognized. She stopped when she found me, locking gazes. I could have pissed myself. Tiamat extended one wicked, reptilian talon directly at me, her voice booming across the hilltop as she spoke.

“You cannot say that the Great Beasts were cowards, little speck of dust. I come for my brothers and sisters. I come to consume.”

I could feel the mages rushing away from me as a crowd, hear them chattering in hushed voices about me and the dragon. My feet were rooted to the spot, and I turned to them, shrugging. What the hell else was I supposed to do? I turned back to Tiamat, waving limply.

“Um, thanks, I guess,” I murmured, too quietly for her to hear, yet she understood anyway. The edges of Tiamat’s great maw pulled back, and she showed me her rows and rows of vicious teeth. I shuddered.

The voices of the twelve witches rose as one as they addressed the great dragon. “You have no quarrel with us, beast,” they shouted. “Why do you defy us? We are only doing the work you are too weak and lazy to finish.”

Tiamat threw her head back and roared, a grating, feral sound that I was sure they heard all the way in Valero. She shook her head, dangerous spines emerging down along her back, the wind shifting as her great wings unfurled. She poised herself above the ritual circle, her body curved into a giant S. Tiamat opened her mouth to speak again. I didn’t miss the familiar haze of bluish-green light forming in the back of her throat.

“We have very different desires, witch,” Tiamat hissed. “You will not take this away from us. The universe is ours to shatter.”

The great dragon reached down, its scales shimmering sea-green and blue under the dazzling fusillade of spells the witches threw at it. But no amount of magic could penetrate her hide. One of the witches shrieked as Tiamat pulled her out of the circle, flailing as she was lifted bodily into the air. The shrieking ended as Tiamat squeezed her talons, turning the witch into a twisted pulp. The wet noise Agatha’s body made as she exploded – that damp, crunching pop – will haunt me forever.

“Sick,” someone next to me said. It was one of the younger Hands, recording the grisly scene with his phone. I frowned at him disapprovingly, then turned back to Agatha Black as a shrill, layered screaming filled the night air.

The remaining witches wailed, as if the pain had reverberated through their own bodies. Empowered by their agony, Tiamat rose to her full height, running the claws of her bloodied hands against the hilltop, digging huge grooves, as if cleansing herself of the gore. But I knew there was another purpose to the motion, the same one that Prudence herself was mimicking. The exhalation of dragonfire comes with such impact and pressure that the dragon in question needs to reinforce itself, kind of like how guns and recoil work. And both our huge blue beasts were locked and loaded.

Tiamat’s flames lit up the night, bathing the ritual circle in a shower of blue-green sparks. Gouts of her dragonfire licked at the hilltop, singeing what was left of the grass. If the witches were screaming, I couldn’t hear over the outrageous roar and rush of fire. On a smaller, but no less impressive scale, Prudence swayed her neck from right to left and back, spraying the hill with her own brand of brilliant blue flames.

Then the fires cleared, the dragons spent of their gifts. Prudence lumbered away backwards, only stopping when she stumbled against a tree, where Gil was waiting. He patted her belly, and she lowered her head, which again received a fond, friendly pat. Tiamat, on the other hand, whipped her tail triumphantly through the vegetation, issued a rattling, reptilian laugh, then took off spiraling into the air, the great beating of her wings knocking down the smaller, lighter mages, and even flattening a couple of small trees in the process.

The wind of her wing-beats also put out the last of the fires still burning on the hilltop, and as the smoke cleared, it showed what was left of the witches. The majority of them had erected shields at the very last minute for protection. Two hadn’t been so lucky. Where there were originally thirteen, now there were only ten. I liked those odds better.

I heard a tutting at my side. Frau Helena shook her head at me, the lines of her face deep and disapproving, but something like hesitant awe was glimmering in her gray eyes. I scratched the back of my neck and shrugged.

“I, um. I have friends in low places, too.”
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And yet – and yet for all of the effort, even with two witches dead, we hadn’t done the one thing we’d set out to do: closing the great portal in the sky. It stared down at the world, burning and yellow, a ghastly reminder of what Agatha Black had in store for all of reality.

The onslaught of spells from the gathered mages continued in earnest, but even with reduced numbers – or maybe because of them – the remaining witches were defending themselves with increased fervor, pelting us with their own spells in between bouts of shielding. Every so often, one of the ten would lob an ethereal spear in our direction, glimmering and vicious. Most of our people were lucky, dodging or shielding in time. A few were not, and it was a gruesome, brief taste of Agatha Black’s power. A single strike, even a glancing one from a spear, was enough to kill a human. We’d lost a dozen lives already, at least. That was a dozen too many.

“We have to end this,” I shouted. “It’s not like we can count on more entities to show up tonight.”

There was only one thing left to do. I whirled in place, scanning the battlefield, finally finding Mason planted to one end of it, protecting a cluster of mages with a shield from the Vestments. I rushed to him, and I knew he saw me running, but his gaze was flitting away, like some last ditch effort for him to pretend not to see me.

“Ladies,” he said to the mages behind him. “I need to help some others. You think you’ve got this handled?”

“Oui,” said one of the mages, someone from the Hooded Council, as she chanted words to raise a force field around herself and her allies. Mason nodded at them as soon as he caught the gleam of magic in the air, then moved in the opposite direction from me. I glowered, then sprinted straight for him, my blood and muscles pumping from anger.

“Dude,” I shouted, slamming my palm against his shoulder.

“What the fuck?” he said, twisting away from me, pretending like he didn’t know that I’d caught up to him, his eyes wandering like he’d only just noticed it was me. “Quit shoving. What do you want?”

“You know what I want,” I said, reaching out an open hand. “The last sword. Give it to me. Otherwise more people are going to die. It’s the only way to stop this.”

His mouth opened, then closed when he saw something behind my back. I turned in place, the breath catching in my throat as I locked eyes with Herald. Carver was beside him. It was clear that they both knew exactly what Mason and I had been talking about.

Mason ran his fingers through his hair, his eyes creasing with frustration. “I’m not just going to help you kill yourself, Dust.”

“That’s not how it works,” I said. “The ritual will remove me from reality, sure – ”

Herald scoffed. “Yeah, cause that’s a better deal, isn’t it?”

I tugged at my own hair, my eyes shutting for the briefest second before I focused on Herald again, speaking carefully. “I’m going to be gone for years. That’s it. I’m not going to die.”

