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Chapter 1





“Asher, please, stop,” I cried out, tugging on the back of his jacket. “That’s enough.”

Asher bucked and twitched, fighting me with all his strength. And he was almost winning, too. He was smaller than me, scrawnier. Where was all his energy coming from?

“It’ll never be enough,” he shouted, clutching his wrist. “I have to do it, Dustin. You can’t stop me. None of you can.”

I groaned and slapped my forehead, pressing the pads of my fingers into my temples. “Right,” I said. “Fine! One last game.”

He spun on his heels and I heard the tiny, belated “Yay” under his breath as he dashed off, yet again, to play another round of balloon darts.

Hi, yes, hello. My name is Dustin Graves, and I’m at a carnival.

One of those things that sweeps through town, picks a nice vacant spot somewhere, and sets down its roots. Almost literally, in this case. Asher had found out about Madam Babbage’s Bazaar of Wonders somewhere online, and since then he’d been bugging me and the other guys at the Boneyard to come with him and have a look.

And by that I mean he wrangled us to accompany him to the carnival grounds the very day they arrived in Valero. You should have seen his face light up as the Bazaar’s employees pitched their tents and hammered huge stakes into the earth. Actually, you should have seen Sterling’s, the way he twitched and flinched each time a strongman brought a mallet down on a stake. Okay, sorry, bad joke.

So knowing how much Asher had missed out on growing up in the real world, we came on the very first night to check things out. And Madam Babbage’s was exactly what it said on the package: a veritable bazaar of wonders. Bright lights, a barker with a handlebar mustache, so many colors that you’d think you’d stepped into a kaleidoscope, and omnipresent calliope music that walked the exact fine line between cheerful and creepy. The whole shebang, thanks very much, and we weren’t going to begrudge Asher wanting to get in on the whole experience.

He deserved to have fun, and hell, so did I. It was hard not to smile at the sight of him skittering back to the balloon stall. Kind of cute seeing Asher just be a kid, because that’s what he was. Just because you’re eighteen doesn’t mean you have to stop playing games. Sorry, I misspoke. You shouldn’t ever stop playing games. Life is short. If you’re having fun and you aren’t hurting anyone, then nothing else matters. Just enjoy yourself.

But the man at the balloon stall seemed to think otherwise. He sighed heavily as he watched Asher approach, his mustache almost drooping. Asher had won twice already, mostly just these silly bags stuffed with different kinds of candy. Actually, that might have explained why he was so wired in the first place. The man at the stall leaned on his counter and tipped his hat miserably.

“You’re going to clean me out, kid,” he said.

Before Asher could protest, I cut in smoothly, giving the man my best smile. “I made him promise, sir,” I said. “It’ll be his last game for the night. Right, buddy?”

Asher nodded eagerly.

The man sighed again, taking Asher’s money and handing him three darts. Not like Asher needed them, to be honest. The man clucked his tongue, put on a defeated smile, and wagged one playful finger at me.

“One last game and you make sure to take your little brother far away from my stall, young man.”

I was ready with a smile before he’d even said anything, but – Asher? My little brother? I could live with that. I grinned even harder.

The first balloon popped, then the next, then the next. Three successive pops, and behind us passing spectators clapped and murmured approvingly. Good thing too, because that meant the man running the stall couldn’t quite hear how the darts were making two “thunk” noises with every impact.

Asher’s necromantic abilities were developing, and he had found a way of ejecting tiny shards of bone from his body, launching them with enough velocity and sharpness to pierce balloons. He was firing a tiny fragment of bone right out of his wrist with every dart he threw, which guaranteed three balloon pops with every game. The man with the mustache sighed again as he handed Asher yet another bag of candy.

“Thanks, Mister,” Asher said, beaming.

The man grumbled and waved us away. It was why I insisted that Asher stop playing. Someone was going to notice that something was off. Still, the little crowd we attracted was now eager to get into the darts themselves, probably thinking that the stall was easy pickings. I nodded to myself, glad that we’d at least brought Mister Mustache a little bit of business in exchange for taking his candy.

“Gummy bear?” Asher offered.

“Sure, why not.” I popped it into my mouth without looking. Ooh. Lime. Nice and tart. “Okay, Asher. You can play the other stalls, but no more cheating with your powers.”

He scoffed. “Okay, Dad. Geez.”

“I’m just saying, it’s not fair to the normals. Plus I don’t want anyone sniffing us out here, you know?”

Asher crammed a handful of colorful little bears in his mouth, chewing glumly and making a squelching noise that sounded something like the word “Fine.”

“Don’t go pouty on me now,” I said, clapping him on the shoulder. He grunted, then relented with a chuckle when I wrestled him into a quick squeeze. “We can still have fun. We should go find the others, see what they’re up to. Do you see anyone? Gil? Or Sterling?”

“Oh, Sterling’s over there,” Asher said. “Cheating with his powers.”

I slapped my forehead. “Damn it.” I sighed. Sterling was showing off again. “We should have left him at home,” I grumbled.

Madam Babbage’s had set up a fair way outside of Valero, far enough out that we’d decided it was better to rent a car for the day. Gil was our designated driver, and Prudence had come along for the fun of it. Carver declined to join us, but pushed a small leather bag of something into Asher’s hands as we prepared to leave.

“Some pocket money,” Carver said warmly. “You all have a wonderful time.”

I should have known there was something fishy about that from the start. In the backseat of our rented car, Asher tugged the drawstring pouch open and tipped out a small handful of bizarre currency: a rainbow of gemstones, a few of them cut, some tumbled to a smooth polish, as well as an assortment of coinage from cultures long dead and gone.

“It’s like pirate money,” I said, reaching for one of the coins and nipping its edge with my teeth. I wasn’t sure what that was supposed to accomplish. “Doubloons? Is that what they’re called?”

Sterling reached out from the passenger seat, snatching the coin from me. “Gimme that,” he grumbled. “And Asher, hand over the rest. I’ll take care of it.”

He slipped it all into one of his leather jacket’s inside pockets, and that was that. We didn’t fight Sterling when it came to money. He was actually incredibly efficient about handling finances, and pretty generous about paying for stuff when the occasion arose.

Sterling would pay upfront for everyone at the Happy Cow, for example, or there was that one time he bought everyone ice cream cones at the pier. I wondered sometimes if that was some sort of clue to his name, which I’d always been convinced was fake. I never did ask, though. Like Carver, Sterling could just be so touchy about his past sometimes.

But as responsible as Sterling could be with stuff like taking care of friends and money, the same really couldn’t be said for how much he deeply, truly loved to draw attention to himself. Sterling dressed like a rockstar, and I’d known him long enough to understand that he pretty much behaved like one, too.

He was over by the high striker, one of those games where you smash a target with a big old hammer to test your strength, and a bunch of lights come up on the machine’s display to show exactly how macho you are.

I didn’t have to look very hard to spot him in the crowd that had gathered around the machine. You just had to find the slender, exceedingly fair-skinned man wearing a leather jacket and the smuggest smile in existence.

The high striker’s lights had come on completely – Sterling had maxed out the machine. The man operating it looked utterly baffled, scratching his head and tapping the side of the contraption, like he was sure it was broken.

Sterling was posing with the hammer and flexing. Even from where we stood I could hear his leather jacket squeaking each time he tried to make a bicep. As he slid into each pose, he grunted, and the more impressionable girls standing around him gave little squeals.

I nudged my way through the crowd, coughing politely and repeating “Excuse me” through gritted teeth. Here I was trying to make sure the Boneyard boys maintained a low profile, but no, Sterling had to go around flaunting his superior vampire strength. I was going to wring his neck.

“Come on,” I growled. “Fun’s over. Time to go.”

“Don’t be a spoil sport, Dust.” Sterling squeaked as he flexed both his arms. “I can’t help that I’m so strong.” Some of the girls tittered. I frowned.

“Okay, cool, we can move on now, everybody knows you’re strong.”

“Super strong.” Squeak.

“I get it.”

“Say it,” Sterling said, handing the hammer back to the operator and grunting as he flexed. “Say I’m super strong.”

“Sir,” I said to the operator. “Could we get my friend’s prize? We have somewhere to be.”

The man handed me an enormous pink teddy bear, so huge that I had to carry it in both arms. I frowned even harder.

“I can take that,” Sterling said, finally willing to leave the high striker game to lowly mortals. “You don’t have to carry it for me, Dust. I’m so strong.”

“For the love of – will you shut the fuck up, Sterling?”

Sterling grabbed the teddy bear with a wounded pout. “What’s up his butt?”

“I don’t know, man,” Asher said. He lifted a bag to Sterling’s face. “Jelly bean?”

“Sure,” Sterling said, popping a handful in his mouth, chewing thoughtfully. “That must be it,” he mumbled. “Dust is jelly. Super jelly. Of my super strength.”

“Sterling, I swear, one of these days I’m going to sneak into your room while you’re sleeping and pull your mattress out into the sunlight and – ”

“And of the fact that he’s the only one who doesn’t have a prize.”

I scoffed. “What? I am not. I don’t care about those things.”

“Look,” Asher said, nodding at another stall. “Even Gil is killing it.”

I watched as Gil expertly handled a fake rifle, blasting with inhuman precision at a series of moving targets. Cardboard ducks quacked each time one of the rubber pellets tore through their tiny yellow bodies. Gil’s enhanced werewolf senses and reflexes were giving him a distinct advantage, judging from the pile of stuffed animals Prudence was holding in her arms like a litter of puppies. And she just stood there grinning, cheering Gil on as he unerringly struck every target.

Et tu, Prudence?



Chapter 2





“Oh man,” Sterling said, his cheek bulging comically from the lollipop stuck in his mouth. “Look at all those prizes he won for Prudence.” He gave me a taunting, sidelong glance, his eyes glinting with silent laughter. “Aren’t you going to get one for Herald, Dust?”

I blushed instantly, the blood rushing to my cheeks, and suddenly the evening wasn’t so cool anymore.

“Ooh, now you got him,” Asher said, speaking around his own mouthful of lollipop. “Yeah Dust. Get him one of those puppy things.”

I folded my arms and stamped my foot. “You’re both children,” I grunted, complaining so unconvincingly because I knew everyone could tell I was as red as a tomato, even under the carnival lights. “You’re being silly.”

My body went stock-still as Sterling draped an arm over me, as hard and as cold as marble. “Dust, listen. Speaking as your friend, you’re being just as fun as a hemorrhoid right now. Lighten up. Go play a damn game. Eat a corndog, win a prize.” He paused, biting the edge of his lower lip with his fangs, waggling his eyebrows. “Be naughty. Live a little.”

Carpe noctem, I almost heard him say. Seize the night. That was what we all had in common at the Boneyard. We worked so well in the darkness. But it didn’t always have to be all about work. Why not have a little fun, too? I shook my head, then chuckled.

“Okay, fine. You guys are right. I just didn’t want anyone getting into trouble is all.”

Asher’s lips made a little pop as he abruptly pulled the lollipop out of his mouth. “Hello. Look around you. Carnival. What trouble are you even talking about?”

I patted Sterling’s arm as a sort of wordless “Thank you,” then shrugged him off and shook him loose. I looked around myself at all the stalls and attractions, then scratched the back of my neck. “I’m not really good at any of these games, though.”

“That’s silly,” Sterling said. “You’re good at a lot of things.” He winked slowly. “You know. Like stealing?”

“Sterling.” I stuck my hands in my jacket pockets and hissed. “I am not stealing from this place of purity and happiness. You’re joking.”

“I’m sure Madam Babbage won’t mind,” Asher said. “What’s one little prize? A stuffed animal? Pretty sure most of these games are rigged, anyhow.”

My eyes narrowed, and I squinted at him accusingly. “Since when were you okay with shit like this? We’re not criminals.”

“And if we were,” Sterling said, waving his lollipop like an instructor’s baton, “we would be handsome criminals.”

“It’s just a little innocent fun,” Asher said.

“It’s not like you’re going to hurt anyone,” Sterling cooed, his voice like butter.

“You’re a bad influence on him, Sterling. You know that, don’t you?”

Sterling scoffed. Asher shrugged. Then slowly, the two of them gave me the same lopsided grin, each mouth smiling out of the same corner.

“You guys are the worst.” I frowned, but then the gears started turning in my head.

What could it hurt? And fine, I could stand to have a little mindless, harmless fun every once in a while. Sure. Why the hell not? I was a rogue. A rake. A charlatan. This was in my nature. Suddenly, my fingers itched. I reached for the star-metal amulet around my throat – my mother’s necklace, its jewel glassy and cool. It had become a touchstone in recent times, something to ground me, and give me strength.

“Gimme one of those lollipops, damn it.”

Asher peered into his bag. “Flavor?”

I set my jaw, peering into the distance, assessing the stalls as I searched for an easy mark. “I don’t care,” I declared, pouring more than a little bravado into my voice.

He unwrapped a lollipop for me, his mouth half-open in awe, then stuck it in my outstretched hand. “Here. For courage.”

I set my shoulders back, stuck my chest out, and rammed the lollipop in my mouth. Mmm. Strawberry. “I don’t need courage.” I pulled up my sleeves. “Here I go.”

“I’m swooning,” Sterling said. “He’s being so strong. Am I swooning? Asher, hold me.”

Asher just looked at him funny. But that did the trick. Emboldened, perhaps by a combination of gung-ho machismo and Sterling’s dumb supplications, I walked over to a tree, folded my arms, and leaned against its cool bark. When the coast was clear, I leaned further, deeper into the shadows, until I had entered the Dark Room.

Shadowstepping was second nature to me by then. All I really needed was to be in contact with enough darkness, a large enough pool of shadow to accommodate my awesome, totally ripped, not-at-all scrawny body, and I could slip into the mazes and tunnels of the Dark Room. 

And go where? I did spot a pretty busy stall at the far end of the grounds, one of those games where you shoot a water gun into a clown’s mouth. The operator looked distracted enough, so I could appear in the shadows at the edge of his booth, quickly palm a prize, then go back to Sterling and Asher. Easy peasy.

The cool air of the evening ran over my skin as I slipped back out of the Dark Room and reentered our reality, right where I wanted: at the back of the stall, in a pile of confusingly oversized plush bears and rabbits. The air was misted with the misdirected spray of so many clown guns. I frowned at the players from the darkness. Learn to aim, guys.

I sputtered and picked something off my tongue – a piece of fluff, probably from one of the dolls – and for a second I considered what I was even doing. Not bowing to peer pressure, oh no, that’s for sure. And I certainly wasn’t stealing a gift for anyone but myself. I was doing it for me. For fun. And most importantly, for me.

Not for anyone else, I thought to myself, as I wondered whether Herald would prefer the blue bunny or the pink pig. Herald, who was – what were we, anyway? Just buddies, right? Just a couple of dudes. Best friends.

Which was why I couldn’t just mess everything up between us. I couldn’t risk ruining a friendship forged over long nights spent talking, or playing video games on his couch, of doing one or the other so late into the night that we’d look out the window to find that morning had nearly arrived.

And sometimes, we would share a beer on his balcony, watching the coming of a new sun, saying nothing as the sky went from black, to purple, to gold. And sometimes, he’d fall asleep on my shoulder, drooling out of one corner of his mouth, and when he’d wake up I’d mock him and pretend that I hated it.

You know. Just regular friend stuff.

In the end I grabbed a tiger, who frowned at me with his angry little tiger face. I don’t know. It was cute. It seemed appropriate.

Careful not to draw attention to myself, I slipped the tiger inside my jacket, my heart thumping with the thrill of petty thievery. My other hand, though, was already reaching for my wallet, thumbing through the bills.

I picked out twenty bucks and slipped them between the bunny and the pig for the operator to find. Surely that was enough to cover the cost of one missing tiger.

With a little knock on the Dark Room, I melted back into the shadows, making a quick jaunt through its murky hallways before I reappeared under the tree, leaning against its bark, arms haughtily folded, my lips pursed smugly in triumph.

“I knew you could do it, you dirty sneak thief,” Sterling said, patting me on the back.

“What’d you get?” Asher asked, peering curiously at the lump under my jacket.

“This little guy,” I said, brandishing the tiger.

“That’s perfect,” Asher said approvingly. “I’m sure Herald will like that.”

“It’s for me,” I grunted, holding the stuffed tiger in both hands.

“Sure it is,” Sterling trilled, spitting out his lollipop stick and immediately replacing it with a cigarette.

I turned the tiger around to look at its scrunched little face. It was frowning at me. “Don’t judge me, you little jerk,” I muttered, as if expecting it to answer. But if the tiger could speak, it never got the chance.

A flash of white lit up the night, so powerful that it rendered me basically blind, even with my eyes downcast. I clutched my face, a horrible ringing in my ears, but this wasn’t happening in my head. People around me were gasping, some screaming in shock. And I hadn’t noticed it before, but there it was: the barely lingering sound of dissonant flutes, a distant, high-pitched keening. But after the initial burst of radiance, only silence.

Someone tugged on my jacket. I squeezed my eyes open and shut, then blinked rapidly, desperate for my vision to return. Things began to swim back into focus, and the first thing I saw was Asher’s face staring into mine.

“We’re okay,” he said. “It was just light.”

As my sight returned I caught a glimpse of Sterling huddling behind the very same tree I used to shadowstep. I wasn’t going to make fun of him for it. Sterling and bright light – sunlight, in particular – had a complicated relationship.

Some of the carnival-goers were heading for the exits, moving briskly, but cautiously. I caught snatches of conversation, hurried whispers. Someone mentioned an electrical problem, hence the flash of light. One very nervous-looking man ushered his children away, and I caught him breathily mutter a single word. “Terrorists.”

Most people seemed content to stay, probably figuring it was a temporary fluke, or maybe a part of the show. But even the staff working at Madam Babbage’s looked confused, disoriented by the strange display. A few mumbled into their walkie talkies as they glanced across the carnival grounds.

Something was definitely up. I had only one theory in mind, and I didn’t like the sound of things in my head already. White light was the trademark of the Eldest.

Prudence skittered up to us, Gil’s winnings already tucked into a huge plastic bag. Gil followed close behind. Both of their faces were creased with worry.

“Did you guys catch that?” Prudence asked, panting.

“It came from the parking lot,” Gil said.

I pulled my backpack closer to my body, glad that I’d decided to take Vanitas along for the night after all.

“Then that’s where we’re headed,” I said, my legs already carrying me towards the exits. The backs of my eyeballs still ached, frazzled by the strange white pulse, and the colorful bulbs festooning the carnival’s signs and displays looked hazier now, blurry halos of light dancing at their edges. Otherworldly. Wrong.

The five of us made it all the way out of the grounds, Sterling nervously bringing up the rear. I was walking full tilt and had to stop myself as we exited. The crowd that had left earlier was gathered there in thick clumps, panicked looks on their faces, some barking or sobbing into cellphones. 

And from all around the parking lot wailed sirens, car alarms. No flash of light could have triggered that. Maybe an electrical pulse. Or worse. Far worse. I was still in denial.

“Not good,” I muttered to myself, muscling my way through. “This is not good.”

We finally cleared the crowd, and I stopped short, my breath catching in my throat when we saw the parking lot.

Rather, what was left of the parking lot.

It was a crater, all fissured cement and upturned earth. Pulverized cars sat in twisted heaps, smashed into the asphalt. It was as if some great hand had reached from out of the heavens, crushing the parking lot with the furious might of a gargantuan fist.

Prudence placed one hand on my shoulder, squeezing lightly. When I turned to look, her face was mournful, almost apologetic. When I spoke, I almost didn’t hear my own words.

“They’re back.”
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“They missed the carnival,” Gil said, staring at his thumbs. “They were aiming for the carnival, and they missed.”