He shrugged. “Then I guess we can all just wait for you until we’re eighty and dying. There are other ways to do this. There must be.”

“This is the quickest,” I yelled, hating that I was raising my voice at him, hating how he flinched and staggered away from me. Then I added, with my voice faltering: “This is the best option we have.”

“If you are quite finished,” Carver hissed. “I propose that you do not let personal feelings get in the way. The fate of the universe is at stake.”

I thought it surprising that he was so easily siding with me, for once, and I thought it fitting that his words could have been meant for any of the three of us.

Herald folded his arms and shook his head. Mason glared at him, his gaze flitting from Carver, to me, then back to Herald. It hit me just then. Mason was trying to be a friend, not just to me, but to the man I loved. My heart sank.

“Do it,” Herald said.

I looked down at my hand, flexing and unflexing my fingers. I was ready to go. Why weren’t they?

Mason stared me dead in the eye, then cursed under his breath. “You know what? Fine. It’s your funeral.”

I had never properly seen him use his power before. The weapons and armor he could summon from heaven’s stocks appeared almost instantly in his hands, as quickly as he could think of them. This time was different. Mason clasped his hands together in an almost prayerful way, his eyes firmly shut, but his eyeballs moving around under their lids, as if they were searching the darkness for something. As he worked his talent, the tattoos inscribed up and down his body glowed with a soft yellow light.

I thought I caught the faintest glimpse of golden radiance spilling from his back, from the crown of his head. It could just have been the emanations from the sigils on his skin, but for a moment it looked as if he had wings, and a halo. I blinked, and they were gone. I blinked again – and there it was.

Mason hadn’t been praying, not exactly. The thing that he claimed from the Vestments needed both his hands to hold steady, probably because of its length, and the fact that it was on fire.

“Oh,” Herald murmured. “Oh wow.”

I couldn’t see the look in his eyes, his glasses reflecting only the hallowed glow of the sword clasped in Mason’s shaking hands.

“Holy shit,” Mason stammered. “It worked.”

I looked at him, my brow furrowed, questioning. “What worked, exactly?”

“Don’t worry about it,” he said, his eyes hardening again, his voice serious once more, with none of the awe and wonder it held just seconds ago. As he held the sword out, the blaze running along its edge faded, then went out, leaving only a beautiful, gleaming golden blade. “Here. Take it.”

Again, like the others, I didn’t really have to handle the blade to truly claim it. The sword levitated towards me, the feel of its hilt familiar and comforting in my hand, its metal still warm from both Mason’s skin and the holy fire it bore.

For a moment I thought to ask Mason what the sword was called, but I suspected that he wouldn’t have been keen to give me an answer anyway. I nodded at him in silent thanks. Mason bit his tongue, his mouth in a flat line, but he nodded back firmly, just the once.

Carver grabbed me by the shoulder, pressing hard. “It is time, Dustin. Do what you must.” He gave me the smallest smile. “I will tell the others that you said goodbye.” I nodded back, wishing I could have set things right with Sterling. But that was how Sterling showed his friendship, anyway – through pigheaded stubbornness and tough love.

A hand brushed against my wrist, then locked fingers with my own. I looked up, surprised to see Herald standing so close to me.

“God, I hate you for this,” Herald said, his voice just above a murmur. He squeezed my hand.

“I know,” I said, fighting back tears. “I love you, too.”
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Carver nodded at me firmly, gripping me again by the shoulder. His eyes reflected the endless wave of spells the mages launched at the remaining Agatha Blacks. I was right about their dwindled numbers. The ten that remained were making up for their fallen sisters. The portal in the sky was still widening. We’d knocked down three of the pillars that held open the gate for the Eldest, but it had amounted to nothing.

“Now or never, Dustin,” Carver said softly.

I nodded. I squeezed Herald’s hand as hard as I could, then stepped away, working my backpack off of my shoulders. Then I laid it on the ground and spread my hands.

“Come,” I whispered. “Come to me.”

The opening of the backpack fluttered as the four remaining swords heeded my call. I heard gasps from around me as the fifth blade that Mason claimed left my grasp, floating with the others in a slow orbit around my body. I looked from my friends to the circle of witches. My past, and my future. I found myself frozen in the present. It felt as though I had unfinished business.

I couldn’t just leave it at that. I knew it was selfish, but walking away wasn’t a proper goodbye. I ordered the swords to stay at my side, so they wouldn’t be in the way when I walked up to Herald, when I grabbed him by the collar, when I kissed him full on the mouth. When I pulled away, I thought I could taste the salt of fresh tears.

“Thank you for everything you’ve done for me,” I whispered. “For everything that you are.”

He grabbed the side of my face, a tear slipping past the emotional neutral ground that his glasses offered him. “I couldn’t stop you if I wanted to. Go get ’em. Go save the world.”

I nodded, swallowing thickly.

Herald staggered away, his hand closing into a fist around thin air. “I’ll wait for you.”

My heart shattered.

But it wouldn’t be the first time, nor the last time that hearts and minds and bodies would be broken by the Eldest. This was the little sacrifice I had to make, the small offering I had to give in exchange for the world’s safety. Everyone – Hecate, Thea, Carver – always did say that the circumstances of my first death and my succeeding bond with the Dark Room were only incidental, an unhappy accident. I still don’t know if I believe in fate, but I did believe in doing the right thing.

And that night, in that moment, murdering Agatha Black was the right thing to do.

“Every ritual demands a sacrifice,” Carver said. He lifted his hands towards the circle of witches. “In blood and in power. Go forth, Dustin. Pay your price. Claim your prize.”

I stared at the man who had been my mentor and father since the day I met him, and I thought of my own father, and how I lied to him through my teeth. It was better for him not to know. I scanned the faces of my friends, of the dozens of mages gathered for the battle. I wondered how many of them had any idea of what was about to happen.

Deep breath, Dustin, I told myself. I raised my hand, gesturing towards the witches, surprised to find my feet moving on their own, walking in a slow, steady procession for the heart of the ritual circle. It was instinctive, how the five blades followed my every beck and call. If I angled my hand one way, all five would slant similarly. If I moved my arm through the air, then all of them would fly in the same direction. It would be so easy to cut with all five of them at once. So easy to kill.

I reached out to Vanitas as I walked, but he didn’t answer. For a moment I considered that he had his own reasons for giving me the silent treatment, until I realized that his presence, what I normally felt in the back of my mind when we spoke, was dulled, missing. His personality was suppressed, our psychic bond possibly severed due to the link with the four other blades. Perhaps his power was in use in that sense, and he was keeping his silence even as he was helping me maintain my connection with the others.

They flew in a slow orbit around me as I moved, flashes of verdigris-green, white, scarlet, black, and gold. Vanitas, Durandal, Laevateinn, Duskfang, and the unnamed celestial sword spun about me, their tips pointed outwards, their hilts rotating around my body on an invisible axis. Each blade was the spoke of a sharp, unearthly wheel, and each hungered for Agatha Black’s blood.

Shouts of warning rang out from the army of mages behind me, but my feet carried me forward. The absence of fear in my chest surprised me. In fact, it was an absence of everything but a bizarre and abiding thirst for carnage. Without words, without voices, the swords told me their own stories, sang songs of their own conquests, showed me pictures and glyphs of the moments that had led them, that had led us to this very moment.

The haze of the murmuring blades vanished, and my mind was whole once more. Vision and senses came rushing back, and I realized where I stood: right in the middle of the circle of witches. I looked down at my clothes, seeing the thighs and knees of my jeans ragged and torn from spears Agatha had thrown, and finding scratches and drips of blood on my skin in the openings. Pieces of my shirt and my jacket were ruined, singed by Agatha’s fire. That jacket was special. It was from Herald, and it was one of the last things that bonded me to my humanity.

I lifted my hands, deaf to the shouts of my friends and the mages of the Lorica, of the Hooded Council, of an ungrateful earth. The five blades flew around me in a circle, slowly, at first, then gradually picking up in speed. Like a whirling dervish they danced, faster and faster, carving a larger ring, ever expanding as they reached hungry teeth and tongues for Agatha Black’s flesh.

This would be her nightmare. This was my Apotheosis.

My command was only a whisper. “Slaughter.” I parted my hands, and like a flower of knives, a thing of razors and petals, the five swords blossomed into a ring of death.

The mages, my allies, screamed at the sight of the massacre, but Agatha Black screamed harder. The five swords spun faster and faster, a circular buzzsaw meant to cut and kill and flay. I stood at the heart of the ritual circle, every spray of blood against my skin a blessing, every drop of the witch’s life force another small offering for the altar that was my mortal body. Still the swords weaved through their fatal motions, a ballet of blood, a danse macabre.

I lifted my head to the sky as I opened my eyes. The great eye and the portal it was peering through, they were gone, their terrible yellow and scarlet light no longer tainting the universe. All that remained were stars. I fell to my knees, laughing.

On and on the five swords danced, whirling even when there was nothing left to cut, to consume. Every blade had been forged of a different metal, blessed or tainted in the fires of a different dimension, but each was now equal, slathered in the same red blood. The swords spun slower and slower, their hilts rotating methodically, as if angled and handled by five invisible swordsmen.

There they hovered in the air, still and silent, each sword pointing towards me, my body. This was the part that Hecate described with the least detail. This was the part I dreaded the most.

I spread my arms and pushed my chest forward, prepared to accept my fate. The stars murmured their curses, their accusations. I was only dust, they whispered, something that shouldn’t ever think to rise above its terrestrial station. I didn’t deserve to sing with the stars. Yet there I was, on the very brink of my ascension, of achieving the zenith of my arcane potential. My Apotheosis. I laughed again, from deep within my chest. I threw my head back, exposing my throat.

Five blades whistled as they sailed directly for my body, to cut away what was left of me, to reveal the truth of the soul that hid within so much corrupted flesh. Shrill sounds tore out of my throat, primal noises that shook the heavens, that joined with the music of the stars. Whether they were screams or peals of laughter, I may never know.
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Darkness. Total darkness, like I’d never known. I coughed, unsure if the thickness in my throat was blood or mucus. All this time spent with the Dark Room had honed my senses, made it so that I could see better in the dark. But here, wherever Here was? Nothing.

Was I dead? That had to be it. The Apotheosis hadn’t worked, my ascension failed. Well, I thought. At least Agatha Black was dead and gone. I turned in place, patting at my body as I did. Where there should have been wounds left by the five blades, there was nothing. Where there was blood, there was only unbroken skin. My clothes were still torn, but that was really the only evidence that I had died.

I walked. For how long, I couldn’t be sure, but if this was the Dark Room, then a pinpoint was supposed to appear sooner rather than later, a place I could use to reenter reality. But as my footsteps rebounded throughout the vastness of the dimension, it finally hit me. This was the Dark Room, only with one crucial difference. This time, there was no escaping.

My heart pounded faster. I’d agreed to this – I thought I was prepared for it, too. But suddenly I was no longer so sure. Worse, I was afraid. How long had I been there? How long had I walked? And as I moved I noticed, gradually, that my sight was returning, that I could vaguely see in the dimness. Yet the bizarre topography of the old Dark Room I knew was gone. I called on its shadows from deep in my heart, summoned on the soulfires I once stoked, fierce as the throat of a dragon, but nothing. No response.

Instead, I saw five shapes moving in the darkness.

I ran. Who knows how far, and how long, but I ran, away from the things that pursued me with relentless stamina, humanoid silhouettes that hounded me with the same pace and speed. When my energy flagged, so did theirs. When I stumbled, my shoe squeaking as it struck the ground wrong and sent me staggering, so did they. I slowed and came to a stop. The shadows followed. My mouth fell open as I took them in. These were my shades, actual manifestations of my self, formed out of the darkness. This was the consequence of the Apotheosis. My shadow had been split into five pieces.

It felt like the ultimate mockery, knowing that I had companions in that black dimension, only those that had no faces, no features, and no voice. I couldn’t rightly decide just then whether is was better that they were completely silent, or whether hearing five shadows speak in my same voice would have driven me insane faster than the simplicity of maddening solitude.

But I didn’t have to find an answer just then. Not just yet, as a familiar white face drifted from out of the darkness. Hecate. She was the last thing I expected in the Dark, and I told her as much, this time barely holding back my frustration.

“I thought I could handle this,” I muttered. “I’m going insane on my own in here.”

“This is your cross to bear,” she said, standing comfortably in the emptiness of the Dark. “To remain within these walls, simmering and stewing until such time that you gather enough power to step out on your own.”