“Who is ‘they,’ exactly?” Sterling said. “How are we so sure we even know what’s going on here?”

“I think we all know,” I groaned.

I was splayed out on the couch – the long red one that Sterling liked so much, and to my surprise, had surrendered for my use. My head was in Asher’s lap, and he was holding an ice pack to my brow, the chill of it penetrating the towel in his hand. I shifted, then groaned some more.

The attack at the carnival had utterly destroyed everything in the parking lot. The normals were arguing over what might have caused it before we left. Sinkhole, someone said, before being cussed out by someone else who pointed out that a sinkhole doesn’t just flatten four-wheel drives into metal pancakes.

Gil had, understandably, grumbled something about not getting his deposit back for the rental car, and that left us with no recourse for transportation. The alternatives were to call for a rideshare and pay possibly a hefty hundred bucks because of the distance, or to buzz Carver and beg him to teleport to our location, then cast another sending spell to bring us all back home to the Boneyard.

But no. Oh no. Dusty had to be the big damn hero of the operation, so I ushered everyone to the very edges of the parking lot, instructing them to stand under the shadow of a particularly tall lamppost. Then I shadowstepped all five of us, herding our group through the chambers of the Dark Room so we could get home safe and sound.

And we did, appearing in one of the Boneyard’s hallways – where I promptly doubled over and puked my guts out. I’d never shadowstepped such huge distances, never mind taking four whole other people with me.

“I’m gonna die,” I murmured, quivering.

“Quit fidgeting,” Asher muttered, lightly tapping his fingers against my cheek. Tiny tendrils of healing magic reached into my skin, down into my cells, curling deliciously as they worked the leftover chill and ache of the Dark Room out of my bones. “You’re gonna be fine.”

I groaned and clutched my stomach, then felt at myself again when I found a weird bulge under my jacket. The tiger. I held it even closer to my body, squeezing it, somehow feeling warmer. Don’t ask me how, but it helped.

“I don’t mean to make things worse just now,” Prudence said, “but I’m pretty sure we know what happened out there.”

Carver watched us over steepled fingers, a steaming cup of tea sitting untouched on the coffee table before him. His amber eyes followed each of us as we spoke, but I kept my gaze stuck on him. Everyone had their theories, well and good, but as the expert on everything to do with the Eldest, he would know for sure.

“They’ve returned,” Carver said quietly. “It appears that the measures we’ve taken to nullify the Eldest have had little to no lasting effect. Sealing their rifts was not enough to diminish their power. Even defeating the White Mother wasn’t a crushing enough blow to their forces.”

He rubbed the center of his forehead with one long, slender finger. I watched, moisture from the ice pack dripping down my temple, an equally chilling sense of dread building in the pit of my stomach.

“And now they’ve decided to dispense with ceremony. No more rifts. The Eldest are content to reach out to our plane purely with the emanations of their corrupt power. The incident at the carnival will not be isolated, I can assure you of that.”

“It was a blast from straight out of the sky,” Sterling said, his boot tapping incessantly against the stone floor. “Does that mean that they’re like the Heart? They can attack wherever they want?”

“Like an orbital strike,” I mumbled. The dread in my body was quickly transforming into despair.

“Worse,” Carver said gravely. “It appears that they’ve gathered enough of their terrible power to penetrate the barriers between our worlds as they please, and I am certain that they will be able to send these waves of destruction anywhere they desire.”

“Anywhere on the planet,” Gil said, his face lined with both awe and horror.

Asher asked what we were all thinking, the one question I didn’t dare voice myself. “And why did they strike Madam Babbage’s? Why the carnival?”

For some uncomfortable moments, no one said a word. We all knew what that answer was. Even Asher. He only wanted to be told otherwise. The reality of it hung thick in the air, choking like smoke, yet thoroughly unspoken.

Even after all that trouble with the Crown of Stars, nothing had truly changed. My soul still burned like a signal flare for the Eldest, shining as bright as a beacon to guide them to our reality, to act as a magnet for their destruction.

“But we were having such a good time tonight,” I murmured. The words kept tumbling from my mouth, hardly making sense to anyone but myself. “We got to just mess around. We weren’t supposed to worry about anything. This was supposed to be fun. I stole a tiger.” I looked down at my hands. “I don’t want to think about dying again. Not this soon.”

Ah. There it was.

“Patronage,” Gil offered. “Maybe another entity will take you. Is it too soon to check with the Midnight Convocation?”

I grunted noncommittally, hoping it was enough of a response, which it clearly wasn’t. “I still haven’t heard from Nyx. I think they’re happy to keep the homunculus’s soul. Why go through the trouble of trying again? They don’t need me.”

From out of the corner of my eye I saw Carver leaning forward in his seat. “We won’t have to resort to that, Dustin.” He gathered up his teacup, taking a cursory sip, then setting it back down in its dainty little saucer. “Over my dead body, as they say.”

I forced myself to give a little smile, but it didn’t stick. Asher’s fingers trailed against my skin as they moved a lock of hair out of my face. I knew he was doing his best to give me an encouraging smile of his own, but I just couldn’t manage it then. I kept staring at my thumbs.

The couch dipped as Prudence took a seat at the end of it, just by my feet. She placed a reassuring hand on my shin – sure, why not – and pressed her lips together.

“You know that you have friends at the Lorica. More friends than ever. We’ll keep the Heart distracted and looking the other way for as long as it takes everyone to find a solution to this problem, once and for all.”

“Asher will help me sift through my library for any spells or rituals that may help,” Carver said. Asher nodded briskly, his eyes hard with determination. “Perhaps an enchantment of some sort. Yes. An artifact, specifically created to veil you from the eyes of the Eldest.” He hummed to himself in thought. The cup and saucer clinked again, and he sipped.

I pushed myself off the couch, Asher supporting me by the shoulders as I went up. I smiled tightly at him in thanks, my stomach still in knots despite everyone’s best attempts to cheer me up. Sterling’s boots clacked as he lifted off his seat and stalked straight for me. He had his giant pink teddy bear tucked under one arm.

“Listen,” he said. “I let you use The Sofa.”

I glanced down at where Asher, Prudence, and I were sitting, the long red sofa that Sterling had silently declared his own the very day it was moved into the Boneyard.

“Right,” I said.

“That means I like you enough as a friend. Okay? As if you didn’t know already. And I’m not afraid to admit that I’m scared as fuck of what’s coming, but we’re not just going to roll over and let the Eldest stomp their shitty moccasins all over us. Hey. Hey! Are you even listening to me?”

I couldn’t help that the huge bear was in my eye line. I had to choose between looking into the bear’s beady plastic eyes – or Sterling’s crotch. One option was less terrifying than the other.

“Kind of hard to take you seriously with your bear staring me full in the face,” I mumbled. I was still, I realized, in something of a daze.

Sterling raised his chin, glaring at me down the end of his nose. “His name is Rufus,” he declared haughtily, hugging the bear tighter to his body.

I looked up at him finally, chuckling despite my misery. For whatever else Sterling was, and however else he behaved, he got me to laugh in that moment. That mattered to me, for some reason. It counted for something. I looked down at my knees, laughing to myself again. He named the bear.

After a few more rounds of consolation, not quite enough to lift my spirits, unfortunately, everyone slowly dispersed. I took a beer out of the fridge to bring to my bedroom, thinking it would at least help me relax, if only a little. I opened my backpack and Vanitas floated gracefully from out of his pocket dimension, the garnets in his hilt blinking in greeting as he spoke.

“Bad night?” he asked.

“The worst. Those assholes who made you are back.”

“What? Again? I thought we dealt with that.”

“Not quite well enough, I’m afraid,” I said, taking a pull of my beer. I grimaced as the bubbles fizzed at my throat on the way down, but I licked my lips and savored the bittersweetness of the beer. Bittersweetness. Hah.

“Well,” Vanitas said, his jewels glimmering in the half-light as his voice thrummed in my head. “Did you want to talk about it?”

“Not just now, buddy,” I said. “I think I’ve had enough talking for one night.”

“Right,” he said, hovering over to a stone shelf in my bedroom, the space that had been designated as his living quarters. “I won’t say anymore, but I can sense that you’re not feeling at all well, Dustin. If you want to talk, I’m here. I’m not just good for cutting your enemies into tiny little pieces, after all.” He coughed pointedly. “Which, I might add, we haven’t done in too long a time.”

“Knowing the trouble that’s coming, you’ll be getting your chance soon enough, buddy.” I smiled at him. “And thanks. I’ll be sure to let you know if I need to vent.”

As promised, Vanitas said nothing more, scraping into position on the shelf, his garnets dimming as he went dormant. I kicked my shoes off, placed my hands behind my head, then fell into bed, staring at the ceiling and wondering what I could do to take my mind off of things.

Play video games, I considered. Read an ebook. Hell, go look up some really filthy porn. But nothing appealed to me just then. The only activity that truly jumped out at me was the one thing I had pledged to do more of, to practice more, but that hardly counted as taking my mind off of things. In fact, I’m pretty sure it qualified as plunging straight into the heart of the matter.

But Carver did say that doing it was one way I could learn to exert more control over my abilities, and control was what I craved that night. I needed to feel like I had some kind of power over my existence – over my destiny. I wasn’t just some pawn, plaything, or victim of the Eldest, and I wanted to prove it.

So I turned inward. I rapped my knuckles against the door of the Dark Room, prepared – no, worse, excited to explore and uncover more of its endless obsidian labyrinth.
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Easy enough for me to say that entering the Dark Room would be a welcome, if slightly frightening distraction from yet another looming threat of imminent death – but things were different. Things had changed since the day I decided to stop fearing its chambers, to embrace it as a kind of second home.

You already know that my connection to the Dark gave me improved eyesight in gloomy conditions. In our reality, I could navigate a completely unlit environment without bumping into stuff or tripping over. No sweat. That was why it was so interesting for me to work as a Hound for the Lorica. All I needed was one of those crystal phials to suck all the electricity out of a compound, and my target – whether it was a house, an office building, or a college dorm room – was transformed into my playground.

But it felt as though my bond to the Dark Room had deepened even further. I could see beyond the mists now, finding that I wasn’t always surrounded by total darkness. The corridors around me weren’t just formed out of huge shrouds of shadow. Taking my time, looking closely, I saw that there were walls. Corners. Instinct had guided me from point A to point B in the past, so that I would never collide with anything.

Yet knowing they were solid, I still never touched them. Look, but don’t ever touch, I told myself. Something in the back of my head told me that it wouldn’t end well.

Strange as it may sound, in the distance, I once caught a glimpse of something that must have been a tower. The implication that the Dark Room had its own terrain, its own sky – that it truly was a realm separate from our reality, and not just a transportation chamber – both thrilled and terrified me.

The shuddering mists seemed gentler, somehow. Quieter. Those ever-present clouds of darkness and odorless smoke that roiled and curled at my ankles, reaching tendrils for my skin, had felt tamer, more docile in the time since I’d wrenched control of the Dark Room away from Other Dustin and Yelzebereth. Their tranquility, naturally, only made me nervous. The calm before the storm, you know?

And in those exploratory excursions, the main difference was that I never had a destination in mind. In the past the Dark Room had always just been a vehicle, a transition point, the express train from this part of our reality to another. Exploration was a different thing entirely. Once I even considered bringing in sheaves of graphing paper, to draw myself a kind of map.

“I wouldn’t bother,” Carver had told me. “The nature of the Dark Room is to be amorphous, always shifting. There’s very little rhyme or reason to its architecture. Its features alter with each of your visits. You already know that.”

And damn it if he wasn’t right. Carver had been really supportive about my interest in discovering the Dark Room. In fact, he encouraged me to visit as often as I could. He said that immersing in the very elements and environments that tied us to our powers would only deepen our mastery.

It was why he always let Sterling gallivant wherever he liked come nightfall, why he was so confident about letting Gil expose himself to the light of the full moon. In Asher’s case, it meant hanging out in a graveyard. Creepy, but whatever works, right?

So yeah, no map, no graphing paper. What that meant was doing my best to negotiate the corners and corridors of the Dark Room, letting my mind and body adjust to its ever-changing topography. Going with the flow, in essence. I’d never made it as far as the tower in the distance – in fact, it seemed to move further the closer I came to it.

For that matter, I’d never made any real headway in the many times I’d visited fully with the intent of charting out the Dark Room. No landmarks, no rooms or caverns to discover. Just long, twisting passages in some great, unending labyrinth.

But that night, it seemed, was fated to be different. That night, I found one end of a golden piece of thread.

My heart puttered. What the hell? That had never happened before. The Dark Room’s contents were always uniformly, well, dark. Its very nature was to be devoid of color and life, of any other objects apart from the shivering mists. The thread, glimmering and gold on the ground, seemed to mock me. It tempted me. Like a moron, I followed its trail.

Don’t you start with me, now. Imagine you were in my place. All that time I spent in the Dark Room, and then this? I picked up one end of the thread, parts of me quivering with anticipation. I wound the string around my hand, gathering more of its beautiful, enticing gold.

The thread was warm. It bore a soft, strange glow, so alien, yet so tauntingly familiar. I was just wondering where I’d seen it before when I felt a tug from the other end. My chest thumped. Gold. Could it be Mammon? The demon prince of greed?

The force pulling on the string tugged harder. Desperately I fought to untangle the length of it that I’d looped around my fingers, but the thread only tightened, threatening to cut off my circulation. I cried out at the pain, the sound of my voice going dull and numb as it entered the strange, dead air of the Dark Room.

Another strong, sharp pull came from the other end of the string. This time, it pulled me with it.

I shouted, as if anyone could hear and help me, as the deceptively delicate golden thread yanked me bodily across the labyrinth at top speed. My feet tangled under me as I ran after it, terrified of having my arm ripped out of its socket by the force, and when I couldn’t run fast enough to catch up I tripped and sprawled all over the Dark Room’s floor.

And that – well, that was just another uncomfortable first. The ground was knobbly and cold, like pebbled stone, but it was slightly slick, and wet. Worse – so close to the floor, with my cheek making contact, I swore I could feel it moving. Pulsing, like the hide of some great, reptilian beast.

But yeah – I figured I’d have enough time to worry about that later, if I survived Mammon, or a monster, or shit, the fucking minotaur itself basically dragging my battered body all over the ground. This was it. A half-man, half-cow was going to tear me to pieces and eat my innards for its carnivorous man-cow breakfast. What a way to die.

I held onto the end of the thread for dear life, one hand caught in its web, the other struggling in futility to untie its living knots – when all at once it loosened and let go. I tumbled over the ground, my hands instinctively going up to cover my face.

Not the face. Never the face.

The air shot out of my lungs as I slammed painfully into the floor. I moaned, my entire body no doubt covered in bruises, my clothes disheveled, my hair a tousled, awful mess. I groaned as I groped at myself, checking that I was still in one piece.

One nose, two arms, two legs, two balls, and Little Dustin, all intact and accounted for. I sighed in relief, choking once from the sudden, stabbing pain of what must have been a bruised rib. Good. If Little Dustin – I mean Not So Little Dustin – was safe, I was all good.

My vision swam from the impact, the bright lights of my strange new surroundings ringed in hazy, pale haloes. Wait. Lights? Among them were three pairs of eyes, which twinkled as they watched me. My heart pounded.

Was it Hecate, separated into all her three bodies? No. This wasn’t her. I clambered away on my hands and feet, blinking rapidly, squeezing my eyes as if that could work away the blurriness. Spitting out bits of gravel, I looked up into three very similar, yet subtly different faces.

“Dustin Graves,” said the Sisters. “We need to talk.”
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I looked around myself, thinking that maybe the fall had just jarred my brains enough to cause some kind of minor hallucination. Nope. The calliope music was real. As were the bright, twinkling lights, the stalls and booths filled with games and attractions. I was back at Madam Babbage’s, only there were no customers. 

“Was all that really necessary?” I looked each Sister in the face, biting back my anger. “Does anyone want to tell me what’s going on here?”

One Sister raised her eyebrow. “This is an intervention, Dustin Graves.”

I grunted when another picked me up by the scruff with powerful, perfectly manicured hands. “We talked about this,” she said, smoothing down the creases in my jacket, then recoiling in mock horror. “You’re a winter palette.”

My frown should have been answer enough, but she stared at me, waiting for a response. “I still don’t know what that means,” I mumbled. “Between saving the world and trying not to die, it’s been really rough making time to look at fashion magazines.”

The third Sister glared at my jacket, then held one hand over her mouth, like she was trying to stop herself from vomiting. “What that means in practical terms, dear Dustin, is that you should avoid dressing in colors that don’t suit your season.” She wrinkled her nose. “Or in fabrics that look like they belong at the bottom of a hamster cage.”

Heat flared across the back of my neck, the blood rushing to my temples. This was the jacket that Herald gave me. I looked good in it, and it was comfy, and that was all that mattered. Also, Herald gave it to me.

“Hey,” I said. “Clotho – Lachesis – whatever, whichever Sister you are. This happens to be a really nice jacket, and it was a gift from my – ”

“It’s Atropos,” the Sister said drolly. “And do go on. A gift from your?” She raised an eyebrow, the corner of her mouth curled into a taunting grin. Like she knew.

“Never mind that,” I said, the blood gathering around my cheeks.

“You’ve gone and done it now,” the second Sister said. “Made him blush. But at least it makes his skin tone a better match for that hideous jacket.”

“Now, now, back to serious matters,” the first Sister said. “This is an intervention in every sense of the word. I don’t believe that we’ll be able to help your dress sense at all at this point, but perhaps we can at least assist in – other areas.”

“Yes,” said the second Sister.

“Oh, yes,” said the third. That was when the three of them parted, giving me a better look of where we were, exactly.

I had landed somewhere outside a ring of stalls, which wasn’t at the carnival the night the boys and I visited. They were arranged in a loose circle in the carnival’s plaza, all manned by wildly different figures. Most were humanoid in shape. Some were – not.

The woman with the winged body of a lion, for example – it was the Egyptian Sphinx herself. She watched me coolly with feline amber eyes that looked very much like Carver’s. Nearby, another woman’s emerald-green eyes peered out of an ornately embroidered garment that covered her from head to toe.

Across the plaza, a wheel turned of its own accord, suspended by nothing in midair. Next to that was a blackboard that reached so far into the heavens that I couldn’t see where it ended. A piece of chalk scribbled and scratched against it, writing out a maddeningly endless mathematical formula.

Among them, her hands folded together, a figure sat patiently on what looked like a throne. I checked again. Ah. Of course. Not a throne, but eight massive, segmented legs. It was the spider queen, Arachne.

Wait. Arachne? I dusted my hands off, scraping dirt and tiny bits of gravel off my palms. “Hold up. Is this a gods-moot? Is this like your version of the Midnight Convocation?”

“Indeed,” the first Sister said, nudging her glasses up the bridge of her nose. “Our own little convention. The entities of fate and probability. We’ve called you here for a reason.”

The other two Sisters were gingerly gathering the golden thread that they’d used to lure me to them. They wound it back onto a spool, working slowly. I could see why. I’d been asked to bring them a measure of spun gold as an offering once, and that had already cost me a bomb. Man, the things you could have bought with an entire spool of the stuff. My own Happy Cow franchise, even. Ah, but a man can dream.

I patted myself down, smoothing out the wrinkles in my clothes and sweeping my hair out of my face – I don’t know, making myself presentable, I suppose. There were at least a dozen entities there that I’d never met before. Call me silly, but I still wanted to make a good impression.

The entities didn’t seem to care either way. They were deeply preoccupied, each of them focused on what I realized were various forms of divination. Some cast bones, others consulted the bloodied gizzards of small animals. One woman sifted through a bag of runes. Another looked at a bundle of sticks, what I’d learned from my time in the underground was a complex Chinese system of divination known as I Ching.

They paused at intervals, glancing between their instruments and my face as they worked. Their expressions were unanimously grave. As if that weren’t enough, a couple of them even tutted or frowned when they met my eyes. The Sphinx wasn’t even doing anything with her hands. All she did was stare at me, shaking her head in a slow, oscillating pattern.

And so went the music of the oracle entities – their tools of divination rattling, clinking, and shuffling to the tune of eerie calliope music. The Sisters and I approached the great ring, my heart sinking just another tiny notch each time one of the entities glared up at me with disapproval, or what might have been disappointment.

We made it to the center of the ring, and the Sisters busied themselves with a different spool of thread, this one glowing with a faint blue light. They tugged at it, measuring, spinning it back onto its spool, then tugged again, clicking their tongues and muttering among themselves the whole while. Atropos looked at me and shook her head.

Was that – were they looking at my lifeline? The actual thread that represented my very existence? Holy shit. The night had gone from bad to worse. More like worst, actually. I turned in place, and seeing that the entities were still hard at work, made a beeline for Arachne.

“Hey,” I said. She’d asked me for a lock of the night goddess Nyx’s hair, but had never come knocking to claim it from me. “Arachne. About that favor you asked me. The Sisters literally roped me here, and I didn’t have my backpack with me, which is where I kept – ”

Arachne scoffed. “The Sisters certainly do have their own way of doing things, don’t they?” She shook her head. I tried not to mirror her by shaking mine in response. Arachne had done very much the same thing to me once, actually tying me up and dangling me upside down in a dark alley. I tactfully and perhaps very wisely kept my thoughts to myself.

She waved one hand at me, each of her eight eyes quickly flitting to my face, then back to her hands. I realized that she wasn’t wearing her veil. Perhaps she was comfortable enough to wear her true face among her peers. More than likely, I thought, it was a kind of intimidation tactic.

“We shall speak later, sweetling. Arachne has work to do.” I looked at her lap, not at all surprised to find a heap of fortune cookies there. Around the pointed ends of her legs was a growing mound of shattered cookies, among them the discarded plastic wrappers and little slips of paper.

Arachne took out another cookie from its wrapper, smashing it so violently between two hands that it made me jump. Then she sifted for the fortune, read it, and grimaced.

“Terrible,” she said, cramming the shards of cookie in her mouth and letting the fortune drift lazily to the floor. She smashed another cookie, and read the fortune from that one. “Awful.” Then another. And each time, she looked more and more aggravated. Oh, good. So even fortune cookies weren’t on my side on this. Just great.

Still, most upsetting of all the entities was a woman who sat at a booth that was just a few steps fancier than the others, its wooden surfaces gleaming with polish, its ceiling covered in a canopy of fine cloth that billowed with the breeze. She seemed so strangely familiar, though I knew for sure that we’d never met.

With her deep, wrinkled skin, and the silks that festooned her body, the woman could have blended in with the stall, but her small, twinkling black eyes and generous, tumbling waves of white hair gave her away. That, and her endless mumbling.

“Death,” she murmured, shuffling a pack of tarot cards, reshuffling it, then selecting one at random. “Death,” she said again, indicating the card she’d only just picked. She shook her head in frustration, her mane trembling as she shuffled again, then slapped a single card onto her table. She bared her teeth, stabbing at the card with one crooked finger, her eyes lifting slowly to meet mine.

My heart in my throat, I bent over, already knowing with cold dread which card had stubbornly decided to play itself into her hand so many, many times. It was the thirteenth card of the Major Arcana, with an image of an armored skeleton riding a pale horse. I swallowed hard as I muttered under my breath.

“Death.”
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“Death,” I muttered. “Really? Is that what the cards have for me?”

The old woman looked up at me, one eyebrow raised. Something about her spelled immense magical power. I couldn’t tell if she was a goddess, a supernatural entity – maybe even a demon? But I finally realized why I’d recognized her.

“You’re Madam Babbage,” I said. “From the signboards. And the website. I thought you were just some made-up character.”

I realized too late how rude that must have sounded, but it was true. Madam Babbage looked more like a caricature of a person than an actual human being. Her features were exaggerated, her eyes like tiny onyx spheres, her wide mouth set in a perpetual frown.

If Madam Babbage was offended, she did an excellent job of hiding it.

“Madam Babbage is my alter ego, stupid boy,” she said, the words rolling thick on her tongue. Her accent sounded so close to something from Eastern Europe. Russian, maybe? “You may have heard of me by my true name: Baba Yaga.”

My spine stiffened. The powerful witch from Slavic legend, an entity who bested even the greatest heroes of Russian myth. Baba Yaga was one of those rare beings who sat on the knife’s edge between good and evil, order and chaos. She did what she wanted for her own purposes, and the rest of reality simply had to bend itself around her whims and wishes.

“I’m so – I’m very sorry if I didn’t recognize you. Miss. Ma’am. Madam Yaga.” Shut up, I told myself. Just stop talking.

Baba Yaga raised an eyebrow at the other entities, who I’d only just noticed had gathered behind me in a semicircle, peering over at the witch’s stall.

“This is your hero, yes?” she asked glumly. “This stupid boy?”

“He’s cleverer than he looks,” one of the Sisters said.

“And very charming,” Arachne said reproachfully. “Our sweetling is very sweet indeed.”

The chalkboard creaked, but said nothing, because it was a chalkboard.

Baba Yaga appraised me with narrowed eyes, her wrinkles deepening. I stood there and clenched my teeth, taking my criticism like a big boy. Again: I’ve seen the consequences of pissing off just one entity. Just the one. Amaterasu, Dionysus, Arachne – I didn’t want that list growing longer. I most certainly didn’t want the entire Bazaar of Wonders tearing me a new asshole, or failing that, warping the threads of my destiny. Like I needed more bad luck. I mean, come on.

“Charm means nothing if this is all that lies in his future,” Baba Yaga said, holding up the Death card. She tutted, slipping the card back into the deck, shuffling it expertly. It was then that I stopped paying attention to the tarot cards. What was the point? I already knew she was going to draw it again.

Baba Yaga held out another card. I refused to look. A man in a top hat and tails stretched his neck over my shoulder, the set of dice he was fiddling with in the palm of his hand clicking as he clucked his own tongue.

“Lucky number thirteen, yet again,” he murmured. Like I needed to know.

“So.” I threw my hands up, rubbing the back of my neck in frustration. “What does this actually mean for me? Surely it doesn’t translate exactly to me dying. That’s not how the tarot works.”

Carver said so. Otherwise, pulling the Lovers would always mean something about finding your ideal mate. Drawing the Tower would mean actually falling out of a skyscraper as it’s being struck by lightning. The signs aren’t that literal. A niggling voice tittered in the back of my mind. It whispered.

But aren’t they? 

“At least the boy knows that much,” Baba Yaga said, returning the card to the deck, then separating her hands, turning her palms upwards. The deck of cards lifted into the air, hovering under the command of her power, tilting and turning slowly in place, as if held there by so many invisible strings. I caught glimpses of the cards as they spun and swirled. In the midst of them all floated the grisly visage of the skeletal knight.

“The cards are never that simple,” Baba Yaga continued. “Death means change. Significant change, to be sure, enough to impact someone’s life in enormous ways.” She dropped her hands to the table, her palms slamming into its surface with a harsh crash. The cards fell in unison. “But what are the odds of Baba Yaga drawing the same card thirteen times in a row?”

The animated piece of chalk flew into action, scritching and scratching against the blackboard as it attempted to calculate and solve Baba Yaga’s problem.

One of the Sisters groaned and pinched the bridge of her nose. “It was a rhetorical question. Honestly. Truly.”

“I fear that terrible things are coming your way, boy,” Baba Yaga said.

“Tell me something I don’t already know. The Eldest are coming, and they mean business this time.” I raised my chin. “And my name is Dustin Graves.”

Baba Yaga scoffed. “What a fitting name you have, silly boy.” She lifted a finger, waving it warningly in my face. “Know this. The challenges that await you will test you wholly. You have used your mind, your body, indeed, your soul in your battle against the Old Ones. But this time, it will be your heart.” She pressed her finger gently against my chest, her face suddenly softened, and sad. “Baba Yaga can only pray that you will have the fortitude to withstand the onslaught of the Eldest.”

The air went out of me. “But – we beat them before. We always did. We held them back, and we can hold them back again. Me and my friends. I killed Yelzebereth myself. The Eldest can keep sending their mightiest, and I’ll rip their entire pantheon apart with my bare hands if I have to. One by one.”

“Do not make me repeat myself, boy. Baba Yaga has seen what she has seen.” She shook her head solemnly. “May your heart be strong enough.”

What was that even supposed to mean? I looked around us, at the faces of the other entities. They were just as serious and severe, just as grave. One by one they headed back to their stalls, fingering their tools and devices for divining, turning them this way and that. It pinched at my chest to see the entities act that way. They were trying to find a different path for me, an alternate future. This was serious business.

I whirled in place, rounding on the entities. “Then you all must know how big of a deal this is. If you care so much – if you care enough that predicting my fate is bothering you this badly – then why don’t you help?”

“We cannot intervene, sweetling,” Arachne said. “Surely you know this by now. We are the oracles. We bear knowledge, and we dispense it to those who deserve to understand, and to listen. But our hands cannot spin the wheel. We only watch, and wait.”

The Sphinx spoke next. “And all the roads we’ve prophesied lead to the unraveling of reality, Dustin Graves. It is not only your fate that we see. All other fates are intertwined, and in each one, the Eldest are victorious.”

My nails were digging into the palms of my hands, my teeth clenched. “Then help us. Please. This affects us all. You must understand that.”

Baba Yaga sighed, and I turned to her again. “There is one way,” she said. “A way of strengthening the barrier of our realm against theirs. No more rifts opening around this city, around the world. Though there is a problem.”

I cocked an eyebrow. “But of course there is.” Baba Yaga scowled at me, but said nothing.

“Only the earth’s most powerful entities have access to these methods,” said one of the Sisters. “The mothers and fathers of all things. The kings and queens of pantheons.”

I folded my arms, my head tilted as I considered the problem. “So this method of yours. All I need to do is track down one of the creator gods. That’s it?”

Baba Yaga laughed derisively. The Sisters chuckled. Some of the other entities shifted in place, uncertain, discomfited.

“If it were only so simple, silly boy,” Baba Yaga said.

“I have a name,” I spat back.

“As does Baba Yaga,” she said. “And as much joy as traveling with the Bazaar of Wonders has brought me, I fear my time as Madam Babbage has come to an end.” She looked smaller when she exhaled.

“I still don’t quite get that,” I said, lowering my voice, sensing that something was off. “The legends never said you had any particular affinity for divination. Do you just like hanging out with the oracle entities, or is this one of those things where the stories got it wrong?”

She waved her hand, beaming. “No, no, child, the stories got it right.” Her smile was beautiful, lighting up her face in a way that made her look like an entirely different person. “Baba Yaga comes and goes as she pleases, and the Bazaar was a welcome diversion – if only for a short century.” The smile fell from her face, and she was the old witch of folklore once more, sallow, sour, and underneath it all, somehow, quietly sad.

Baba Yaga rose to her feet, gathered her skirts, then nodded. “Come now,” she said, to no one in particular. “It’s time we made a move.”

I looked around, expecting the rest of the entities to respond. None of them did. But the earth did begin to tremble. I hung onto her stall for dear life. Hey, it’s California. You never know if it’s the Big One until the Big One actually hits.

The rumbling continued. The sound, I realized, was coming from the entire carnival around us. The tents, stalls, and booths lifted into the air, as if levitated by some unseen force. No, wait. Not levitated. My head spun as I looked to opposite ends of the carnival grounds. Sprouting from the earth was a pair of massive legs, each as tall and as thick as an ancient redwood. Not just any legs, either. Chicken legs.

My jaw hung open. I couldn’t help myself. “Just like in the stories,” I muttered to myself. Except in the stories, Baba Yaga only commanded a hut that could walk on two legs, her own version of a mobile home. Over the centuries I guess she’d gained enough power and resources to put an entire goddamned carnival on stilts.

“Farewell, Dustin Graves,” Baba Yaga called out as she soared into the air, her feet planted firmly in a flying cauldron. Holy crap, that was in the stories too. “And I mean it in the best possible way. Fare well, for your sake. For all our sakes.”

The earth shuddered again and again as the carnival’s legs began their tumultuous, terrifying strut through the outskirts of Valero. I watched in open awe as the carnival vanished into the horizon, as the Bazaar of Wonders began its trek across California.

And with the carnival gone, that only left me and the other entities, back in a familiar, mist-shrouded darkness. We were in the Dark Room again – but not for long, it seemed, at least not for the remaining members of the actual Bazaar of Wonders. They faded into the blackness one by one, much like the Midnight Convocation. The Sisters gave me a cursory synchronized wave as they vanished. Finally, only Arachne remained.

“I am sorry that I can do nothing more to help, sweetling,” she said, her voice laced with uncharacteristic sadness.

I tried to keep the bitterness lodged firmly in my throat. It was up to humanity – hell, it was up to the Boneyard to save the day, yet again.

“I still have the lock of hair you wanted from Nyx,” I said glumly.

“Keep it,” Arachne said. “You may yet find a use for it.” She winked at me with all eight of her eyes. I kept the twitch out of my face. So she never wanted Nyx’s hair after all?

“I will send my children in search of the rulers of the gods,” she said. “I make no promises, sweetling, but should we find one that will speak to you, then one of my offspring will be in touch.”

So she was still on my side of the court after all. “Thank you,” I said, relenting. “Anything helps, Arachne. Thank you.”

She gave me a tight smile as she lifted her abdomen, a thick rope of web firing like a grappling hook up into the darkness. “Farewell, Dustin Graves. Be safe.”

I waved at her as she spun upside down and ascended into nothingness. I pursed my lips and shook my head. All that trouble and drama of going after Nyx’s hair, all for nothing. Typical entities. Flighty, and fickle.

But I couldn’t begrudge Arachne for wanting to help all the same. Still, I knew never to depend on the entities entirely. I had to count on myself, on my own network. So a creator god could tell me how to stop the Eldest, huh? Good thing I had someone I could turn to.

It was time to give the All-Father a phone call.
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Except that I didn’t have his number. I mean who the hell gets direct access to Odin’s cellphone? Did he even use one? But we’re talking about a god who got so bored with immortality that he opened a bed and breakfast – one that served live goats and warm ketchup. Probably a no, then.

I scrolled through the contacts on my phone as surreptitiously as I could. Asher had already scolded me about it once. Sure, I got what he meant. Being glued to my phone wasn’t very polite, but it was his fault that we were in a graveyard in the first place.

Let me explain.

After the impromptu trip to Madam Babbage’s now-migrated chicken-legged carnival, I’d fallen asleep, hoping to get enough shuteye to be fresh in the morning. But no such luck. It must have been the butt-crack of dawn when Asher shook me awake. I wanted to get mad, but it was hard to be grumpy with the kid, especially with the way he was beaming at me.

“The hell are you so happy about?” I grumbled, pulling the covers up over my chest.

“Come on,” Asher said. “Carver’s taking me out, and he wants you to come with.”

I buried my face in my pillow, letting a low whine into it. “Why me, though? Tell him to bring Gil. Or Sterling. Wanna sleep.”

Asher nudged me again. “Don’t be silly. Sterling would burn to a crisp, and Gil’s not home.”

I grunted angrily into the pillow. Gil probably stayed over at Prudence’s place again.

“Besides, Carver specifically asked for you. Come on. Dust. Buddy. Old pal. Come on.” He shook me by the shoulder. “Come on.”

“Don’t wanna,” I whined. “Go ’way.”

Seriously. Dustin needs his beauty sleep. The world’s handsomest thief has a reputation to uphold, I’ll have you know. But Asher was persistent.

It took some effort, but I grumpily hauled my carcass out of bed after a little more of his prompting. More like begging, really, but he sounded so excited to head out of the Boneyard. All that time locked up with the Viridian Dawn – like I said, it was hard to be angry with him.

However, I have to say, it wasn’t all that hard to be angry with Carver, who for reasons I couldn’t initially fathom had decided to lug us all the way to Latham’s Cross, Valero’s biggest and certainly creepiest cemetery. I get that he wanted Asher to commiserate with the dead, and it wasn’t until I’d spent a whole minute grumbling and whining to Carver about being brought along that he gave me an answer that shriveled me with shame.

“If you’re quite finished,” he said icily, “I recall your father mentioning that Latham’s Cross was where your mother was laid to rest. When was the last time you visited her grave, Dustin?”

My face turned red, burning hot even in the dewy, crisp air of an early morning. I shoved my hands in my pockets, then toed at the grass, saying nothing. He was right, though. As much as it hurt to think of Mom being gone sometimes, I could have bothered to visit her a little more often. Despite reconciling with Dad all that time ago, somehow I’d never thought to consider going with him.

And so there we were, Carver, Asher, and myself, walking along the dew-slick grass of Latham’s Cross. Sunlight streamed in through the trees, the twittering of birds the only real sound to break the silence of the morning. The faint chill of the air left more dew on slabs and headstones, on the leaves of little saplings pushing up through the earth, a melancholic reminder of how death inevitably follows life.

I was still checking my phone for contacts, trying to keep it hidden from Asher, which wasn’t much of a problem with how absorbed he was in one of Carver’s droning lectures. Damn. Nothing. I thought I had the Twilight Tavern’s contact info saved somewhere.

Maybe I could call that valkyrie – Olga, was it, or Helga? I could ask her to put in a good word for me. But as a quick web search showed, finding a number for the Tavern was impossible. They didn’t even have a website. Come on, Odin, get with the times.

Carver must have used some other method to book our rooms for us – telepathy, an arcane contract, hell, maybe a non-electronic transfer from a magical bank account. Hmm. With how much Sterling was hitting on Olga and the other valkyries, surely he would have some way to get in touch. I fired off a quick text to him, then dropped my phone in my pocket, just as Asher threw me a dirty look.

“Seriously.” He gestured just past my head. “Those people think you’re being rude.” I turned to look where he had indicated, seeing, as expected, nothing but a clump of trees.

“Creeps me out that you can see them,” I said. The dead, I mean. That was part of Asher’s gift. “Also,” I added, waving apologetically at empty space, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend. Honest.”

“Tabi-tabi po,” Asher muttered softly. He’d used the Filipino phrase a few times since we entered Latham’s Cross.

I’d learned snatches of new-to-me languages from living with the boys at the Boneyard – bits of Spanish from Gil, and surprisingly, Sterling, who religiously followed a shockingly large number of telenovelas. What very few Filipino words I knew were picked up from Mama Rosa and Asher.

According to Asher, “Tabi-tabi po” loosely translated to “Pardon me,” or “Just passing through.” It was a catch-all phrase used to tell the spirits of the earth, whether or not they were human in nature, that we meant them no harm or disrespect. 

“Asher is quite correct,” Carver said, his eyebrow curved like a scimitar. “Cultivating a deep sense of respect for the departed is not only good practice for keeping their spirits appeased.” He turned his attention back to Asher, and I allowed myself to breathe easy again. “It is key to tapping into necromantic energies. At least if you want to do it the clean way.”

I didn’t want to give much thought to the nefarious alternatives he was hinting at.

“Can you sense them?” Carver said to Asher. “All around you. I know you see them, but as a necromancer, you must understand that they are drawn to you. They can see the living, but few will hear, or listen. Many mortals will be frightened and confused. That is not your place. I want you to accept your position in the world at large, Asher. I want you to see.”