“How long has it been?” I said. “At least tell me that.”

She looked down at her nails, gazing first at the backs of her fingers, then at her palm. “Days. Weeks. Perhaps months. What is time to you now that you are made immortal? How does it matter?”

I looked at my hands. Months? But I only just died. How could I have been out for months?

The shades watched her in rapt silence, unmoving, but showing her the kind of quiet reverence I might have reserved for her in the old days, when I still feared her, when I still understood the interplay of power between humans and entities. But what was left now that I was something else in between? What did I have to lose?

“It matters because the people I still love are out there,” I said, unable to contain the anger in my body. “I know that you care for nothing but magic and power and the politics of gods. But I still have those that I love, and every passing moment I stay here means I don’t know if they’re hurting, or sick, or dying.”

She blinked at me, and though her features kept shifting, I could sense her mock innocence, her sarcasm. “Why, of course they are hurting. They long for your companionship, but you left them.”

I tore my fingers through my hair. “Why are you taunting me? Why are you mocking me when you’re all that I have left?”

Hecate swept her great midnight robe about her, the edges of it swirling like tendrils of shadow at her feet. She seemed to grow taller, more menacing. “Because we mean to impress upon you the gravity of what you have done. Your tenure here is necessary. This is your second birthing. Is that not something to celebrate?”

I looked down at my hands. “So this is my gestation period.” I looked around. “And the Dark Room is my womb.”

“And your prison, as you clearly think of it. But it is also your home. We left you for so long on your own, and yet you have done nothing to change your conditions.” She swept her hand along the ground, as if to highlight the utter emptiness of the dimension. “We expected more from you.”

I threw my hands up. “I died a second time to get here, and in case you’ve forgotten, this is a temporary situation for me. Why should I bother doing anything to this place if I’m going to be out of here soon enough anyway?”

Hecate stared at me coolly, somehow seeming to grow even taller still. “We had such high hopes for you, Dustin Graves. This is the situation to which you must adjust. Until you understand it, nothing will improve. Nothing will change. Your lot is to remain within the Dark Room, forever and ever. You choose which doors to close, which to keep shut, and which to open so that you may go wherever you choose. This is your fate, to stand guard at the gates, to watch and to ensure that the agents of the Old Ones will never infiltrate your reality ever again. You are the keeper of the Dark Room’s many, many doors, godling. And until you embrace it, until you understand the fullest extent of your responsibility, you will always be a husk. Fallible. Worthless.” Hecate’s lips turned up as she threw me a withering look. “A god of nothing.”

I fell to my knees, my palms slamming into the ground, the solid darkness cold against my skin. I was very much aware that it appeared to Hecate as if I was kneeling to her, praying, worshipping, prostrate on the floor. “I don’t know what to do. I’m going crazy, Hecate, and I don’t know what to do.”

“You have always been resourceful, godling. We offered you this solution to your grand cosmic conundrum because we believed that you, of all people, would find a way. Look within yourself. Look to your friends.” I caught a glimpse of her face as she knelt to join me on the floor, as she cupped my chin in one warm hand. I shivered at the touch of another person, inhuman as it was. She smiled at me, her lips filled with the rarest traces of kindness. “Trust in Dustin.”

Then she vanished. I fell to the floor, laying there, staring at the starless sky of my prison. Hecate had always loved her puzzles, her mysteries, but this was the worst possible time for them.

What resources did I have? What friends? It almost felt cruel for her to mention them, when I had nothing and no one left. A god of nothing, saddled with five unspeaking, unthinking copies of his incorporeal self, trapped within a dimension with no walls, but no exits. My knees came up to my face, and I felt for my shins, staring into darkness, into nothing.

Maybe madness would take me in time. Or I would fall asleep, then never wake again. That would be a mercy. Perhaps my five shades would rise up to throttle me, reaching for my throat with fingers like black talons, to tear what was left of my body into shreds.

I’d saved the world, killed Agatha Black, and sealed away the Eldest forever. But at what cost? I wasn’t ready for the Apotheosis. I wasn’t ready for so much silence, so much isolation. So much darkness.

Can you hear me? I wasn’t ready to go. I shouldn’t have ascended. I didn’t know what I was doing. The Apotheosis came too soon. I miss my friends. I miss the sun. I miss the air.

Can you hear me? Don’t go. Don’t leave me. Please, not you too. Don’t leave me. Don’t



Chapter 33






Days passed. Weeks, maybe months. For ages I searched for any kind of surface that I could mark, a way to scratch proverbial notches into the wood, to count out the units of time that comprised my imprisonment. It was solitary confinement, in essence, with a set of silent, faceless companions. I didn’t know if a truly solitary sentence would have been worse, compared to being surrounded by people who weren’t truly people, but just mindless extensions of myself. Really, just different parts of my shadow.

As for mundane concerns, other things that marked the regular passage of human time – sleep, hunger, bathroom breaks – none of that truly mattered. It felt like I could sleep forever if I wanted, but I never needed to. If a cup of Thai tea appeared before me in the Dark Room, I would have gladly sucked it down. But I didn’t feel thirst. For all intents and purposes, I was exactly as Hecate had described. I was something in between: not quite human, yet not quite divine, either. A godling.

But I could feel sorrow, and loneliness. By God could I feel the crushing loneliness.

On more than one occasion I found myself crying out in pained frustration. And a few times I caught myself actually weeping, hardly caring to feel embarrassed anymore. Who was there to judge me? Certainly not my shadows.

But one of them approached me, once, holding out its arm, clutching a little rectangle of something soft between its wispy fingers. My cells had remembered what tissue paper was, and this was my shade behaving the way I would as a friend, in someone else’s time of need. I took the black square of shadow, feeling it disintegrate into nothing between my fingers, then mimed wiping under my eye with it. My shade, still faceless and featureless, nodded in silent approval. I couldn’t begin to explain how I knew, but it was smiling.

Over time, I saw them making an odd kind of progress, the five of them interacting in unusual ways that mimicked human behavior. At first in made me angry, thinking of this term within the Dark as some kind of punishment, where I was surrounded by remnants of my personality that mocked the parts of me that still believed I was human. But more and more, I could see that they were evolving in ways. Learning.