Asher’s eyes glowed with green fire, the physical manifestation of his necromantic power. I knew that he could see and communicate with the dead – hell, barely hours after I first met him I found out that he sometimes liked to talk to the spirit of his own long-dead mother.

Maybe it was that shared experience that endeared him to me in the first place, that made us friends. He had it worse off, though. I don’t think that poor Asher had ever even met his own father. At least I had Norman Graves.

“There’s so many of them,” Asher muttered. “All around us. And they’re looking at me, Carver. They’re looking at me.”

“Good. Don’t be afraid. Do nothing to harm them, and they will do nothing to you. The angry or hungry dead may hold ill will towards the living, but all understand and respect the power and stature of a necromancer. They can help you, Asher. Give you information, find what living hands and eyes cannot find. But they will want your aid in return.”

As cool as this all was, I couldn’t help feeling a little left out. Asher gazed around him, eyes burning with emerald fire as he stared at the shades and spirits of Valero’s dead. Carver stood at his side, one hand gripped firmly around his shoulder – for support, or to anchor him to the world of the living, I couldn’t tell.

So I wandered off, looking for some way to busy myself. And naturally, my feet carried me in the direction of the place I’d avoided for way too long: my mother’s grave.

The slab that held her name wasn’t as grubby as I’d expected, and I knew that there was one reason alone for that. Dad had clearly made more of an effort to visit her. The browned stalks of flowers that had long ago lost their petals sat in a crumbling bundle on her grave, turning to dust under my fingers. I folded my feet under my body, sitting cross-legged on her grave, and I sighed.

“Sorry, Mom,” I muttered. “I know it’s been a while – a long while. But you won’t believe how much things have changed for me. For Dad, even. I think you might even be proud of me. Of us.”

I sniffed a little, surprised that I was getting so emotional. Or maybe I shouldn’t have been. There was a reason I’d been avoiding coming to her grave all this time, after all. It still hurt, after all these years, knowing that Diana Graves was no longer with us, and it hurt even more knowing that someone I once trusted had been responsible for her death. I reached under my shirt, probing for the star-metal necklace that had once belonged to her. I held its coolness against my fingers, traced the facets of the garnet that served as its pendant.

“I wish you could see me now, Mom. I’m a wizard.” I laughed out loud, still unused to how ridiculous that sounded in my own ears. “Okay, I’m a mage. There’s all these subtle distinctions to this shit, and I’m pretty sure a wizard is someone who’s spent a lot of time learning magic, which is so not me. But I can teleport through shadows. I can make fire with my bare hands. Isn’t that insane?”

God, it felt good to talk, even knowing she wouldn’t ever answer.

“And I’m helping people,” I said, finally settling down. “I’m finally doing something good with my life, Mom. I can’t believe it myself.”

And as I eased further into the grass, spreading my legs in front of me to get comfortable as I prepared to tell my mother’s headstone every single damn detail of my life in the arcane underground, I realized that the air was different. Not the air, exactly, but the atmosphere. There was the ambient birdsong, the rustle of leaves as wind blew through the trees, and the distant sounds of traffic, far outside the cemetery.

But there was something else there, a distant, familiar humming. And layered with it was a strange sort of a whistle, a keening sound, like a massive kettle about to boil.

No. Not again.

I sprang to my feet, scanning the graveyard for the source of the noise, but Latham’s Cross was clear. No, the dirge of the Eldest was being sung from somewhere further off. My heart pounded as I watched the clouds swirling above the city, as an ominous, searing white light gathered just behind them, like a terrible, eldritch sun.

“The dead,” Asher’s voice droned behind me. I turned to him, his blazing green eyes sweeping Latham’s Cross, his hands over his ears. “Carver. I see them, I hear them.”

Carver said nothing, his own false eye glowing like amber, watching the pillar of light falling from out of the sky, like a fist from the heavens.

“The dead,” Asher breathed. “They’re screaming.”
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Carver flicked his wrist at the ground, and before either Asher or I could react the grass burst into brilliant amber flames. I held my breath. Relax, Dust. It was just a teleportation spell. Where we were going, though, I couldn’t be sure.

The fire consumed me, skin and muscle and molecules, and in an orange flash of light the flames blossomed again, returning our bodies to this reality, in a different location. Only – I wasn’t sure where that was, exactly.

This wasn’t Valero, not the Valero I knew. Those flattened trees, the broken lampposts with transformers and power lines still hissing with live electricity, the shattered gray and painted white asphalt of a road that had been blown to fragments. A crumpled sign by the side of the road welcomed and wished you a great stay in Valero.

We were just outside the city, just near the limits. And I would have heaved a sigh of relief if it wasn’t for the cars that had been struck by the impact of the Eldest’s attack.

Twisted heaps of metal, some burning, others smashed flat into the ground. Dozens of them, motorists going in and out of the city who had no idea that this particular drive was meant to be their last. Among the smoldering heaps of rubber and the broken bits of street spread pools of crimson blood.

My heart was so far up my throat that I could hardly breathe. We’d always been around to save the day before. Whether it was the boys of the Boneyard, or Team Lorica, in whatever configuration, we were there to stop people from dying. But not that day.

There were no survivors. Asher told me so.

“This can’t be happening,” I stammered. “Carver? We weren’t even near this place. I thought I was the lodestar. The Eldest can only destroy what they can see, and I’m all that they can find.”

Carver gnawed on the backs of his knuckles, his enchanted eye glowing as it scanned the devastation, his real one hardened, burning with fury. He answered in a measured, steady voice.

“Things have changed, Dustin. For the worse.”

I walked among the wreckage, checking in the cars, my stomach churning as I saw broken, battered pieces of what used to be people. No one was moving. I couldn’t hear voices of normals asking for help, of anyone crying. Some twisted part of me kept hoping that I would hear someone, something. But nothing.

Except for the strange, thick gurgling that came from within the earth.

I whipped around towards the noise of it, startled to find what looked like a shiny, black bubble inflating, gaining in size, welling up from the cracks between the asphalt. Wait. That looked familiar. The bubble kept growing, something inside of it pulsing, writhing, slithering.

Oh no.

“Shrikes,” I said, my voice catching in my throat. “How?”

“They’re salting the earth,” Carver said. “The Old Ones mean to truly overwhelm us this time, not just with destruction. More of these things will rise, to bring more of these accursed creatures into our world.”

Asher scowled. “Like a factory seeded in our reality? They’ll just keep coming?”

“But this didn’t happen at the fairgrounds,” I said. “I was there last night.”

Carver rounded on me, his teeth bared. “You were what? And where?”

I gaped for a moment. “I – I was exploring the Dark Room, and the Bazaar of – it’s a convocation of oracle entities. They pulled me into the carnival again. Madam Babbage? That’s Baba Yaga.”

Asher gaped even harder. “She’s what? Holy crap.”

“You might have considered sharing this little snippet with me, Dustin,” Carver snarled. “We’ll discuss this later. For now, we have a massive problem to deal with.”

“Agreed,” I said, nodding shakily. More and more of the polyps rose from the earth, glistening black sacs that looked exactly like those Thea had created on the beanstalk from hell she summoned at the Nicola Arboretum. There were dozens – no, scores of them popping up all over the place, like mushrooms.

Then the first one split at the seams, tentacles slipping out of its membrane, probing at the air. The shrikes were coming.

I readied my connection to the Dark Room, in case I needed its spikes and swords to do my work for me. Asher slashed his hand through the air, great pillars of sharpened bone erupting from the ground, skewering the first of the shrikes. Carver muttered in foreign, yet by now familiar words behind us, an incantation I’d heard enough times to recognize as his disintegration spell.

I used the time to form a sphere of fire in the palm of my hand, clutching it close to my chest, infusing it with more heat, more flame, more of my anger. Enough of the polyps had burst to birth at least two dozen shrikes, their horrific shrieks filling the air as they staggered and dashed towards us. I twisted at the hip, ready to pitch the fireball at the oncoming rank of abominations –

When a flash of something that shimmered like glass cleaved through the air – and through the entire row of shrikes closest to us. They screamed from the multitudes of mouths embedded in their bodies and tentacles, severed through the hip, at the torso in gushing spurts of horrible black blood, like a massive, invisible blade had been run through them in one go.

My pulse quickened. “Bastion?” I called out, not even sure where he was.

“Here,” he called back, dashing up to join us.

Sebastion Brandt nodded at me primly, then clenched his fist. Piles of debris rose into the air, held by his power. He fired them into a deadly salvo of improvised ammunition, a hail of gunfire. Broken asphalt and twisted metal tore through the shrikes, ripping them into blackened, bloody pieces.

I hurled a fireball, savoring the explosion as it blasted a half dozen shrikes, then nudged Bastion with my elbow. “Is the rest of the Lorica coming?”

He nodded. “Us first, but more are arriving soon.” He nudged one thumb over his elbow, then lifted a massive piece of rubble into the air, launching it like a cannonball. The shrikes screeched.

I followed where he pointed, not at all sure how to react to the sight of Royce hurrying to join the fight. A Scion of the Lorica, Royce possessed a curious mix of arcane gifts, including an acceptable talent for throwing fireballs. Okay, maybe he was better than me at it, I’m willing to admit that much.

But a huge fireball, bigger than a beachball, hotter than anything I could muster, soared over our heads, striking the shrikes in their midst and sending them scattering like so many flaming bowling pins.

“Romira,” I breathed as she calmly strode up to us. “Good to see you.”

“Happy to see you too, Dusty,” she said, in a voice that belied the urgency of the situation. She turned to Asher, giving him a sly wink. I definitely caught how it made him miss just a single beat in his spellcasting, the walls and spires of bone he summoned suddenly dissipating into dust.

“Focus,” Carver hissed.

“Sorry,” Asher mumbled. His fists glowed green, and he redoubled his efforts, raising a barrier of bone big enough, certainly sharp enough to utterly crush another dozen of the shrikes.

Yet they wouldn’t stop coming.
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“How long do we have to keep this up?” I shouted at Carver.

He bared his teeth as he threw another disintegration spell. “We’ve been at it too long already.” His eyes cast over us quickly, and within seconds, he’d made his decision. “Asher and Bastion, help me hold off these creatures.” He nodded at each of us as he spoke our names. “Romira. Dustin. Royce. All at once, on my word, focus your minds on fire, and burn the ground these abominations are standing on.”

Royce curled his fingers, both of his hands blooming with pillars of young fire. “Scorch the earth?”

Carver nodded. “Scorch the earth.”

And as my mentor and master commanded, so we followed. I watched as Romira held her arms apart, gathering her power, marveling at the gargantuan orb of fire she was creating. Fucking hell, I couldn’t compete with that. Royce was building two smaller ones that were still far huger than average. Okay, I thought. Okay, Dustin. Just make sure yours is bigger than his.

“Size matters,” I muttered under my breath.

Royce looked over at me. “What?”

“Nothing.”

I could feel my veins fill with liquid fire as I strained harder than ever to call on the flames. The spaces between my fingers, between my toes, even, sizzled with unseen heat, and it felt as though the tips of my hair were sparking with power.

“Now,” Carver shouted.

As one the three of us pushed our magic forth, hurling everything we had, not at the shrikes, but at the ground itself. The forces of all our fireballs met, clashing, at first, then swirling into a vortex of crazed air and angry flame. They struck the earth, roaring, climbing into an inferno large enough to – holy shit, to take out all the shrikes. Like we’d just bombed them. Scorched the earth.

The flames crackled, burning what was left of the shrikes in a pyre that reached to the sky, their remains like kindling. Grimly I thought of the dead motorists, how our fires were surely burning away their bodies as well, a cremation of sorts.

But this was how the Lorica did things. One way or another, they would have to find some way to cover this up, to make the normals think that it was just an accident. A gas explosion, perhaps – one that, against all logic, burned an entire pileup of almost perfectly flattened cars.

Bastion gave a belated whoop of victory. “It’s over,” he said, pointing at where the shrikes’ sacs had initially taken root. “There. Look.”

The membranes and polyps, even the ones that hadn’t birthed shrikes yet, had been burned away completely. Whatever profane magics the Eldest used to seed the ground itself with their slavering minions, arcane fire had been enough to stop them.

“We’ve stopped one assault,” Carver said, his voice deathly cold. “But we do not know how many more are coming.”

Asher sighed, his eyes limned in green flame once more. “All dead. So many of them.”

Bastion deflated, sticking his hands into his coat pockets, saying nothing. A hand found its way to my shoulder, squeezing.

“We couldn’t have stopped this,” Romira said. “We can’t hold anyone responsible for what happened here, Dusty. This is all on the Eldest.”

I resisted the urge to shrug Romira off just then. Who said that I felt any guilt in the matter? Who said that I felt responsible? I said nothing, chewing my lip, my cheeks burning with anger, at her, at myself.

Romira got it completely right, though. Something in me still believed it was my fault. But what Carver said must have been true. The Eldest had found ways to infiltrate our reality without using me as their beacon, and there was no telling where or when they would strike again.

Instead I deflected, as I always did. It was easier, sometimes, than just dealing with difficult thoughts, with emotions. I patted Romira’s hand, smiling at her as I gently removed it from my shoulder.

I nodded at our friends from the Lorica. Yes, I realize I just used the word “friend” to describe Royce there, but let’s be honest. He did try to help me when the Heart was trying to track me down. That counts for something. Truthfully, it counts for a lot.

“So what,” I said. “You guys are all buddies now?”

Romira studied her fingernails, buffing them against the sleeve of her jacket. “I guess you could say that.” She gave Royce a pointed look, smacking him on the shoulder.

“What?” Royce protested. “What’s wrong with you?”

“I saw that,” Romira growled, wagging one perfectly manicured finger in his face. “I said you needed to cut back on drinking, especially on the job.”

The hell were they talking about?

Bastion shook his head. “You need to not carry a flask around with you, Royce. Everyone can smell the whiskey on your breath. There has to be a better way to deal with your stress.”

“The fuck there is,” Royce snarled, producing a pack of cigarettes from his coat. He brought one to his lips, lighting it shakily, only really relaxing when he’d blown out a plume of white smoke. “You’re not the ones who have to clean up this fucking mess. The hell am I supposed to tell the papers? The hell am I supposed to tell the Heart?”

Romira shook her head at me. “If it’s not the whiskey, it’s the cigarettes. You know, I tried throwing them out, too, but he keeps so many backup packs hidden around his apartment.”

“His what now?” I said. I’m not sure why it took me so long to pick up on it, but I finally figured out what she meant from seeing Asher’s downcast eyes, his crestfallen expression. “Oh. Oh? You two? Really?”

Royce grunted, but said nothing, quietly blowing out another stream of smoke.

“I mean I guess you could call it that,” Romira said. “Dating.”

I turned to Bastion. “And you. What is this, like some kind of throuple?”

Bastion blinked at me for some moments, then blushed. “No, it’s not that at all. Work-related stuff.”

“And the reason Prudence isn’t with you?”

He shrugged. “Again. Work-related stuff. She’s got her beat, I’ve got mine.”

Strange, I thought. The two of them were basically partners from the time I’d first met them at the Lorica. Surely if there was any bad blood between them I’d have heard about it from Prudence or Gil. Hmm. Something seemed off.

“If you’re all quite finished catching up,” Carver said, “there’s still the matter of the Eldest. Gentlemen.” He nodded to Asher and myself. “We should be going. The Lorica will be here any moment now, and I expect they’ll want to pin the blame on Dustin yet again.”

Royce exhaled, his cigarette smoke drifting up to join the clouds billowing off the inferno we’d made together. “No objections here.” He tapped his cigarette, snorting loudly. “He’s probably right, anyway.”

See, even Royce believed me now. If I could get him to understand – shit, surely there was some way to get the entities to listen, too. But who would help us? Where would I even start?

As Carver’s sending spell consumed our bodies, burning us out of existence, I felt something move in my pocket. My phone? Ah. Sterling texting me, I guessed, with what I could only hope was the Twilight Tavern’s phone number.

I kept my fingers crossed.
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“Yes,” I barked into my cellphone, pacing up and down my bedroom, my footsteps beating out a rhythm to match the pounding of my heart. Reception in the Boneyard could be so fuzzy sometimes, and it was even more annoying because of how urgent the matter was. “The All-Father. Could you put him on the line, please? That’s right. Odin.”

“I’m not certain that this is the best idea,” said a woman with a vaguely indiscernible accent on the other line.

“Olga? Is that you? Or Helga, was it?”

“What!” The voice took on an impertinent, almost offended tone. “Who is this? Mister Sterling, is that you? If you’ve called for another one of your so-called sexy conversations, I will have you know that I am presently manning the front desk, and sexy conversations are only permitted between the hours of – ”

“Helga, no, it’s me, Dustin Graves.”

The voice stopped. “Who?”

I rolled my eyes. “I was with the party that came to the Tavern that one time? I’m friends with Sterling.”

Helga hesitated. “I am not certain.”

I sighed. “Okay, fine. There were four of us. There was Sterling, then the big and hairy one, then the Japanese guy, and then there’s me.”

“Oh!” she squealed in delight. “The scrawny one. Yes, of course, Dustin.”

“Y-yes.” Scrawny? I tried not to let the offense color the tone of my voice. “That one. Dustin Graves. So again, could I speak to your employer, please? It’s very, very important.”

“Well,” Helga answered, again with some hesitation. “Listen,” she said, her voice more hushed this time. I could picture her speaking with a hand cupped over her mouth. “I do not think that it is prudent for you to speak to the All-Father just now. There is no reason to interrupt his work, and – ”

The blood rushed up my neck. I reached for Mom’s amulet, stroking the garnet, reminding myself to bite back my anger. There was no point getting mad at the valkyrie. Don’t shoot the messenger, as they say.

“I understand all that. I know he’s a very busy man. God. Whatever. But please, it’s a matter of life and death. Literally, Helga. I’m sure you understand the stakes at play here. Well and good, you immortals are bored with immortality. You’re looking for new things to do. But if the Eldest win, then we’ve got nothing left. Not even immortality. I can assure you.”

There it was. Silence. Slowly, I counted out the seconds, and sure enough, as if on cue, Helga sipped in a chestful of air, then sighed. “I will get him for you. But please, be mindful of the things you say.”

“Thank you so much,” I blurted into the receiver. “Thank you.”

Half a minute trickled by, and I strained my ears to listen for anything in the background, but Helga must have put our call on mute. Just as I was wondering what Odin might have been doing at the time – what, corralling live goats, or balancing the Tavern’s checkbooks? – a second voice came on the line.

“Hello?” it said, in a high falsetto.

“Yes, hi. This is Dustin Graves. I’d like to speak to Odin – I mean, Mister Odin All-Father, please.” I slapped my forehead. What the hell was I even saying?

“There’s no one by that name here,” the very clearly faked voice said.

“Listen,” I growled. “I just spoke to your receptionist – who, by the way, is a very lovely woman – and she told me that you were around, so please, let’s not play this game. The Eldest are coming, and you’re there hiding in a kitchen and playing at being a businessman.”

It was worth a shot. And you know what? Baiting him out worked. When the voice spoke again, it was deep, almost booming, like a god. Like someone who commanded the respect of an entire pantheon.

“The last mortal who spoke to me that way was split from his forehead to his crotch,” the All-Father said, softly, slowly.

“I was trying to get your attention, okay?” I said. “I’m sorry. I’m not even going to try to convince you to to fight with us against the Eldest. I just need information. Please.”

Odin stayed silent for a few ominous beats, but he cleared his throat. “Very well. But make it quick.”

“The end of the world is coming,” I said. “The Eldest have found a way to penetrate our reality. They’re not just sending their minions and servants this time. There’s been an attack in the city of Valero. Dozens of normals dead, a street blasted by a massive bolt of light from out of the sky.”

“And what do you expect me to do about it?” Odin said gruffly.

“A solution,” I said. “Surely there must be one. The Sisters, the Bazaar of Wonders, they told me to seek one of the truly ancient gods. The most powerful of all the entities that walk the earth.” Flattery, I thought, could get me everywhere in the past. Surely it would work here once more. “I need a ritual that I can use to seal the Eldest out of our world.”

I waited, but nothing. All I could hear was Odin breathing on the other end of the line. I waited some more, knowing that he was thinking, considering.

I wasn’t expecting his answer.

“No.”

The blood rushed straight to my temples. “You’ve got to be joking.”

“I said what I said, mortal. If this truly was the end of all things, if these truly are the end times, then I would know it.”

“What are you even saying? The Old Ones are coming. I killed one myself. Yelzebereth is dead, but more of them are going to infiltrate our world.”

Odin scoffed. “The more of them you kill, the better. This doesn’t concern me. The world will only end the way our words tell us it will end. With the Twilight of the Gods.”

I gripped so hard around my cellphone that I knew I was going to crush it. “Ragnarok. You’re saying that you don’t believe an apocalypse is coming, unless you explicitly see the signs of the Ragnarok.”

“That is precisely what I am saying,” Odin boomed, indignant. “There is no cause for concern. Let the Eldest come if they must. This is not the end of the universe.”

I could have thrown my phone against the wall just then. “And if they come, what? Am I just supposed to kill them again, one by one? You’re the All-Father, the greatest warrior the Norsemen have ever known. Ever. Are you truly leaving this all to humans to settle? This could be the end of us all. Please. I’m begging you. All I need is the ritual.”

Odin cleared his throat again. I could see his great mustachios and snowy beard quiver in my mind’s eye. I wanted to set it all on fire.

“No,” he pronounced. “This is not the end that was prophesied, mortal. These are not the signs. Let me know when you have a real crisis. Until then: do not call me again.”

There was a click, and the line went dead. I very carefully placed my phone down on the little table by the side of my bed. Then I picked up my pillow, pushed my face into it, and screamed as loud as I could.

That carried on for a minute or so, until my throat was burning and it was too painful to continue. I hurled my pillow against the bed, my eyes stinging with tears of fury. Fuck the entities, fuck their fickleness. I couldn’t believe it. This was another dead end.

“It’s not the end,” Vanitas said, his voice echoing in a distant corner of my mind.

“You heard what he said,” I answered. “You hear what I hear. That’s not exactly the phrasing I was expecting from you, V.”

“Granted,” he said. “But that’s not what I meant. I’m only trying to say, this isn’t the end of our fight. Maybe you don’t need the All-Father after all.”

He scraped against the stone shelf that we called his living quarters, and instinctively, I knew that he was nodding, trying to indicate something to me. The tip of his blade was pointing towards my end table, so I looked.

Something sparkling and blue glimmered from just beside my phone, and I was suddenly so glad that I hadn’t slammed it down, or I might have killed our little visitor. The sparkle came from the sapphire embedded in the back of a little spider, one of Arachne’s most special children.

Secret-spiders, we called them. As good as arachnids were at hiding in the corners of the world and listening for rumors and whispers, the secret-spiders were directly linked to Arachne’s mind, feeding her information, carrying messages for her.

And, true to Arachne’s brand, said information generally came in the form of a fortune cookie. The secret-spider tapped one of its spiky legs against the wrapped little cookie it had brought into my room, pointing it out to me. Then it lifted off the table, ascending on a near-invisible line of web up into the darkness of the Boneyard’s ceiling, to blur between worlds and domiciles and return to its mother.

I picked up the cookie and smiled to myself. As fickle as the entities could be – as Arachne herself could be – at least I knew she still cared about me enough to help.

“Well?” Vanitas said. “Crack it open. See what’s inside.”

The name of a god, I prayed to myself. A destination. Maybe even an entire spell, inscribed on a tiny scroll of paper. I tore the wrapper apart, breaking the cookie open in two hands, and retrieved the fortune. My hands shook as I fished out the slip of paper, eager not to tear it. I unrolled the little scroll, then frowned.

“What does it say?” Vanitas said, somehow more excited than I was.

“The Leather Glovebox,” I read out loud, frowning. “Is this a joke?” I looked at Vanitas pointedly, as if he might know something I didn’t. “What the hell is the Leather Glovebox?”

I hadn’t noticed until then that Sterling was lingering in the threshold to my bedroom. He chuckled, then answered softly.

“Wouldn’t you like to know.”
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The Leather Glovebox, as it turned out, was a very special kind of club located several blocks away from Silk Road, Valero’s commercial district. And I mean very, very special. It was to me, at least. I’d never been to a BDSM club before.

Sterling and I headed there the very same day I got the visit from the secret-spider. Weirdly generous as always, or maybe just making a show of it, Sterling peeled some bills out of his pocket as Gil and I followed him into the warm, wood-scented interiors of the Glovebox. Asher had tried to finagle his way into coming along, but it didn’t take much to convince him that it was entirely inappropriate considering his very obvious age.

“A glamour,” he begged. “I’ll put on a glamour and they’ll let me through. No problem.”

Sterling mussed Asher’s hair, patting him on the head with an odd mix of mockery and fondness. “It’s not about that, little buddy. You might be a bit young for this. Even I think so.”

Asher relented soon after that, which was surprising, considering how he loved to tackle Sterling head-on in any sort of fight. 

“That should cover it,” Sterling said to the doorman, handing over a wad of bills. The money was for the cover charge, naturally, which I felt was especially morally important to fork over since we weren’t there to play. Color me strange but it almost felt a little rude to intrude on something I’d always considered so private, and so intimate.

The Leather Glovebox, or at least its lobby, wasn’t what I expected at all, if I’m honest. But then again, I was the kind of person who used to think that vampires only listened to lots of metal and angry electronic music, so what did I know? It was quiet out there, the walls paneled in polished wood, the air smelling of mild incense.

“It’s like the central hub,” Sterling told us in a hushed voice. “Everyone passes through here, but once you get into the Glovebox proper, it’s like being on a different planet.”

“It’s almost like a spa,” Gil said, his eyes flitting suspiciously to either side of him. Faint strains of what I guessed was traditional Balinese music streamed from unseen speakers, supporting his perception.

“Sounds like you come here a lot,” I told Sterling.

“Oh, I’ve been here enough times,” he said, grinning to himself. His eyes went distant with remembrance. “It’s a beautiful lifestyle, you know? There’s all this culture and history behind it.”

Gil blinked. “Plus you get to find willing humans who are into blood play.”

Sterling’s grin widened, revealing his fangs. “Exactly. Plus I get to find willing humans who are into blood play.”

I shook my head. “Unbelievable.”

Sterling shoved me lightly by the shoulder. “Whatever, Ethical Ethel. Come on. Let’s go find out why your eight-legged girlfriend sent us here.”

Gil held open an immense, heavy velvet curtain, which must have served to at least partially soundproof the next section of the Glovebox, because holy hell did the music start blaring.

And there it was, the exact kind of music I expected vampires to be into, pounding and thumping out of a large, darkened room illuminated by sparse neon light fixtures and artfully positioned daubs and slashes of luminescent paint. It was still a little bright enough to see, though, at least the two very large and very intimidating drag queens standing close to the entrance.

One of them put a hand at her hip, cocked a leg, and tilted her head at the sight of Sterling. “Well hello, stranger,” she said, in a deep baritone. “Been a long time.”

Sterling grinned, his fangs shifting from green to blue to pink in the club’s lighting.

The other drag queen mirrored her sister’s pose, then thrust a finger at Sterling’s chest. “You haven’t shown up in a while, Sterling,” she said in a British accent. “Too busy with your handsome little friends, I imagine. Won’t you introduce us?”

I stuck my chest out and smiled broadly. These were huge, burly men done up in some truly impressive outfits, massive wigs, and makeup so flawless their skin practically shone. Something about them made me comfortable in their presence, the way they wore their femininity so proudly. Their dresses were armor, their wigs their helms. The makeup was their war paint.

Gil stood with his lips half-open, a smile in the corner of his mouth. Aesthetic arrest, I think it’s called, when you see something so curious, so otherworldly in its beauty that it quite literally takes your breath away.

“This is Gil,” Sterling said, elbowing the werewolf in his stomach.

Gil snapped out of his trance, wiping his hand down on his shirt and offering it to the drag queens. They tittered at him. The one on the left patted him on the cheek in an almost motherly way, towering as she did over him – and Gil was already the tallest person I knew, mind you. The one on the right patted him gently on the shoulder, then tilted her head, appraising him.

“Lycanthrope,” said the American one. “Handsome, too.” Then she turned to me, cruelly-pointed acrylic nails looming too close for comfort as she moved a lock of my hair out of my face. “And this one? Hmm. Not a vampire. A mage, maybe?”

“Right on both counts, ma’am. Dustin Graves, at your service.”

The two queens squealed. “Sterling! What charming new friends you’ve brought us,” the American one said. She smiled at me openly. “My name is Metric Fuck-Ton.” She thumbed over her shoulder. “The one with all the teeth is Imperial.”

“You catty bitch,” Imperial Fuck-Ton said with a sneer. “She’s always been jealous of me. How do you do?”

“Quite well, thanks,” I said. “I’m going to guess you ladies are familiar with the Veil and the underground, then?”

“Oh yes,” Imperial said. “Enchanters, both of us. Enchantresses, if you prefer, but gender is a construct, you know?”

“Tear it apart,” Metric said, chuckling. “We run the place when we’re not out keeping the streets clean of magical menace. The Glovebox is our passion project, Imperial and I.”

She ran her fingers through her hair, her acrylic nails glowing hot pink as she did. Damn, you can enchant press-on nails? You learn something every day.

“We’re not here to play tonight though, girls,” Sterling said, stepping between them and draping his arms across their backs. He came up just short of their shoulders, and was approximately the size of one of Imperial’s thighs. It was hilarious. “Our friend Dustin here has been ordered to make an appearance at the Glovebox. Question is, we aren’t sure why.”

Imperial and Metric exchanged glances, then shrugged. Imperial poked a thumb over her shoulder. “If it’s information you want, you’ll want to talk to Jonnifer.”

She was gesturing at the bar, where someone was pouring a luminous purple drink into a cocktail glass.

“Jonnifer it is, then,” Sterling said. He stood on tiptoes, planting a kiss on each of their cheeks. The Fuck-Tons giggled. “Thanks, ladies.” He looped his arm through Gil’s elbow, dragging him along. “Come on,” Sterling said in a harsh whisper. “It’s not polite to stare.”

“Sorry,” Gil stammered. “You’re both just so beautiful. Sorry again.”

The Fuck-Tons tittered and waved us off, their nails leaving trails of pink light. For a moment I wondered how their enchantments even functioned, but Sterling was already marching us up to the bar. And as arresting as the Fuck-Tons were, little could compare to the earth-shattering beauty of the person named Jonnifer.
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Jonnifer was a beautiful man dressed as a beautiful woman. Under the layers of makeup you could tell that he was gorgeous, but dressed in drag, she was stunning, the very picture of androgyny perfected. If Gil was transfixed before, this time he was practically catatonic.

“Sterling,” Jonnifer cooed, wiping her hands off on a towel. “It’s been a while. I see you’ve seen the mistresses.”

Sterling stuck his chin out, tugging down on his jacket, as if to show off muscles I was pretty sure he didn’t have. I’m not one to talk, sure, but Sterling really is something else.

“I think they missed me,” Sterling said. “And you? How’ve things been around here, Jonny?”

Jonnifer shrugged. “Same old, same old. Get you boys some drinks?”

Sterling held up three fingers. “Beers for us, please. Make ’em frosty.”

Jonnifer winked and glided off. As she moved, I got the strangest impression of familiarity. Something about her reminded me of Mammon, the demon prince of greed, who similarly straddled the line between man and woman, dressed in that stunning, closely cut suit, gifted with ethereal beauty – well, at least when it wasn’t wearing the shape of a dragon and threatening to eat me whole.

“Is Jonnifer a demon?” I asked. “Sorry, stupid question, I know. A supernatural of some type?”

“Nah,” Sterling said. “Just your regular old, beautiful drag queen bartender. She loves to play with gender. Depends on the day. Sometimes you’ll show up here and she’s basically James Dean back from the dead. At others,” he said, gesturing with a casual wave, “you see someone who’s stepped off a runway in Milan. And then sometimes, it’s something in between.”

I nodded. Pretty awesome, I thought, that people could live their true lives behind the closed doors of the Leather Glovebox, in a way that quietly reminded me of how mages needed to work behind the safety of the Veil. I realize it’s not quite the same thing, exactly, but something about the Glovebox felt so safe. We were all Others there. We could just Be.

I chucked Gil on the shoulder, laughing softly when it shook him out of his stupor. “Sterling’s right, dude. It’s not polite to stare.”

He shook his head, like he was dislodging a charm spell that had buried itself right in the center of his brain. “Sorry. I’m so sorry. This is all so new to me, you know?”

I tilted my head. “Conservative upbringing?”

“You could say that,” Sterling said, nodding to give Gil the table.

“I guess,” Gil said, scratching the back of his head. “I was raised by my tias and my abuela – my aunts and grandma – and they’re strong women, some of the best people I know. But you know how it is. Different generation, so this is all very foreign to them, and to me.”

“It’s pretty cool that you’re so open to the idea of it,” I said.

Gil raised an eyebrow. “It’s common sense, I think. Everyone should be allowed to live the way they live, to be who they are. If you’re not hurting anyone, if you’re not pushing anyone down, you’re okay in my book.”

I smiled. When I first met Gil, I’d assumed that he’d be gruff, grumpy, and macho. I mean the man was a damn werewolf. But over time I figured he was one of the good ones – no, one of the great ones. That strong and silent type, you know, who always measures his words and his actions before doing anything.

Too bad you can’t say the same for when he goes full dog, but that’s a different story entirely.

Jonnifer returned with three bottles practically frosted over, and I licked my lips at the sight of them. That got me a small smile. We collected our bottles – I tipped mine back immediately, not realizing how thirsty I was, relishing the rush of carbonation down my throat – but Jonnifer planted her hands on the bar counter, leaning in towards Gil.

“You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Jonnifer cooed. She was the kind of person who cooed everything, never truly speaking above more than a whisper. She didn’t have to, with the way she commanded so much dripping presence.

“I’m sorry,” Gil said earnestly, wiping the beer from his mouth with the back of his hand. “Truthfully, and I don’t mean to offend, but I feel more like I’ve seen a god. A goddess? I’m sorry, I don’t know which you prefer.”

“Or a fairy, or an angel?” Jonnifer tittered, one hand over her mouth. “No offense taken at all. Anything works for me. I’m totally mortal, though. Not an entity, unfortunately.” She leaned closer over the counter, giving the club a cursory, conspiratorial glance. “But some of these people are.”

I looked around nervously. Should have figured that a club owned by battle-hardened, literally enchanting drag queens would mainly cater to the supernatural community. But I couldn’t really see anything different about anyone. Naturally, it would have been a simple matter to wear a glamour, not that they would have to someplace neutral, somewhere safe.

A finger tapped me on the back of my hand, and I jumped.

“Dustin Graves, right?” Jonnifer said, nodding towards the far end of the bar. “Someone wants to see you.”

I looked down the counter, not sure what I was expecting, to find a woman sitting there alone. She was nursing something out of a porcelain jug, drinking out of a tiny porcelain cup. Sake, I figured. Looked like the good stuff, too. The woman smiled at us, waving us over with delicate fingers.

My heart thumped. Again there was something so awfully familiar about her features, like this was someone that I might have already met. Her long, sleek black hair hung down the middle of her back, contrasting with the strange, nearly vampiric pallor and perfection of her skin.

She blinked once as we approached, as she took another shot of sake. Her fingernails were painted black, and on more than one finger she wore silver rings in the shape of, well, somewhat macabre icons and images. One was a skull, and another was a skeleton wrapping its limbs in a bony embrace around her finger.

I turned over my shoulder, looking towards Jonnifer to make sure we had the right person. Jonnifer only nodded and turned back to tend to the bar.

“I have the strangest feeling about this,” Gil whispered, nodding cautiously.

“Whatever it is, we’re about to find out,” Sterling said.

The woman set her cup down on the counter, slender fingers brushing against a serviette as she wiped the condensation off her hand.

“Cold sake,” I said, smiling. “The good stuff, too. A fine choice.”

The woman smiled back, her teeth glinting. “I’ve made many interesting choices in the course of my career, Mister Graves. As have you, it seems.” She leaned back on her stool, folding her hands delicately on the counter. “I believe you’ve met my children.”

I raised an eyebrow. That was when I started sweating. “I’m sorry. Your children?”

“I said what I said.” The woman poured herself another drink, hardly looking at me as she spoke. “Amaterasu. Susanoo. Tsukuyomi. Sun, storm, and moon.” The little jug thudded with the counter as she set it down and turned to stare me full in the face, her eyes hard and black.

My heart fell out of my ass. It was her. No. No, no, no.

“My name is Izanami,” the woman said. “And I am a goddess of death.”
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Gil gripped me firmly by the shoulder as my instincts threw my legs into motion. I hadn’t even said anything back but my muscles were already engaging all the bits I needed to run the hell out of there. My eyes scanned for the shadows, for the right spot to enter the Dark Room. Good body, I thought. Loyal body.

But a goddess of death?

“Pleasure to make your acquaintance,” Sterling said smoothly, offering his hand. “The name’s Sterling.”

Izanami took it, smiling politely, shaking it in return. “The vampire, yes. I believe Susanoo has taken quite a liking to you. He gave you one of his swords, did he not?”

“Sure did,” Sterling answered. “I keep it in a place of honor back home. Fantastic weapon. I hope he’s well.”

Izanami nodded pleasantly. “He is. I will let him know you send your regards.”

How the hell was Sterling being so calm? Etiquette, I reminded myself. Be polite. This was an entity after all, and not just any damn entity, but the mother goddess of the Japanese pantheon.

“Gilberto Ramirez,” Gil said, offering his hand next. “Nice to meet you.”

Izanami shook his hand, too. “I remember, yes. My daughter says she had a very enlightening conversation with you about the nature of your moon curse. How interesting.”

“She was very kind,” Gil said. “Served some fantastic tea, too.”

“I am happy to know that my children still adhere to good manners and right conduct.” Izanami lifted the cup to her lips, her eyes downcast. “Quite unlike some others.”

“I’m so sorry,” I blurted. “It’s just – I figured you’d be super mad at us for what we did. The last time we encountered Tsukuyomi and the others, I mean. It was a trial, and we were going to be put to death if we lost. It was a matter of survival, that’s all.”

Izanami nodded. “Well and truly understood, Mister Graves, there’s really no need to panic. Or to explain, even. We all do what we must to survive. And that is why you have come here, seeking someone of my – well, not to be uncouth about it, but someone of my stature.”

“That’s right,” Sterling said for me as I stammered around a non-reply. “Very interesting that we’d find you at the Leather Glovebox, of all places.”

When she laughed, Izanami’s voice rang clear as bells. “I blame the French.” She cocked her shoulders as she shrugged, the delicate, gauzy black of her dress moving in small, billowing wisps. “I trust you’ve heard one of the fanciful phrases they use to describe the human orgasm. La petite mort?”

“The little death,” I said, finally collecting my nerves and my manners.