Without fail, the very moment I expressed any kind of melancholy or loneliness, the shades would wander towards me, giving me the eerie, voiceless comfort of their companionship. I couldn’t count the number of times I’d curled myself up into a shuddering ball on the ground, my face pressed to my knees, waiting for the embrace of madness.

Yet I would open my eyes to find that the shades had gathered around me, staring at me through sightless faces. It was shocking, the first few times, terrifying enough that I felt impelled to curse at them. But there was something so very primal about the way they reacted to things, almost animalistic. They were like dogs, in that sense, despite my acknowledgment that it wasn’t very healthy to see fragments of myself as pets.

And yet as pets they presented themselves, or at least as playthings, shallow companions. Don’t ask me how I managed, but I taught one of them to play rock, paper, scissors. The whoop of delight that rocketed out of my mouth that day was the first time I’d laughed in ages. I realized that it was also the first time I’d used my mouth to do anything other than moan, or scream in frustration into the endless void.

It was like a domino effect, and one after the other, the remaining shades learned to play the game themselves. Once I woke up to find the five of them playing freeze tag. It gave me the chills. Was someone lurking in the shadows, giving them instructions on how to play this childhood game or that? But then I finally understood. The shades were going through the motions of who and what I was as I developed as a person myself. I used to play tag, sometimes, when I was a kid growing up in Valero, raised under the love and care of Norman and Diana Graves.

It made me wonder how far I could take the shades, what lengths I could go to truly turn them into companions, and not just bodies to fill the spaces of the Dark Room. I bit my nails ragged, just considering the possibilities. Would they ever be able to talk, to communicate beyond gestures and body language? Would they some day learn to use magic on their own?

But baby steps. As Herald once told me, a step at a time. And one of those most important steps, I found, was discovering one of those exact doors that Hecate had described. It was as I saw it in the distant past, a swirling white portal suspended in space. I don’t know how my shadows and I eventually found it, but I liked to think that my strengthening bond with them was granting me a better sense of perception. And that thing about the tissue paper, too – that was one shade trying to be sympathetic, yet proving that it was capable of creating solid matter out of raw darkness. It was something worth looking into much more closely.

But first, the portal. I recognized it as one of several that Herald and I had shut down ourselves, back when I had to sacrifice the lingering specter of my own mother to seal away the Dark Room. Instinctively I understood that this was one of the gates I needed to guard, to ensure, as Hecate said, that the Old Ones could never return to our world again. It was the link between them and the earth.

I reached for the spinning portal, unsure of what I was doing, but very aware of the skeins of shadow emanating from the palm of my hand, from the tips of my fingers. I held my breath as my shades – my brothers, as I was starting to think of them – raised their hands as well. More ribbons of shadow emerged from their bodies, joining with those that I released into the portal.

The gateway absorbed the strings of darkness as it spun, the shadows turning its gleaming ivory white – the color of the Eldest – into a consuming black. Still it whirled, but slower, and slower still, until the spinning stopped entirely, as if the spiritual concrete my shadows and I had poured into it had started to set.

That was it, then. We had to find these doors, and seal them all, and guard them from the scourge of the Old Ones. And as the thought came to me, something like satisfaction flared in my chest. Responsibility. I was discovering my sense of purpose in the Dark Room, just as Hecate said. I was understanding the ins and outs of my new home – my domicile.

I turned to leave, puzzled and stopping when I realized that only four of my shadows were following. The fifth stood by the gateway, waving his hand towards the rest of us, as if telling us to leave him there. “Go,” the gesture seemed to say. “I’ll be fine.” I don’t know what came over me just then. I saluted my shadow, and laughed when it mirrored the gesture, giving me a snappy salute in return.

“We’ll visit you,” I told it. “We’ll come by and keep you company.”

My shadow nodded. Again, I couldn’t see its face, but I knew it was smiling. The shades were the friends that Hecate had been hinting at from the beginning.

I left with the others, heading to what I’d come to think of as the Dark Room’s nexus, a central hub to the dimension, despite the utter lack of directions, milestones, and features to mark things like left, and right, and center. But as we approached, I faltered mid-step, sensing that something was – well, it was off. Changed. Different.

For one thing, there was the tantalizing smell of hamburgers. Not just any burgers, either, but the familiar, mouthwatering scent of a double cheeseburger from the Happy Cow, along with the comforting fried aroma of both french fries and onion rings. I turned in place, scanning my surroundings for signs of physical change, but there was nothing. And despite my vessel no longer needing food to survive, the smells triggered something in me. I wiped at my mouth with the back of my hand, then again with the sleeve of my tattered jacket, careful to dab away a streak of drool.

Where was that smell coming from? I scratched the back of my head, marveling at the odor, then further confused by the sudden influx of sound. Utter silence had been my unhappy companion for so long that anything other than the sound of my own voice was welcome, almost musical. It all sounded like gibberish at first, until the noises and clicks assembled themselves into familiar arrangements of words, then phrases, then sentences. I frowned as I strained to understand them. My mouth fell open when I recognized who was speaking.

I ran towards the voice, noticing for the first time in forever that my shadows weren’t following me. They watched as I ran helter-skelter towards the sounds and smells of life, of humanity, and as I sprinted madly through the infinite nothing of the Dark Room, I thought I saw a pinpoint of light: an exit.

I ran harder, harder than I ever had in my various lives, in the spaces of time between my first and my second birth, my first and second death. Because more than anything, more than godhood, I knew that my body and my heart longed to be reunited with the best thing – the best person – that had ever happened to me.

The white speck of light ahead of me grew and grew, until it was the size of a window, then a door. Warm, fresh tears blurred my vision as I leapt from the Dark Room into the blistering heat of reality, shadowstepping for the first time in an eternity.

I fell heavily to the ground, unsure of where I was leaping or even aiming, only knowing that I was dying to cross over from the black dimension I called home to the familiarity of earth. My fingers dug into the soft fuzz of an apartment’s carpet. I blinked rapidly to work the glare out of my eyes, coming face to face with the mortal who had summoned me.

The blinking came harder and faster as I fought away a steady trickle of tears. I beamed at the sight of the summoning circle he’d drawn with the geometric perfection of his magic, at the pile of greasy fast food he’d placed in its center as an offering, at the sight of the knife he’d used to draw a single speck of his blood.

The man I loved stared at me with huge, terrified eyes, dropped his knife, then sucked in air like he’d only just remembered how to breathe.

“I thought you’d never come.”