She cocked her head, smiling at me broadly. “Well, someone took French in high school, I see. That is correct. The world is so different these days, you see. Once humans were so warlike, and the deities of death had so much to do, so many souls to ferry, and to consume.”

I took a swig of my beer to hide the fact that I was gulping. Consume? Yikes.

“Medical advancements and progress in the codes of war – in morality in general, truthfully, have given us slightly less to do in modern times.” She closed her eyes momentarily, her lashes fluttering as she sipped in a breath and shivered. “Ah. There goes another one. Each time you mortals finish sexual congress, there is a pause in the biological system, when all the breath leaves your body, when it goes perfectly taut, and rigid, and still.” Her lashes fluttered again as she blinked, gazing meaningfully up into my face. “Like a corpse.”

I chugged another mouthful of beer.

“So,” Gil said. “One of Dustin’s friends in the underground told us to come here, and we can only assume that this is connected to you. What can we do for you?”

Sterling slunk onto the stool next to her, flashing a charming grin. “What can these humble ones do for a goddess of death?”

“It’s more a question of what I can do for you.” Izanami’s eyes burned with black fire each time she smiled. Her beauty could stop hearts – literally, I assumed – yet something about her grin seemed so terrible, frightening. “I think we’ve exchanged enough pleasantries by now. The Old Ones are coming, and I am no fool. They must be stopped at all costs. I will offer you the ritual you require to seal them away.”

“For a price,” I said, softly, politely. “Surely this comes at a price.”

“Entities and our whims, yes? Offerings and sacrifices?” The goddess waved her hand. “Surely this is no longer a surprise to you.”

“With all due respect,” Gil said. “Why do this? Most of the entities we’ve spoken to refuse to even lift a finger.”

“Even the All-Father,” I said. “Odin himself.”

“Because the gods of death understand what the others do not,” she said, her voice cold. “Oh, the underworlds would be safe, and perhaps for a moment we might even profit from the influx of souls filling our realms. But once all mortals are dead, there will be no one to reproduce, to create more souls. Soon the Eldest will seek to ruin us, too. Soon there will be nothing left.” She tilted the cup back, finishing the last of her sake. “And that includes a good drink.”

“Okay,” I said, licking my lips. Half a beer down my gullet, yet there I was, mouth dry. “What’s the price we have to pay?”

“That you have to pay, Dustin Graves,” Izanami said. “This is, after all, your problem. The shard of star-metal in your heart is what started all this.”

No, I almost spat at her. It was Thea stabbing me in the chest and planting her poison there that started all this. But I couldn’t say that. The corner of Izanami’s mouth lifted in a grin, like she knew what I was thinking.

Sterling rubbed my upper back in what I took to be a reassuring manner. “Sorry, pal,” he said, for once sounding genuinely contrite. “You know how these things work. A communion it is, between you and the entity.”

“Correct,” Izanami said.

Gil clapped me on the shoulder, then turned back to the bar, heading off to talk to Jonnifer. Sterling squeezed me by the back of my neck, reassuring. “It’ll be fine, Dust,” he whispered, like it was only for me to hear. “We trust you.”

I blinked, looking him in the eye, wondering where all this niceness was coming from. Sterling grinned, then winked at me.

“We trust in Dustin.”

And stupid, impressionable me: that was all I needed. But it was good to know that, despite the push and pull of our friendship, how often we bickered, Sterling still had my back.

Literally. His hand, cold and dry, pressed like ice into my nape.

“Right,” I said. “You can let go of me now.”

“Oh. Sorry.” He released my scruff, nodding at Izanami, then going off to join Gil, Jonnifer, and the Fuck-Tons, who all seemed to be enjoying a round of drinks – but I could sense the tension in the air. They were watching, waiting for what Izanami was about to do.

They were never meant to see. The goddess took my hand, then snapped her fingers, and the world around us erupted in green fire. A conflagration the color of old jade, of horrible, pale venom. But it was cold. So cold.

And all around us, the screaming. The hairs raised at the back of my neck, all up and down my forearms as an infernal shrieking scraped at my very soul, as of a thousand, no, millions of voices screaming. There we stood on a blasted plateau of black, cracking rock, massive gouts of cold, poisonous fire reaching for a sky that we couldn’t see, for a heaven that had forsaken all that dwelled there.

“What is this?” I muttered, fully knowing with dread where we were. “Where have you taken me?”

Izanami’s hand pressed tighter around mine, like it was meant to be a reassuring gesture. “This is home, Dustin Graves,” she rasped.

My stomach churned. Rasped. Izanami’s voice had taken on a different quality, not the smooth, whispered soprano she used in the bar, but something old, crackling. Something dead.

I turned to her slowly, already knowing what to expect. And yet it still didn’t prepare me for the sight of her true form.

Izanami’s death’s head of a face smiled at me with its rictus grin, what little hair she had gone white and stuck in stringy clumps to the rotting, flaying flaps of skin still on her scalp. Her teeth were yellowed and bloody, her face sunken, rotting.

But her eyes. Worst of all were her eyes, no longer so black – because they were tinged with small, moving masses. Maggots, crawling over, under, into her sockets, even as the bulbous horror of her distended eyeballs fixed me with gleeful, delighted malice.

I tried not to panic. I swear, I did. But breathing was hard enough without the horrific, sickly-sweet stench of Izanami’s decaying body. She squeezed my hand harder, her long, curling nails pressing into my palm so hard that I screamed.

Her teeth chattered as she laughed, as blood streamed down my fingers, drawn by her dead, wicked talons. The dress she wore was gone, and her chest heaved and bucked as she chortled, her rotted lungs working like bellows as her grating laughter filled my ears.

And the dead screamed on, and on, and on.
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I blinked, and the world wasn’t green anymore.

The room was dark, the music pounding, the lights flickering and switching between all shades of florescence. I was back in the Leather Glovebox. Sterling and the others were still watching me surreptitiously, their eyes flitting in my direction each time they took sips of their drinks.

“They don’t know,” Izanami’s voice said in my ear.

I shuddered at the touch of her breath, but the fetid stench of her ruined lungs was gone. The air that left her perfect lips smelled faintly of sweet sake, of flowers. Shuddering, my sweat gone cold in the club’s air-conditioning, I turned to her slowly.

The goddess was whole again, perfect, her true form put away as easily as a change of clothes. She released my hand, finally, and I looked down at my palm. The skin was unbroken and clear as it was before, except for the three telltale black dots that showed where her nails had drawn my blood.

“So that was it?” I said, desperate for the tremble to leave my voice. “You took my blood, and that was my offering?”

Suspicious, I thought. That couldn’t have been the only price.

Izanami smiled sweetly, gesturing to Jonnifer, no doubt ordering another bottle of sake.

“It was your terror that I wanted, sweet Dustin. You shamed my children in battle, and I longed to humiliate you in turn. Now, we are even.”

“I don’t know about even,” I said, patting at the front of my jeans. “I’m pretty sure I pissed myself.”

Izanami laughed. “Even better. See, I couldn’t have taken your life, or your soul, for where would that leave me? You’d be dead, and the Old Ones would still come to destroy everything. So fear it was, one of the primal forces that fuel the blasphemous miracles of necromancy.”

It made more sense now. I’d once seen Asher relishing in the pain of others, feeding off of it himself, that time when we’d attacked the cult of the Viridian Dawn together. I had to wonder, though: I’d never seen him actually expend that power. I wondered where it all went.

“Okay,” I said. “You’ve probably had your fun, and I’m probably in need of a change of boxers. Could we have that ritual now? Pretty please?”

Izanami ushered me back to the bar, where she gladly accepted a new round of sake, pouring one little cup out for me. I watched her fingers – I didn’t want another situation like that time Dionysus poisoned me – and when it looked clear that she had no intention of dosing me, I took the cup eagerly. I needed something to wash that horror out of my body. I savored the coolness of the sake, its sweetness and its fire as it burned its way down my throat. Ah. Some spirits, to settle my own spirits.

“Good,” Izanami said. “You trust me enough to drink with me.”

“Oh, sure,” I said. “Just, no more sudden, hair-raising transformations next time? Or maybe give me a warning before you go full death goddess again.”

She laughed, full and throaty. “I’ll be sure to keep that in mind.”

Getting the ritual was sort of anti-climactic. She asked Jonnifer for a pen, then scrawled the shopping list onto the back of a napkin. I say shopping list because the ritual wasn’t simply a ritual, but a sort of recipe, a guide for the creation of an artifact.

I guess I was about to enchant my very first magical item. Hey, not bad.

We headed back to the Boneyard shortly after, Sterling protesting, but ultimately agreeing that there were somewhat more important things we had to attend to that didn’t involve a sex sling and a ball-gag. In the rideshare back, I remembered something I’d meant to ask Gil about Prudence.

“Gil? When I was out with Carver and Asher, that incident near Latham’s Cross? Bastion showed up with Royce, but no sign of Prudence. Is something going on there? They’re supposed to be partners.”

Gil scratched the bridge of his nose. “Oh, yeah. Figures, one of us should have told you sooner. She’s on hiatus from work for a minute.”

I cocked one eyebrow. “I didn’t know about this.”

He shrugged. “Neither did I until she showed up one day saying that she was backing off from Lorica duty for a while. Said she needed to help her grandma at the shop.”

That’s right. Madam Chien was the diminutive yet headstrong proprietor of an apothecary out in Little China. A mage and martial artist herself, Madam Chien cared deeply for Prudence, and I knew that the feeling was mutual. If she needed time off to be with her grandma, then I wasn’t going to probe any further. That was between them, and probably Gil, I guess.

At the Boneyard, I showed Carver the black dots that Izanami’s touch had left in my skin.

“Think of them as bruises,” he said. “I wouldn’t worry too much about it, Dustin. She’s a death goddess. She didn’t need to touch you to kill you. A look would have sufficed.”

I shuddered.

“And she is correct. The world needs you alive, to settle this.” His expression went heavy, and he placed a hand on my arm. “I know this is a lot to bear, Dustin. But you must know that your friends are here to support you through this.”

I gaped for a moment. That sort of mushy talk wasn’t characteristic of Carver at all. So I only pressed my lips together, careful not to ruin the moment, and nodded.

“Now, as for this list. I’ve made a copy,” he said, gesturing to his eye. The thing had so many uses: scrying, telescopic vision, and apparently it worked like a digital camera, too? Note to self, I thought. If I ever lost an eye – knock on wood – I would have to hit Carver up for the recipe on making a magical bionic one for myself.

“My understanding, as is yours, is that it is meant to guide you through enchanting an artifact, one meant for sealing, for erecting a barrier against the Old Ones. This must be exciting for you.”

Something gleamed in his eyes then, and I caught it, too. I saw a flicker of the professor Carver always wanted to be. If there was one thing he enjoyed more than kicking my ego into the dirt, it was teaching, and knowing that the rest of us were learning from him.

“Rest for now,” he continued. “We will examine this in detail in the morning.”

And like a good boy I followed orders, retiring to my bedroom – where, for some reason, Asher was already waiting.



Chapter 15





“Fun night?” he said. He was peering at the stuff on my shelves when I caught him – not touching, mind you, because Asher’s polite like that.

I thought back to Izanami’s true face and grimaced. “Fun. Yeah. That’s one way to put it. What’s up?”

He shrugged. “Nothing huge. I just wanted to ask you something I didn’t get to back in Latham’s Cross. Your mom, Diana.” He pursed his lips, like he was hesitating, but quickly pressed on again. “I’m sure you miss her.” He gestured at one of the framed pictures on my shelves. “This is her, right?”

I nodded. “Yes, to both of those questions. I miss her a whole lot.”

“Right,” he said. “Right. I miss my mom, too. Explains why I just can’t let go of her, you know?” He rubbed the back of his neck sheepishly.

“No,” I said. “I get that. It’s completely understandable.”

I hadn’t known until that moment that Asher still spoke to the shade of his mother. I saw it in action when I first met him. Well, I didn’t really see anything, per se – only Asher could see her. And he’d explained since then that it wasn’t actually her spirit. Mrs. Mayhew had moved on long ago. This was only a facsimile, a recording of her memories.

“Thanks,” he said. “I mean in a way it feels like I’m honoring her memories, but in others, it’s like I’m keeping her here. I know she’s gone, you know? But I don’t know if it’s helpful to hang on to her like this.”

I sat on the edge of my bed, patting it to get him to join me. “Something’s up,” I said. “Or you wouldn’t be talking like this.”

“It’s,” he started to say. The mattress dipped as he sat. “It’s nothing. Kind of embarrassing, honestly.”

I furrowed my eyebrows. “Listen. You’re basically a little brother to me. If you can’t tell me what the problem is, fine – that stings a little. But there’s always Sterling.”

“That’s just it,” Asher wailed, falling backwards onto my bed with a soft thump. He threw his hands over his face, massaging his temples. “This isn’t something I can talk about with my mom, and Sterling would just make fun of me for it. And Gil – well, he’s great and all, but he’s not close enough for me to ask about something like this. And – ”

Asher babbled on, saying a whole lot of something about nothing, his skin turning ruddier and ruddier as he went on. Was he blushing? Man. I knew what this was about. I thumped him lightly in the stomach with a fist.

“Shut up. I know what’s going on.”

His fingers parted, and he peeked out from between them with one guilty-looking eye. “You do?” he said meekly.

“Your crush on Romira.”

He sat bolt upright, his eyes huge. “How did you know?”

I chuckled, buffing my nails against my shirt as I took off my jacket. “Oh, you know. Cuz I’m so smart. And observant. And super handsome.”

He scratched the end of his nose. “Am I that obvious?”

“Little bit. You get all bashful around her, always blushing and shit. It’s cute.”

“Yeah? Well not cute enough, apparently. I guess she’s with Royce now.”

“I know, right? Interesting choice.” I pulled Asher in closer, slinging an arm over his shoulder, mussing his hair with my other hand. “Listen. Buddy. There’s plenty of fish in the sea. All we gotta do is expand your circle. You don’t know a lot of girls. That’s all it is. But there’s billions of them out there.”

“Billions,” he murmured into the sleeve of my shirt, clearly unconvinced.

“Actual billions. Come on. Snap out of it. It’s just a crush. It’ll pass.”

He wriggled his way out from under my arm, suddenly defiant. “Aww, like you would know. When is yours going to pass?”

I blinked at him. “Mine? My what?”

“Your crush on Igarashi.”

I didn’t need to look in a mirror to know that my face had gone bright red. “I – I don’t know what,” I tried to say, stammering.

Asher rolled his eyes. “Oh, get over it. Stop denying it. There’s something going on there, it’s so obvious. I was with you guys at the diner. Back when we had pecan pie, remember?”

I pressed my lips together and shook my head, suddenly the defiant one myself.

“Please,” Asher said, rising from the bed, folding his arms across his chest. “You can’t pull one over on me. I’m smart. And observant. And super handsome.”

“You take that back,” I said, brandishing a finger at him like a dagger. “Those are my words. No, you give them back. I don’t know where you’re getting your ideas from, but Herald and I are just – ”

“Tiger.”

“What?”

Asher flung his wrist out at my bed, where the tiger that I’d stolen from the carnival sat grumpily against one of my pillows.

“That tiger was clearly meant for him. It’s so obvious, and you’re just waiting for the next time you see him to give it over. But for now you’re sleeping with it like – like it’s a replacement Herald.”

“A fucking tiger?” I smacked myself on the forehead. “A replacement for Herald? What are you even talking about?”

“You should just go see him and give it over,” Asher said, an irritatingly smug smile forming on his lips. “Then again, might not make sense, because then, what would you have to snuggle with at night?”

“You’re such a child, Mayhew,” I said. My voice was getting louder, too. “Leave me and Mister Grumbles alone.”

Asher laughed out loud. “It has a name?”

I flicked a marble-sized ball of flame at his back as he scrambled for the doorway, fleeing from the sight of my massive, and surely very intimidating scowl. It missed, but I meant to do that. Annoying as that exchange had been, I wasn’t about to set Asher on fire. I made sure to make a loud, decisive “Harrumph” as I slammed my bedroom door shut.

With narrowed eyes I took off my backpack and let Vanitas out, daring him to say something. He floated over to his stone shelf wordlessly, but he was still laughing audibly in my mind.

“Traitor,” I grumbled.

“Liar,” he chuckled back.

Frowning, I brushed my teeth, sloughed off my clothes, and threw myself into bed, still irrationally annoyed over – what, exactly, I wasn’t sure. Whatever, man. I just needed sleep. That was all. It’d been a long day, and I was just tired. That was it.

I stretched over to my end table, clicking off the lamp. I mentally bid Vanitas good night, despite his small betrayal.

I reached for Mister Grumbles, then went to sleep.



Chapter 16





“Hmm. This is quite something. Hmm.”

Madam Chien held the Glovebox napkin up to a light, almost like she was examining a dollar bill to see if it was counterfeit. I peered over her shoulder, curious about what she was seeing, when she whipped around and gave me a hard stare.

“You say you got this from a death goddess?”

“Right,” I said, nodding. “Izanami. Pretty sure she’s their pantheon’s mother goddess, too.”

“Hmm.” Madam Chien rubbed her chin, her tiny, half-moon glasses glinting in the strange, soothing amber light of her apothecary. “I do not think that an entity of that much power would steer you wrong. I believe it is safe to say that this list is genuine, quite something that may be used in the interest of protecting our world from the Old Ones.” She held the napkin out for me, her lips pursing with distaste. “The true challenge, of course, is the difficulty of collecting these reagents.”

Sure, no small feat. After waking up that morning I’d spent a good chunk of the day exhausting the arcane underground’s avenues for rare and exotic ingredients. Carver didn’t have any of them in his laboratory, and even Sterling scratched his head, stumped, when I showed him the list. We’d thought of visiting the Black Market, over in Silk Road, but on Gil’s suggestion figured it’d be a good idea to check in with Madam Chien first, just in case she had any ideas.

The scent of incense filled my nostrils as I inhaled slowly, then let my shoulders sag with a burdened sigh. For all the jars and bottles and phials of rare, bizarre reagents Prudence’s grandmother kept in her shop, her stock clearly wasn’t going to help with our case very much.

Izanami’s recipe called, first of all, for a base item. Well and good, as all enchantments go. You need to anchor the magic to some object, someplace to keep it still and inert until the time you’ll need to use it. Anything could work, of course – a glass orb, a crystal, a dagger – but I figured I would use something that was already close to my heart.

I chose my mother’s amulet, the star-metal necklace she wore so often, and the same source of corruption that slowly brought her doom. Grisly, I suppose, but it felt appropriate. Wearing the thing was like being in constant mourning, feeling the cold of the metal and its single garnet jewel against my chest. It was all I truly had to remember her by, yet keeping it only kept the memory of her painful death alive. As keepsakes went, it was explicitly bittersweet.

The second and third ingredients we’d hoped to find at Madam Chien’s, but she’d patiently, almost angrily explained that those simply weren’t practical to source and to stock. I believed her.

“Grandma’s right,” Prudence offered. “I don’t even know how you would begin to extract, what was it again?” She took the napkin from me, reading incredulously. “Screams of anguish. What the fuck?”

Madam Chien rapped her soundly across the forearm. Prudence flinched and whined.

“Language,” her grandmother barked.

“I’m grown up now, Grandma,” she said, pouting. Prudence. Pouting! “And please don’t embarrass me in front of my friends.”

I had to hide my smile. It was kind of cute seeing Prudence all flustered like that. She was always so in control, so in charge of herself and her work, but I guess her hiatus meant that old habits and behaviors were steadily finding their way back to her. 

Gil took the napkin from her, rubbing her arm briefly where Madam Chien had struck it. “And this – this is even worse,” he said. “The breath of the dying. This has to be some kind of sick joke.”

“Unlikely,” Madam Chien said, folding her arms, her cloud of white hair jiggling as she shook her head. “Izanami is powerful and learned in the ways of these things. If she says that this is required – ”

Her voice trailed off as her eyes returned to me, no longer as hard as before, but almost, I don’t know, sympathetic.

“You will need to gather these ingredients yourself, Dustin.” She took the napkin from Gil, handing it back to me again, then wrapping her hands around mine. “But you must be careful. The methods of collecting these substances? I am sure you can imagine that they are deeply profane. Forbidden. The Lorica must never find out.”

Sterling scoffed. “Pssh. Easy peasy. We’ll go find someone to beat up, then siphon their psychic vapors while they’re screaming.” He leaned closer to Madam Chien, tapping her on the shoulder. I wouldn’t have done that – I figured Sterling would be lucky to retrieve his arm and still have his entire hand up to the wrist. “Do you have some kind of enchanted phial we can use to collect that stuff? I’ll go find someone we can smash up. No problem.”

The slap came furiously quick, and I’m pretty sure everyone but Sterling and Madam Chien let out a tiny gasp. I cringed, my insides wriggling, my skin all but peeling off my body. I watched, and waited, but Sterling’s gaze only stayed glued to the floor.

“Do not joke about this, blood boy,” Madam Chien said coldly. “It is a serious matter. The collection of pain is not something simply done while it is inflicted. The quality of the pain matters. Some street thrashing cannot compare.” She dusted her hands off, folded her arms, then harrumphed. “Only the screams that come from someone in truly agonizing pain will do. Excruciating labor. Vivisection.” She exhaled slowly, in a single shuddering breath. “Torture.”

Prudence and Gil stood as still as statues, and I joined them in eyeing Sterling. He was rubbing at his cheek, the pallor of his skin slightly reddened by the slap. He looked crestfallen, for once, his shoulders drooped, his lips pursed in a small pout. Repentant, even. I’d never felt worse for him. He even seemed shorter.

Prudence cleared her throat. “I don’t know if that was necessary, Grandma.”

She looked at Prudence, then switched her laser glare to Sterling, who flinched. “If it was to impress the severity of the situation – to show that sealing the Old Ones out of our world is truly important, and no laughing matter – then I say that one slap wasn’t enough.”

“I’m sorry,” Sterling said softly, still rubbing his cheek. “I know. It’s nothing to joke about.” He looked to me next, his gaze somehow more resolute. “But what do we do, then?”

“We check the Black Market,” Gil said, the thick, tense air finally pushed out of the room now that all of us were back in the conversation. “See if anyone has anything in stock. Surely there’ll be at least one person there who deals in the really, really dark stuff.”

I wasn’t so sure about that, but it was exactly what we did. Well, after Sterling had a little talk with Madam Chien, that is. By the end of it she was patting him on the back of the hand, rubbing his cheek tenderly and making odd cooing noises.

One eyebrow raised, I elbowed him as we got out of the car and stepped into Silk Road. “What the hell was that all about then? With Prudence’s grandma.”

Sterling shrugged as he lit a cigarette. “Dunno. I just don’t like people being mad at me, I guess.”

Odd response, I thought, and one that I would have expected from Asher, and never from Sterling. I kept my smile to myself. Maybe Asher’s sweetness was rubbing off on him. Imagine that: Sterling, being sweet. I shuddered.

Yet heading all the way to Silk Road and combing practically the entirety of the Black Market turned out to be useless in the end. Madam Chien was right. Even a bazaar as diverse and – well, bizarre as the Black Market didn’t trade in things like the breath of the dying, or the screams of those in truest pain. 

Sterling, Gil, and I got several uncomfortable looks each time we asked. There was no way to be subtle with it, too. One wizard reached under his desk for a gnarled wand, fixing us with warning stares and very pointedly telling us to leave. And so we did, empty-handed.

I ruffled my hair in frustration as we left the void of the Black Market and reentered Valero’s reality. One whole day spent on nothing. Meanwhile the Eldest were somewhere beyond our atmosphere, charging their fucked-up orbital laser, waiting for the right time to strike. We’d gotten jack shit done.

For what must have been the hundredth time that night, I sighed again. 

“At least we have two ingredients,” Gil offered helpfully.

He was right. We had the amulet, and a lock of hair, freely given by a powerful being. It was anyone’s guess how Arachne could have possibly known, but she set me up in the best possible way all that time ago. She didn’t actually want the hair from Nyx, the goddess of the night.

In her own terrifying, precognitive way, Arachne must have known that I would need a lock of goddess hair sooner or later. I reached for it, somewhere in the depths of my backpack, sensing the warmth of the stars woven through Nyx’s hair under the pads of my fingers. Good. So it was still there, and in one piece.

But again: we still needed two incredibly rare, and incredibly incriminating ingredients. I was so distracted that I couldn’t remember what Sterling and Gil were talking about just then, and I just blurted it out.

“I’m not killing anyone,” I said. “Not for this. I’m not torturing anyone, either. This is fucked.” I pushed my hair back against my scalp, raking my fingernails across my skin in frustration. “No. We’re fucked.”

Gil’s huge, heavy hand clapped me on the shoulder. “Hey. We’ll find a way, okay? Despair doesn’t look good on you. Come on.”

Sterling threw his arm over me, rubbing the back of my neck with fingers like cold sausages. “We’ll take care of you, buddy. Just us boys of the Boneyard, from now until forever, hey?” He bumped our foreheads together, as affectionate as Sterling would ever be. “Carpe noctem. Remember.”

I smiled. Right. Sterling’s catchphrase, and our touchstone, to remind us Boneyard boys that we worked best in darkness, that we would always do our best together as a team, as a unit. It did make me feel better. Only just.

Then a shaft of silver brilliance struck from out of the sky, bathing the three of us in a beam of near-blinding light.

“The hell is this supposed to be?” Gil growled, shielding his eyes.

“It’s not the Eldest this time,” I said, still crouching, still wary. “I don’t hear the awful noises. Do you?”

“No,” Sterling said, his fingers digging into my jacket. “But I still say we make a run for it.”

I dragged them along with me as I maneuvered for the nearest shadow, just under a lamppost, but the searchlight from the sky followed, swallowing us up in its radiance.

And I mean that literally. Silk Road, its many, many shops, Valero itself vanished from around us as the night went silver –

Then back to black again. Gil, Sterling, and I instinctively arranged ourselves into a tight circle, back to back, ready for battle. But just some feet away, two silvery points of light appeared, accompanied by a swirl of even more pinpricks of brilliance. Little stars, arranged in the shape of a woman.

Through teeth shining with silver light, the woman smiled, and all around her familiar forms and faces manifested from out of the darkness.

“Carpe noctem, gentlemen,” Nyx said. “Welcome back to the Midnight Convocation.”



Chapter 17





I whirled in place, studying our surroundings. It was pitch-dark, the only light coming from distant points that I knew instinctively to be stars, or from the glowing bodies of the gods, demons, and entities that surrounded us in a circle.

“Don’t panic,” Gil said.

“Too late,” Sterling growled, his fingers crooked like talons.

“Guys, it’s cool. We’re cool. I think.” I recognized the gods, some of them faces I’d already seen the first time I met with the Convocation. I looked to Nyx, one eyebrow raised. “This isn’t the Lunar Palace.”

“Quite,” she said. “We decided it would be better to meet in a more – scenic location.”

Outer space, I thought, or a domicile that looked very much like it, what the entities of night and shadow considered a relaxing, intimate location. Don’t look down, I told myself. Don’t look down. Yet I did, and my stomach did a horrible swoop as I gazed upon the emptiness of the abyss.

“So,” I said, stilling the tremble in my voice as I addressed Nyx. “It’s been a while. I didn’t think I’d hear from you again.”

She gave me a sincere, sympathetic smile, the light from her mouth fading as her lips pressed together. “Yes. There was that mixup with your simulacrum. The homunculus.”

“The Crown of Stars recognized the echo of your soul.” Chernobog, god of darkness, was as aloof and arrogant as ever, wisps of black smoke curling from his hooded body. “We cannot be held responsible for its whims.”

“But it’s your relic,” I snapped. “It’s your tool, your instrument of power. And you couldn’t control it?”

“Unprecedented,” Artemis said, toying with a single arrow, one hand balancing it by its pointed tip, the other playing with its feathers. “Your former mentor, the mad sorceress. Thea Morgana, was it? She did an exceptional job crafting your clone.”

I noted that, Nyx aside, there was no hint of an apology in any of the entities’ faces. I swallowed my anger, keeping my pride to myself. We were at the Convocation’s mercy, after all, and we still didn’t know what they wanted.

Artemis leaned forward, setting her arrow back in its quiver, then regarded each one of us thoughtfully. She held up a finger, counting us off. “The shadow boy, the vampire, and the moon-cursed wolf.” She rubbed her chin. “Wasn’t there a fourth one at your trial? The one with the glasses. Plays with ice, always looks angry.”

“Oh, that would be Herald,” Sterling said, nodding. “Dust’s boyfriend. Yeah, he couldn’t show up, I think they’re having a spat or something.”

“Dude,” I grunted, elbowing him in the stomach. “Shut up.”

Sterling shrugged and held up his hands. “The boy’s in denial. What are you gonna do?”

Artemis mirrored his pose, shaking her head. “I hear that.”

“Listen,” I snarled, my ears burning. “We aren’t here to talk about – well, not that, at least. Why did you want to see us?”

Nyx ran her fingers through the luxurious tumble of stars and night sky that made up her hair. “You touched the lock of hair I gave you. I recognized your emanations. You were my champion once, after all, Dustin Graves.”

“Yeah,” I said, still fighting my anger. “And what came of that? Nothing. Once again we humans had to deal with the Eldest ourselves. I bled too much that night.” I turned in place as I spat my words out, making sure the entities could hear my anger, see it etched on my face. “I killed one of the Eldest, and none of you helped.”

The entities murmured among themselves, some nodding, others shaking their heads. I scoffed. They could believe what they wanted. Only one thing could have been truer: we didn’t get any help from the entities, and neither was I going to expect any going forward. Arachne, Hecate, and some of those I could almost call my friends and allies had helped before, but Odin, and these fickle members of the Midnight Convocation? I clenched my fists, squeezed them harder.

“Settle your emotions, mortal,” Chernobog boomed. “You speak to the gods themselves.”

“And when will the gods listen?” I shouted, frustration choking my throat. The entities went silent.

Gil pulled on the back of my jacket, rubbing my shoulder with one huge hand. “Dude,” he whispered. “It’s okay.”

“Yeah man,” Sterling mumbled out of the corner of his mouth. “Don’t get us killed.”

One voice spoke, strong and steely. It was the diminutive, dainty goddess I recognized as Metzli, the Aztec goddess of the night. “This is why we have collected you from your reality, Dustin Graves. We have an offer.”

“If it’s my soul you want, then you can just – ”

“That’s not it, Graves,” Artemis said, frowning. “If you could just listen for, like, one minute.”

I bit my lip.

“Very well,” Nyx said. She looked around at all of the entities, then nodded. “The Midnight Convocation has pledged to offer you its help. You may call on us, but once, and once only, and the entities of our clan will appear as it suits them. Be it to save you, or aid you in battle, it matters not.” She spread her hands, points and streaks of light forming between her fingers, tracing out the pattern of the Crown of Stars. 

“Perhaps destiny did not see fit to give you the right to wear this mantle. Perhaps your fate was to keep your soul after all.” Nyx clapped her hands, and the Crown disappeared in a puff of stardust. “Then allow us to lend you this one opportunity. You say that the entities do not care for this earth, that only humans have shown any spine in battling the Old Ones.” She raised her chin. “Then allow us to prove you wrong.”

I couldn’t speak. My voice had caught in my chest in my utter shock.

“That would be extremely helpful, Dust,” Gil said slowly, nudging me.

“Extremely helpful,” Sterling echoed through gritted teeth. Take the deal, I could hear him thinking. Do it.

“And what price do you expect in return?” I said, still haughty, still defiant.

“Nothing,” Artemis said. “Absolutely nothing. Call it a matter of evening out the injustice. Your homunculus was an aberration, an anomaly. His coronation was a mistake. This is us setting things right.”

This was as good an apology as we would ever get from the Convocation. I looked around myself, at the glimmering eyes of the vastly powerful deities surrounding us. I couldn’t even imagine the limits of their might. Among them was Tsukuyomi, son of Izanami, god of the moon. Though he’d stayed silent throughout the meeting, he still smiled at me, nodding encouragingly. I nodded back.

“Then we accept,” I said.

“Excellent,” Nyx answered. She raised her hand, a swirl of tiny stars and galaxies gathering in her palm. The vortex quickened, spinning faster and faster, until it coalesced into a single, milky crystal. She extended her arm, and the crystal drifted towards me. I took it carefully out of the air.

“Don’t worry,” Artemis said. “It’s not that fragile. But it will sense your intent. If you truly feel the time is right to summon the Convocation, then smash the crystal, and those of us who hear will answer your call.”

I looked into the crystal, marveling at the cosmos swirling within its heart, an entire miniature universe. When I closed my fingers around it, the crystal felt warm, alive, as if it truly did hold the power of so many stars and suns within its facets.

“Thank you,” I said, finally remembering to be polite.

“Yes, well,” Metzli said, coughing into her hand. “It’s the least we can do.”

Chernobog threw her a withering glare, which she ignored.

“Then this gods-moot is adjourned,” Nyx said.

One by one the gods faded into the darkness. Tsukuyomi smiled at me again as he vanished, and Artemis twiddled her fingers in a sort of mocking, sort of flirtatious goodbye. Nyx drifted towards me, her hair a mass of burning stars. Beside me, Sterling gasped.

“Brave choices you made there, Dustin,” she said, smiling out of the corner of one mouth.

I shrugged. “I swear it wasn’t on purpose.” I scratched the back of my neck. “Maybe I need to see someone about these anger issues.”

She pressed her hand against my chest, her touch at once so cold, yet so warm where her skin was studded with stars. “I blame this, truthfully. The shard of the Old Ones is still buried there, and for as long as it exists, they will keep coming. They sense you, even here, even now.”

“But he can’t just die,” Gil said softly. “Surely that’s not the solution. There has to be something better than just snuffing Dust out.”

“Izanami’s ritual may yet be of use,” Nyx said, cocking one shoulder. “I’m glad at least that I’ve donated my hair to a good cause. As for those other ingredients?” She breathed out and tutted. “Quite the challenge. But you don’t have to die for this, Dustin. At least I hope not. There’s more of your life that must be lived yet.”

I nodded curtly. Well and good for a goddess to try and comfort me, but her existence wasn’t tied to – well, the rest of existence, the way that mine was.

“I don’t know how to thank you for your help,” I said. “But remember, I will call on you.” I placed my hand over my breast pocket, where the Convocation’s crystal still burned warm. “There’s no chance in hell that I won’t.”

“And we will be waiting.” She waved her hand across the sky, and slowly, Sterling, Gil, and I began our descent. “You spoke, Dustin Graves, and you made your case.” 

Nyx began to fade as we sped back to earth. “Let no one say that the gods did not listen.”



Chapter 18






“On the list of the shadiest things we’ve ever done, this is really close to the top.” Asher tutted at me, his fingers twisting a handful of my jacket.

“Do you have any better ideas?” I hissed. “Because I’m all ears.”

Asher bit his lip, but his glare didn’t waver.

“Good,” I whispered. “Then stay quiet.”

Because quiet was what we needed right then. Hospitals don’t tend to be very busy after dark, and this one was no different. Apart from the beeping of medical machinery and the occasional shuffling of a night nurse’s feet, the building was mostly still, and silent.

You guessed right. Sterling and Gil had gone back to the Boneyard, but Asher and I were going to try for one of Izanami’s ingredients. Pretty simple guess as to which one, I’m certain. We were huddled in the shadow of a large cabinet, waiting for things to truly settle down now that visiting hours were over.

I’d smuggled the two of us in through the Dark Room, going vaguely by the building’s floor plan and basing our exit point on what we could see from the ground floor. It was a good thing I bothered checking, too.

If I’d brought us in just a few more feet to the left, Asher and I would have manifested right in the middle of a vending machine. Lucky. It would have made for an especially messy and kind of hilarious way to die, our blood and guts mixed in with all that candy.

But as we’ve already established, I wasn’t prepared to go. Not my time. We were waiting for someone else to die that night, a man by the name of William Reynolds – Billy to his friends. Eighty-seven years old, according to his chart, and due to expire at any moment.

Frankly, I thought it’d take us more time to actually find the right candidate, but something about Asher’s wiring made it easy for him to sniff out the weak and the dying. His eyes had started to burn with green fire the very moment we shadowstepped onto the seventh floor. Creepy as hell, but it did make things a little more convenient for us.

And I know. It’s not lost on me, how terrible it is to talk so candidly about something like this. But what kind of approach is ever appropriate when it comes to stealing someone’s dying breath? I was doing my best to be practical, given the situation. It helped convince me that we were somehow doing the right thing.

“Coast is as clear as it’ll ever be,” Asher said, turning his head around, his bewitched eyes seeing more than I could, piercing through walls.

“So creepy,” I said. Useful, though. Asher could detect death, so it only made sense that he could perceive life as well.

He squinted at me, blinking once, the jade fire fading from his eyes. He stared me down with the natural brown of his pupils. “Now’s not the time, Dust. Let’s do this.”

We crossed the hall into Reynolds’s room. He was dozing when we entered, his body a tangle of wires and tubes, barely alive. His lashes began to flutter as we approached his bedside. We stood over him in silence, with Asher just behind me, preparing to siphon Billy’s final breath.

Mister Reynolds looked groggily between us, his gaze a mix of confusion and mild annoyance. “Not nurses,” he croaked. “Don’t know you.” His eyes narrowed, and he coughed. “Where’s Mary? I miss Mary.”

“You’ll be seeing her again very soon, Mister Reynolds.” Asher’s voice was gentle.

“About time.” He chuckled, then coughed again. Satisfied somehow, he rested his head back against his pillow and shut his eyes once more. Death was kind to Billy Reynolds. His breath left him in a final, whispering rush, his mouth falling open, his wrist slipping, dangling from the edge of the bed.

“Rest in peace,” Asher murmured.

“Mister Reynolds?” I nudged him by the arm. “Billy? Sir?”

Nothing. Billy Reynolds was gone. I spun in place. “Did you get it? His last breath?”

“No,” Asher said, staring at his hands. “I tried, but nothing happened. I was sure it would work.”

“Damn it,” I said. “We should get out of here.”

His brows shot up his forehead as he stared past me, a strange light reflecting in his eyes. “Yeah, I think that’d be a good idea right about now.”

I looked over my shoulder. A tiny sphere of light was leaving Billy Reynolds’s body through his mouth. His soul? Something else? I didn’t want to wait to find out, and Asher clearly felt the same. He dug his fingers into my arm as I dragged him into the darkness beneath us.

We shadowstepped back onto the sidewalk outside the hospital. Asher was searching the building with his eyes, but he didn’t need to resort to necromancy. I could see the orb of light just fine, and I watched as it floated lazily through one of the hospital’s windows – then straight towards us.

“The hell is going on?” I hissed.

“Dunno. This has never happened before.”

“You’re the necromancer. I’d imagine you’d know a thing or two about – ”

The orb rocketed straight for my face. My heart slammed against my ribcage. Instinctively I reached out to the Dark Room, ordering it to swallow me. But a hand reached out past my head. 

I froze. The hand and its pallid fingers expertly caught the little sphere of light. Asher and I skittered away, breaking off from the hand and the woman it was attached to.