Chapter 34






Herald’s hair had grown out. He looked a little disheveled, his stubble left untrimmed, his eyes deep and darker. It could have been just the separation, and I’ll forever feel like a bastard saying this, but it made him look more attractive to me than ever.

The kiss took way longer than I expected, and I had no complaints, really. It was both hello and goodbye, both a greeting and the exploration of something that we’d both believed would be nothing more than a distant memory after my second death. It couldn’t have lasted minutes, but it felt that way, and it was the awkward, strange laughter burbling from each of our throats that finally caused us to break apart. It was the kind of laughter that came from joy, and from relief. I thought I’d never see you again, it said. I hate you, I love you.

“It’s been six months,” Herald said.

“Six months,” I breathed, rubbing my hands through my hair. I looked around Herald’s apartment, always such a poignant reflection of who he was as a person. It smelled the same, the faint citrus scent of clean that permeated the place from a little oil diffuser lurking in one of the corners. But it was just a bit messier, everything just a bit more rumpled, in more disarray. There were actually dishes in the sink, for once. My heart pinched.

“I thought you’d be gone longer,” Herald said, sitting back, adjusting his glasses, his pupils dilating, as if he was trying to get a good look at me. And he didn’t have to voice his surprise. I knew what he was thinking: that I looked exactly the same as the night he saw me.

“The Apotheosis,” I said, my mind racing for the right details to help explain what happened. “It’s what you saw. The five swords split me into pieces. There are shadows of me left in the Dark Room, and they’re taking up the slack for now. That was supposed to be my burden, to keep guard over the seals against the Eldest and keep them from ever coming back. Hecate said so. But the shades – it’s like they’re helping.”

Herald chewed on his lip, his eyes darting across the carpet as he mulled it over. “Then she knew all along that you weren’t going to be gone forever. She knew that the shadows were going to commute your sentence. She knew.”

I shook my head, ruffling my hair. “I always assume that she doesn’t care about humanity and the little things that matter to us. But she’s always a step ahead, somehow. I wonder what else she hasn’t told me.”

Herald stepped into the summoning circle, sitting beside me, taking my hand. “Listen. She’s never steered you wrong before. She’s a total weirdo, borderline crazy, but believe it or not – and I can’t believe I’m saying this myself – she has a track record for always wanting what’s best for you.”

“Like a mom.”

“Yeah. Little bit.”

“That’s a lot to unpack.”

He chuckled. “Understatement of the century.”

I waved around the apartment. “So is this. I guess you did kind of miss me, then.”

Herald frowned, and maybe he flinched a little, and I instantly felt like an asshole. “That’s a low blow and you know it.”

“Sorry,” I said, meaning it as I bowed my head. “Really sorry.”

He sighed. “I tried for months, you know. I set things up, offered all of your favorite food, ended up eating it when you didn’t appear. I have tons of leftovers to go through every week.” He formed his hand into a fist and pounded lightly on his chest. “And probably an impending heart attack, too. Your diet was terrible.”

I shrugged. “I was a hedonist. Huh. Still am, I guess.” The smell of the burger and fries became so overpowering then, and I tore through the wrapper, shoving my face into the Happy Cow burger, moaning gratefully at my long overdue taste of charred beef and melted cheese. So that hadn’t changed about me, at least. “So you rotated through all of my favorite snacks, huh? That’s a long list. I hope this keeps working and you get to feed me fast food every night.”

Herald pulled his knees up to his chest, scratching at his collarbone as he half-smiled distantly. “Yeah. Every night.”

I swallowed my mouthful of burger, stared at him for a quick second, then looked around the room. “Every night,” I echoed. “That’s how long you’ve been trying?”

The tears came suddenly. Herald had never been so openly emotional in our entire time together, but now the floodgates were open. He rubbed one hand against his eyes, nudging his glasses away with the other, sniffling.

“I really missed you, you fucking idiot. I really thought I’d never see you again.”

I dropped my cheeseburger right then and there – something you’d never to get me to do under any circumstance – and pulled Herald into my arms. He shuddered there for some moments, and I held him tight for as long as he needed me to. Every night, he said. Every night. I bit my lip. I thought it’d been hard going for me in the Dark Room, sinking into its mire of solitude and shadow, but I’d never considered that he’d have suffered this badly. I wondered how the others had dealt with my second death, if I’d caused them as much pain. I wondered about my father.

“Listen,” I said, squeezing him tight. “I don’t know how long this connection will hold, how long I can stay away from the Dark Room. It’s like – well, it’s fully my domicile now, and I have to go back eventually.” It was my womb, the source of my power, and, I thought with some bitterness, my home. “I’m okay with you crying all night, but we should make the most of the time we have.”

He wiped at his face again, nodding. “Y-you’re right. I’m not sure when it’ll kick in again, anyway. I can’t believe this night worked. I don’t know what I did any differently.”

I shrugged. “I guess I’ve been a demigod long enough to qualify for a communion or something. It’s like I’ve marinated. Or spent enough time in the oven.”

Herald shook his head, laughing bitterly. “What the hell kind of a long distance relationship is this, anyway? Most people can still video chat. I have to summon my boyfriend with a frigging blood ritual.”

I chuckled myself. How the fuck had we gotten here? But that was when the idea came to me. I knew that I’d been stripped of basically every biological need, yet my hunger was easily triggered minutes into reentering reality. I had to know.

“We really should make our time count,” I breathed, my throat dry.

Herald’s mouth formed into a perfect O, his eyes widening. “Oh. Ohhh. Yeah, I’m with you.” He nodded eagerly, clearly restraining the grin forming on his mouth. “But you’re going to have to take a shower first. Several showers. Weirdly, you don’t actually smell like a dumpster fire, but it’s the principle of it.”

I lifted my arm and sniffed. Nothing. Huh. All that time and I hadn’t noticed. Maybe it was another perk of godhood. But a warm shower sounded fantastic. No running water in the Dark Room and everything.

“Okay,” I said, “but we’ll have to make it quick. The Dark Room will want me back soon enough. I’m sure it’ll rubber-band me home even if I don’t want to go. I’m not exactly sure how long I’ll last.”

Herald frogmarched me to the shower just as soon as I finished talking. Spoiler alert: I lasted long enough, in every sense of the phrase.
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  Sterling draped himself along my shoulders, the smell of his body spray attacking my senses. “So that’s what you are now, huh? A demigod. A tiny little fledgling infant demigod.”


  I shrugged and tried to shake him off, but no use. Sterling had always been way stronger. “I mean, I wouldn’t use those terms, exactly.”


  He took a swig of his beer, then carried on. “Puny little toddler godling man-baby.”


  “Okay, okay,” I grumbled. “That’s enough.”


  He tipped back another mouthful of beer. “Serves you right for making us worry,” he said. “Here’s hoping you can actually stick around long enough this time.”


  “Yeah,” I said. “It’s not my call. I’m still new to all this god stuff, but here’s hoping.”


  I looked around at our gathered friends. We were on the outskirts of Valero, having ourselves a nice little picnic, like the good old times, and I was being a good little godling and staying within the confines of my summoning circle. But just having Team Borica nearby, seeing the world and breathing the air outside of the Dark Room, that was worth so much. I heaved a longing but contented little sigh. 


  In all honesty, I felt incredibly weak when I returned to the Dark Room from Herald’s apartment that first time, and not just because I was, um, worn out from various unmentionable activities. My shades had to drag me bodily to our designated nexus, which was markedly uncomfortable until one of them had the idea of constructing a makeshift stretcher out of pure shadow. I distinctly remembered being so exhausted, but being so curious about what the shadow had done before I passed out.


  When I came to, I wondered if other entities had had to deal with this sort of thing in the infancy of their power, except that I realized that pretty much all of the ones I knew had come into the world as gods and demons already. There was no grace period, no gestation, so to speak. I had to slowly grow into my own demigodhood, grope and claw in the darkness until I hit upon my own divinity. Though I had a feeling that I wouldn’t have to grope for very long.


  For one thing, the stretcher that the shade created never faded away. It was still there when I woke up, serving as a decent substitute for an actual bed. That was when everything came together. That little stunt that one of the shades had pulled with conjuring a disintegrating sheet of black tissue paper had been a hint all along. The Dark Room was featureless and blank for a reason. I was the lord of my own domain, wasn’t I? I had to build my kingdom from scratch.


  And so I did, with every given opportunity, calling on the familiar old feeling of producing darkness from the very tips of my fingers, of generating shapes and sculptures out of solid midnight. Here and there I burned little globes of magical firelight, just like the ones that lit the alcoves of the Boneyard. A taste of home.


  The boys – the shades, that is – were very supportive in that respect, pitching in their own stocks of material darkness where they could, and it helped that they were all linked to my brain, just like a hive mind, the way that Agatha Black’s thirteen copies all operated along the same wavelength. Yeah, we’ll get to her in just a bit.


  So over time, I managed to transform the Dark Room’s nexus into a decent little bachelor pad of my own, albeit one with no real luxuries or entertainment apart from things I could make out of shadow. I mean, I was a demigod, you know? Not a magician. Okay, so I technically am as well, but making a decently comfortable sofa out of solid darkness is far less complicated than, say, crafting a working television, or a computer, for that matter.


  I made a mental note, then, to gradually sneak in some electronics on future trips, and maybe talk to Carver and even Amaterasu, if I could swing it, to ask about how to rig up electricity to a domicile. There had to be some interdimensional utility company out there. We had wifi in the Boneyard, for crying out loud. Surely I could hook something up for the Dark Room as well.


  And speaking of trips, the very next one I took was once again the result of Herald’s communing. This time, though, I was summoned to a different, though no less familiar environment: the house of one Norman Graves.


  Oh, he was pissed, for sure, and he made sure I knew it, too, for at least the first ten minutes. But we spent the rest of the time being Dad and Dustin again, catching up, and I mainly leaned on the “Thank God you’re alive, Dustin” angle to curry sympathy and avoid any further risk of fatherly castigation. The “Oh my God, you’re a demigod” angle was pretty cool, too. Dad was doing his best to hold it in, but he was definitely gushing a little bit.


  The rest of the Borica were a little more restrained about it, to be sure. My third excursion out of the Dark Room involved a surprise. Herald had arranged for the communion circle to be placed on a hilltop, the very same one outside of Valero where we’d finally defeated Agatha Black and the Eldest. It was kind of fitting, in a way, plus they very well couldn’t perform a summoning in a super public place like Heinsite Park, so for a picnic, the hilltop would have to do. There was something cleansing about the idea of it, too, like we’d picked the spot specifically to celebrate, to wash away the taint of what had once happened there.


  The kindest thing of all was how everyone, even Sterling, had acquiesced to Herald’s small request. He wanted to summon me just before dawn, all because I’d mentioned in passing that I hadn’t seen a sunrise in too long a time.


  To be fair, I hadn’t seen much of anything in the world since the night I defeated Agatha Black. Defeated wasn’t the right word. Obliterated might have been more appropriate. Carver said that the hole in the sky sealed up completely once all the witches were destroyed. Royce was suspiciously cheerful when I saw him on the hilltop for the picnic, but Romira quietly whispered about how cleaning up the mess had been hell for his department, how the Mouths had to work overtime, and how they even needed extra help from the Hooded Council to wipe civilian minds of the events of the evening.


  I’d expected Bastion to be especially affected, but he seemed more or less okay, sipping on a pre-dawn cocktail. “It’s Mother who’s having a bit of a hard time,” he said. “We both buried Grandmother in our hearts and thoughts ages ago, when she was first cursed by the Eldest. But I can’t imagine how much more it would hurt to see your own mother succumb to the darkness that way.” His lips twisted like he’d just tasted something bitter. “I couldn’t bear the thought of it.”


  But at least everything was in order, the world mostly back on its feet again. I only wished that I could have parted with Mason on better terms. He was the only member of Team Borica who was missing. Asher said that he’d decided to leave the Boneyard. Mason said that it was to forge his own path, but Asher knew better. It was to protect the Boneyard from retribution, from all the entities who would no doubt come banging on its dimensional door to look for the swords that belonged to them.


  The first problem was that the other swords had disappeared after the Apotheosis – scattered, I imagined, throughout the world, if not the universe. Carver’s theory was that it had something to do with the massive collision of arcane energies needed for me to ascend. The second problem, the one that Mason hadn’t mentioned to me when he summoned the fifth, flaming sword from the Vestments, was the matter of its ownership.


  The damn thing belonged to an archangel. Knowing the celestials and their temperaments, that archangel was going to come looking for its blade, sooner or later. And I knew that Mason kept that to himself because he wanted it to become his burden, and no one else’s – that, and the question of owing Belphegor a demonic favor. Damn it. He really was Samyaza’s son. Too noble, and too selfless, martyrs to the bitter end.


  Whatever the case, I had to admit that I felt more than a little responsible for what happened. The hilltop picnic was supposed to be about celebration, but I couldn’t ignore the pang of guilt in my stomach. Worse than that, though, was the lingering pang of loss. When I said that all the swords had disappeared, I meant all five. And that included Vanitas.


  “We will find him,” Carver said. “Along with the other blades. We’ll return them to their rightful owners, and Vanitas to you, and all will be well.” It was sweet of him to give me his reassurances, but as dense as I can be – I admit it – even I could tell that Carver was just forcing himself to say that to make me feel better.


  But I would find Vanitas, some day. I knew in my heart that I would. We were brothers. The shard of star-metal lodged in my heart said so. Once I broke out of the Dark Room, once I’d gained enough strength to actually venture out into the world without the limitation of having to be summoned, I promised myself that I’d go hunting. I would find my blade brother. And I would find my estranged nephilim son.


  It was only a matter of time. After the meeting on the hill, after we all, as friends and family, had watched the sunrise together, I would return to the Dark Room to rebuild. I would go home to my own domicile to craft my very own kingdom, my seat of power, to grow in strength not simply as a darkling mage, but as a deity. A god of nothing.


  But there was time for that in the future. For now, the night was ending, and that was all that mattered.


  “Welp,” Sterling said. “Time for me to head home. The sun comes up and all I’m good for is a fireworks display.”


  I nodded. “You’d better get going, then.”


  “When all this ascension talk started I really thought that we would never see you again. I was – I was angry for all the people you would have left behind. Herald, your dad, all the others. I was going to wait for you to come back so I could kick your ass, you know?”


  “You wish,” I said, warming a little at the thought of Sterling caring at all.


  “So I’m sorry, I guess. Seeing you once a month won’t be so bad.” He gestured around us, clearing his throat. “Knowing that you aren’t abandoning the people who love you is even better.”


  “And hey, maybe I’ll show up even more frequently, once I figure out all this demigod junk.”


  Sterling ruffled my hair, cold fingers pressing lightly into my scalp, then laid a quick, chaste kiss on my cheek. I felt myself blushing at the wildly unexpected gesture.


  “It was good to see you again, you stupid idiot,” Sterling murmured, smiling fondly.


  I scratched the back of my neck, smiling back. “Likewise.”


  He waggled his eyebrows. “Maybe once you’ve properly matured, you’ll give your old buddy Sterling a taste of that sweet, sweet god’s blood, eh?”


  I frowned. Now that was the Sterling I knew. “Die in a fire. Get the hell out of here.”


  He hugged me tight, then patted me on the back. “Right back at you. Missed you, little buddy.” And in a flash, the fastest vampire in Valero disappeared, off to hide his frigid ass from the morning sun.


  An elbow connected with my ribs, and I grunted. I rubbed at the spot tenderly, pouting up at Herald. “Hey. I bruise easily.”


  He cocked an eyebrow at me, his voice thick with mock jealousy. “You cheating on me, Graves?”


  I shrugged. “Probably.”


  Herald cracked his knuckles. “I’ll have a word with Sterling. Make sure he keeps his fingers off my man. Er, god. Whatever. What are you now, exactly?”


  I shrugged again. “Not sure, really, but I do know that you’re supposed to worship me either way.” I stuck my chest out, broadened my shoulders.


  “Fat chance.”


  I flexed my arms, as if he could see anything through my jacket. “Is this doing it for you? Hmm? All these big man-god muscles?”


  He shoved me in the chest lightly, half-smiling. “Shut up. Maybe.”


  “Or at least believe in me. Isn’t that how this works? Loki said so himself. The gods don’t get the recognition and power they used to because no one worships at their temples anymore. No one believes.”


  Herald rolled his eyes, then nudged me with his shoulder. “Enough serious talk. Look.”


  I caught the reflection of the first rays of a colored sky in his glasses, and when I turned my head, all the breath left my body. The oranges and purples of a sunrise are even richer, more beautiful when you live in a dimension that’s completely black. I bit the inside of my cheek, trying not to cry. I did make a mental note, though, to get Herald to stock up on some artwork and photos for next time. Put a splash of color in the Dark Room, because why not?


  It fell like a shroud, the silence that came over everyone gathered on the hilltop that one dewy morning in Valero. We didn’t need words, but there was a palpable sense of importance in what we’d all done there. We’d saved the universe, this time with both humanity and the entities at our side.


  The walls of the cosmos were secure now, safe and sealed within the confines of the Dark Room, but if anyone – or anything – thought to infiltrate our reality again, I knew that these people would be with me to fight. I believed in their iron will, in their unwavering intent to preserve the world, to ensure the sun would always rise again.


  “Hey,” Herald muttered, fingers lacing through mine. “I believe in you.”


  I squeezed his hand. That was more than I needed. In that moment, I was neither mage, nor god, nor sacrifice. I was just a man. There, on the hill, with all my fathers and brothers and sisters, I watched with a blazing heart for the coming of a new dawn.


  ––––––––
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My influences come from horror and fantasy: HP Lovecraft, Anne Rice, George R.R. Martin, Chuck Palahniuk, Terry Pratchett, and Neil Gaiman. Growing up I was shaped by the Blood Sword, Fighting Fantasy, Lone Wolf, and Grey Star game book universes. I’m also inspired by video games, specifically the Castlevania, Final Fantasy, and Persona series.

Long story short, I’m a huge nerd, and the thrill of imagining wizards and monsters and worlds into existence is what makes me feel most alive. Writing, to me, is magic. If you enjoyed my work, please do consider leaving a review on Amazon. Even just a sentence can do so much. Reviews help readers like you decide whether they’d like my books, and they help indie authors like me with better visibility and credibility.

And do consider joining us over in the Arcane Underground, my own reader group on Facebook. You can talk about my books with other readers, or even directly ask me questions about my stories if you like. I frequently share free and discounted books from myself and other authors, but most importantly, the group is always the first to learn about my latest releases and see new covers as I reveal them.

I hope to see you there. Thank you for reading, and thank you for supporting independent authors everywhere.
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