My pulse settled only the slightest when I saw her stepping out of the darkness.

“Izanami,” I said.

“Dustin Graves,” she answered, a warm smile on her lips. “And this one is – ah, the young necromancer. Asher Mayhew.”

“Ma’am,” Asher said, giving her a quick, polite nod. “Pleasure to meet you.”

He didn’t need to be told. It was safe to assume that Asher was familiar with at least a few of the names of the gods of death. Knowing how good of a student he was, he probably had them all memorized, too.

“Very sweet,” she said, grinning at Asher, then at the little ball of light in the palm of her hand. “You should have known that there was nothing to fear, gentlemen. This was simply the poor old man’s essence. Though I understand that it is quite unusual, and perhaps extremely disconcerting, seeing a human soul flee its mortal husk for the very first time.”

“About that,” I said. “This is pretty awkward. We were actually hoping to collect Mister Reynolds’s last breath. For the enchantment.”

Izanami pressed her fingers around Billy Reynolds’s essence, clenching her hand into a loose fist. His light went out. The goddess closed her eyes and shuddered. I shuddered, too, but for an entirely different reason.

I cleared my throat.

“Sorry,” Izanami said, her eyes fluttering open. “You were saying?”

“We were here for the sealing enchantment’s reagents. I brought Asher to help, but it looks like we’ve missed out on collecting the breath of the dying.”

“Which must be willingly given,” she said.

“I’m sorry,” I said, my hackles rising. “What?”

“Oh. The breath of the dying must be willingly given. A sacrifice, essentially. Did I not mention that part? I was sure I mentioned it.”

“I’m pretty sure you didn’t,” I said, gritting my teeth. Asher’s hand tugged on my jacket, a silent, but welcome warning not to piss off the death goddess standing just feet away from us.

“So that rules out murder, which I was certain you wouldn’t have the stomach for,” Izanami said, lifting one of her fingers. She raised more as she continued talking, counting off. “No accidents either, I suppose, and if you really want to go with getting consent from someone who’s dying a natural death – well, you’ll need to be more convincing than you were with old Billy up there.”

“Then we skip the part where we have to explain everything.” I raked at a handful of my own hair. “The arcane underground, the Eldest, all of it. What are the chances we’ll find someone in the magical community who’s both close to death and eager to surrender their last breath?”

“Slim to none, given the urgency of the situation,” Izanami said. “None but the Eldest themselves will know when the next attack will come.”

And something about the extremely negative reactions we got from even asking about dying breath at the Black Market suggested that this wouldn’t be the way to go, either. What were we going to do, strut around asking where everybody kept their oldest, most vulnerable wizards? We were fucked.

Izanami tapped at her wrist. She wasn’t wearing a watch, but the gesture spoke volumes. 

“Best get moving, boys. Time stops for no man. Well, except for chronomancers. Bloody chronomancers.”

“Chronomancers?” I asked.

“Time mages,” Asher said. “Carver told me about them. Nasty pieces of work. They can slow you down, speed themselves up, or even freeze time in place. Scary stuff.”

“Not nearly as scary as what’ll happen if the Eldest hit Valero again,” I said. “Let’s regroup for now, talk this over with Carver. Maybe there’s another way.”

I nodded at Izanami as Asher and I sank into the shadows, thinking it was best to go with a quiet, low-key farewell. But entities are entities after all, and she flashed me another grin as she tapped the back of her wrist.

“Tick-tock, Dustin Graves,” she said.

I clenched my fist.



Chapter 19





That same night, when we’d all gone back to the Boneyard, I figured it couldn’t hurt to look into the Dark Room again. Maybe I was hoping I’d trip over another ball of golden string, and find another lead through this gods-moot or that.

But a guy can only get so lucky.

I was spoiled, I figured, as I stepped through the Dark Room, with how much the entities were offering, and had already offered. Sure, it wasn’t in their nature to directly influence our reality – which I always thought was kind of hypocritical, honestly, because clearly Amaterasu could hide the sun whenever she wanted. And I’d never met them, but I was pretty certain that either Zeus or Thor would happily fry someone with a lightning bolt as a passing fancy.

Yet something in my heart told me that there were still answers to be found within – inside myself, or inside the Dark Room. I kept my mother’s amulet clenched between my teeth as I negotiated the tunnels. Juvenile, maybe, but it made me feel safe, having the strange, ambient warmth of the garnet so close by. And like Carver said, it was best to get the object accustomed to the ethereal signatures of my body.

“Then it will more readily accept an enchantment when the time comes,” he’d said. “Which should ideally be sooner rather than later.” 

Which was why we planned the thing we planned that night, something I’d think back on and regret, but it had to be done. I didn’t know where else we would acquire the screams of anguish we needed otherwise.

But I digress. Something quiet and unknown was drawing me, pulling on my chest and guiding me through the Dark Room. I wondered if Nyx hadn’t given me one final gift, planting a lodestar in my heart, giving me a clue about what I was meant to discover in the Dark Room.

And then I saw them. At the far end of the corridor were pinpoints of light, only these weren’t steady and blinking, like Nyx’s distant stars. They swirled in midair, vortices of white light that spun like whirlpools. Their appearance – hell, their very existence was ominous enough.

The sound they made was worse. A soft keening, a quiet screeching, not unlike the songs of the Eldest. I crept closer, my fingers curled, prepared to launch shadow or flame as the situation called for. No. That noise really did sound like the Eldest. Surely Nyx wasn’t sending me to my death?

I approached cautiously, my mouth dry, my heart a jumble of excitement and terror. The wheels of light – five of them, that I could see – spun within the confines of a black chamber, a room within the Dark Room. They were spaced evenly from each other, separated only by towering columns of that leathery black stone that made up the Dark Room’s architecture. And in the center of each wheel was a black dot.

My heart fell. These were the gateways of the Eldest, the same ones they used to deliver the shrikes into our world, that Yelzebereth used to infiltrate our reality. I couldn’t understand the geography of it, whether these doors spilled into our world, or out of them, but one thing was clear: the Dark Room was tied directly to the power of the Old Ones, and in turn, to me. To my heart.

In some sense I knew all this already. How many times had I been told that the answer to the problem of the Eldest was my death? Incineration, obliteration, until every molecule of my body was gone. Sweet annihilation. But seeing the portals so close to the seat of my power, to what I’d thought of as my home and my kingdom – this really was the simplest solution. Occam’s Razor.

I rushed for the nearest exit I could find, bursting back into our reality, in the safety and warmth of my bedroom. I sat on the edge of my bed, my hands clasped together. Thinking of the reagents we needed for the sealing enchantment, I scoffed.

It was circuitous, and stupid. If I gave my life to create a sample of the breath of the dying, then the others would have the right ingredients to complete the sealing. But if I did die, then that meant that an enchantment wasn’t necessary to begin with. I looked down at my hands, wondering what my life was worth. I was dust. Just dust, in the grand scheme of things.

I clutched my temples from the sudden stab of pain. “Don’t be stupid,” Vanitas called gruffly into my head. I groaned, never even knowing he could do that – a kind of psychic assault.

“What the hell, V?” I raked my nails against my skull, somehow hoping it would dull the ache. “What the hell was that for?”

“For being stupid,” he shouted, as loudly as a telepathic voice could. “These people you call your family and friends are rallying and doing all they can to help you, protect you. Don’t throw it away with your foolishness. Fight, until there’s nothing left to fight.”

I reached for my end table, scrambling for a glass of water, downing it in one gulp. “Thanks for the pep talk,” I said morosely.

“I mean it,” Vanitas said, his voice ringing with warning. “I’ll kill you before I let you hurt yourself that way. There are many paths. This is not one of them.”

Carefully, I set the glass down. “Yeah. Okay. Thanks, V.” And I meant it that time.

“Dustin?”

I looked up to find Asher in the doorway, giving me a small, pressed sort of smile. “We’re ready for you.”

“Right,” I said, sighing. “Right. I’m coming.”

“Good luck,” Vanitas said, softly this time. Silently, through the link of our minds, I thanked him again.

I followed Asher down one of the Boneyard’s twisting corridors, all the way to Carver’s laboratory.

We needed to complete the enchantment, and no way in hell was I going to engage in torture to get what we needed. I couldn’t offer my dying breath, either. But the screams, maybe those we could manage.

Asher pushed the door open. Carver nodded at me, gesturing at what could almost pass for a doctor’s examination table, improvised with a flat mattress placed on something that looked upsettingly like a stone altar.

And Herald was there, too.

“What,” I started to say, gawping as I looked between Asher and Carver. “Why would you tell him about this?”

“Because I asked them to,” Herald said, placing a hand on my shoulder. Even through my shirt I could feel the warmth of his skin. “Don’t yell at anyone. Carver and I have a standing agreement. He lets me know if you’re about to do something exceptionally stupid.”

Carver nodded. “All truth.”

I scowled at Herald. “You can’t stop me from doing this. You know that, right?”

“I know,” he said, rubbing his hands together, bathing his fingers in skeins of violet light. “Which is why I’m here to help.”

I couldn’t say anything else after that, though I did vaguely mumble some words of gratitude. So Herald and Asher were supposed to be backup, then. It gave me a little more comfort, not that it completely dulled how I felt about the coming ordeal.

“If you will, Dustin,” Carver said. “Take your place on the dais.” He cracked his knuckles, activating his magics, and his hands lit up with amber flame. “Asher, if you will. Be prepared to gather his pain.”

I swallowed thickly as I pulled my shirt up over my head, the cool air of the Boneyard rushing over my skin. The mattress was soft against my back, not unlike the inside of a coffin. I hated that it wasn’t the first time my brain had ever made that connection.

“Now,” Carver said. “If you’re quite sure about this?”

I wasn’t. Not at all. To either side of me, Asher and Herald stood with their gifts readied and wielded, their faces stony, yet still betraying worry, and fear. But I nodded.

“Right then,” Carver said, placing his hand on my chest. “It’s time to fix your heart.”
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I winced, and I grimaced. I thrashed against the table, my fingers digging through the mattress into to the stone altar beneath me, my teeth clenched so hard I was afraid they were going to shatter.

Carver had only just started, reaching his hand into my chest – into my fucking chest – and already the world was bathed in needles and blood and fire. He gestured with his other hand, and I screamed.

Who knew how he could do it, but I’d heard of how this worked before. From Mama Rosa, of all people. She’d seen Filipino healers who could reach into the bodies of humans, bloodlessly penetrating their skin, digging around within their flesh to retrieve everything from tumors to bullets. Carver might have learned from her, or this could have been some ancient form of healing that he’d studied.

Whatever it was hurt more than anything I’d ever felt in my entire life.

Tears streamed down my face as Carver probed my heart, as his fingers, whether they were solid or ethereal, dug around inside my chest, searching for the shard of the Eldest’s star-metal. Silently I cursed Thea for ever doing this to me, for plunging her dagger in my flesh and planting that first seed of corruption. Carver bent in closer for a better look, his eye glowing amber, and his hand pushed further into my body as he did. I threw my head back and wailed.

A hand made of fire. Imagine that a hand made of fire had reached into an open wound in your chest, placed its searing fingers against your very heart, then pressed, squeezing tighter, harder. But no blood was leaving my body. There was no wound to speak of, only the scorching, raging pain of intense arcane fire burning me from the inside out. I blinked fresh tears away, my vision blurred as I stared at the darkness far above me, at the faces of the three men working on my redemption – or alternately, if this went way wrong, my death.

Asher said nothing, his hands held inches apart, a ball of green energy rotating slowly between his fingers, absorbing the power produced by my anguish. Izanami had said it herself. The gods of death could feed on terror, on pain – it made sense that a necromancer like Asher would play the role of collector. I watched as the orb in his hands filled with a bright green fluid, the very essence of hurt and suffering.

It wasn’t filling fast enough.

“Breathe,” Herald said, his bare hand sweeping at my forehead. “I’ve got you. You’ve got this.”

All I could think of was how he was getting his hands dirty and damp with my sweat. In my delirium, it was almost funny how he didn’t mind. But that was where his magic was focused, violet tendrils of healing energy sinking into my body, designed to mitigate the damage to my insides and dampen the pain. A kind of magical anesthetic, meant to numb.

And it wasn’t working. Not really.

“No drugs,” Carver had explained when I brought up the idea. “That would affect the quality of your suffering.” He pursed his lips when he saw me frowning. “I apologize for how clinical that sounds, but it is the truth. We have one shot at this, and we need to make it count.”

The entire point of this exercise had initially been to retrieve the shard of star-metal, to finally remove it from my heart and somehow destroy it. Maybe then the Old Ones would wander off, leave the earth alone. But the more Carver tugged and probed, the more I knew that the process would end up killing me. This wasn’t the way to go. Hell, there were no other options, frankly, apart from death.

“Enough,” I begged. “Please, stop. The shard isn’t budging. I can’t take anymore.”

Asher’s face cracked, but he bit his lip, focusing on the ball of pain between his fingers. Carver gave it a quick glance, then nodded.

“Just a little more, Dustin. We need to fill Asher’s phial. We’re almost there. Can you do that for us?”

I nodded, hopeful. Then I screamed. I wept.

“Hang in there,” Herald muttered, his other hand clutching mine, our fingers interlaced. I hadn’t even noticed until he squeezed. “You’re going to be fine, Dust.”

I looked into his eyes, watching the reflection of violet and orange and green magic swirling and pulsing in the lens of his glasses. So many mages to do this one job, I thought, and to what end?

No, I told myself. That wasn’t the right way to look at it. All that meant was that I had enough people to support me through this, to literally hold my hand. I grimaced again, clenching my teeth as I stared unflinchingly into Herald’s eyes.

It meant there were people who cared.

Carver placed one hand on my throat. “One last nudge,” he said. “The phial is nearly full. Are you ready?”

Eyes wild, I looked at him, suddenly realizing I couldn’t speak. I nodded instead, then shut my eyes.

Softly, Carver spoke again. “Forgive me.”

Inside my chest, a white-hot gauntlet closed around my heart. My body stiffened, and my back lifted off the table in a horrible, crooked arch. The air left my lungs in one final, deafening scream.

When I opened my eyes again, the pain was gone. My forehead was still slick with sweat, but the rest of me was warmer, covered in something soft, like a blanket. I thought back to the time that Thea had stabbed me with her dagger, putting me into a magical sleep, a kind of torpor. I thought of the morgue.

I sat bolt upright, gasping for air.

“Jesus,” Herald shouted, jerking away from me. He was in a chair, sitting by my bed. My bed?

I looked around myself. I was back in my bedroom. I blinked at Herald, once, twice, until his features fully swam back into focus.

“Water,” I croaked. “Please.”

The glass appeared by my lips, held there carefully in Herald’s hands. He tilted it gingerly until I could take in slow, deliberate sips. It was like drinking for the first time. I choked, then went back for more, the water crisp and cool against my tongue.

“You passed out,” Herald said quietly.

“Yeah,” I said, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand. “I figured as much.” I looked down at my bare chest, still fascinated by how there was no wound from Carver’s treatment. My scar from Thea’s botched sacrifice, silvery and jagged, was still there, of course. It would always be there.

“The shard,” I said. “Did he get it out of my heart?”

Herald’s lips pressed into a tight line. He shook his head. My insides withered.

“Then this was all for nothing.”

“Hey. We have a phial full of anguish. That matters.” Quietly, he added: “I’m sorry you had to go through that to get it.”

I looked up at him and sighed. “I’m sorry, too.”

He squeezed my hand. “Carver says you just need to rest up for a bit.”

“I don’t think I could go against doctor’s orders if I tried,” I said, straining as I lowered my head back onto my pillow. So soft. I sighed, relishing the comfort of it – the natural, blissful state of not being in excruciating, heart-on-fire pain.

“Cute tiger,” Herald said, gesturing at the plush toy sitting by my pillow.

“Oh, yeah.”

I picked Mister Grumbles up by his fuzzy scruff, wincing and straining as I handed him over to Herald. He accepted with both hands face up, like the toy was some kind of offering. He looked down at it, puzzled.

“I stole that for you,” I said, spreading myself across the bed again.

“You what?”

“Long story,” I mumbled, pulling the covers up over my chest, already feeling the blood creeping its way up to my neck. “Just take it. It’s a gift.”

He looked at me, then back down at the tiger, bemused.

“His name is Mister Grumbles,” I explained.

“Sure it is,” Herald said, studying the tiger’s face. “So. We’re giving each other stuffed animals now? What’s next, chocolate?”

I focused my eyes just past his head, pretending that I saw a bug flying there, whatever, anything to avoid his gaze. “I’m not sure what you mean,” I said, rubbing my chest.

Herald folded his arms, Mister Grumbles getting unceremoniously squished in the process. “What’s going on here, exactly?”

“What’s going on here is one dude giving another dude a stuffed tiger.” I twiddled my thumbs. “Yeah. Sounds about right.”

Herald clucked his tongue and shook his head, his eyes narrowed. “You’re insufferable, Graves.”

“You’re forgetting handsome.” I folded my hands behind my head, smirking. “Devastatingly handsome.”

“Hah. Cute. You’re a seven, at best.”

I flinched. I admit, that hurt a little. “Well, now you’re just being mean.”

He adjusted his glasses, grinning. “It’s my default setting.”

“But I got you to say I was a seven,” I said.

He sat perfectly still, his expression unchanged.

“So you think I’m cute,” I added.

Herald frowned. “I said nothing of the sort.”

“But that’s what you basically said.”

“Listen, Dustin,” Herald hissed. “I know you’re trying to be cute, but we aren’t kids. If there’s something you’re trying to tell me, I’d appreciate if you – ”

“Oh,” a voice said from the door.

We both started at the noise. Herald’s hands flew to his lap. Mine flew for the covers, which I pulled up to my chest. I don’t know, I guess being so exposed made me feel more vulnerable.

“Sorry,” Asher said. “I didn’t think I’d catch you two in the middle of something.”

“Not at all,” Herald said cheerfully, drawing on his deep, dormant reserves of charisma. “Something?” He turned to me pointedly. “More like nothing. Nothing’s going on.”

Ouch. That hurt more than it should have. I just stared back at him, my mouth open, like I wanted to say something. But I couldn’t find the words.

“I was just checking on Dust,” Asher said. “I was going to offer him some healing if he was still in pain, but I can always come back later to – ”

“It’s cool,” Herald said. “I think we’re done here.” 

And there came the second stab of pain. Double ouch.

He rose from his chair, then clapped Asher on the shoulder as he left the room, not once looking behind him.

Asher checked that the corridor was clear, then threw his hands up. “What the hell happened here? What was that about?”

I sat up, wincing at the lingering pain in my chest, right in my heart. That was from what Carver did. Must have been.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I’m not sure.”

Asher shook his head as he stalked to the foot of my bed. He planted his hands on his hips, like an angry mother. “You were a dumbass is what happened.”

I raked a hand through my hair, looking at Mister Grumbles still on the chair, a gift forgotten. Herald hadn’t even taken him.

“Yeah,” I said, staring into the empty doorway. “I was a dumbass.”
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“You’re only going to make him madder,” Asher said, glaring at my reflection. “Surely you know that.”

I pouted back at his reflection. “You know that’s not true. I’m very cute, and very charming. I can fix this.”

Looking back into the mirror, I adjusted my collar, smoothing back this stubborn little cowlick on the crown of my head that, considering the length I liked to keep my hair, shouldn’t have even existed.

“I’m just saying,” Asher said. “If I were you, I’d give it some time. Let Herald cool off for a bit. He’s annoyed, and you’re confused. Hell, what are you even going to say?”

I ran the pads of my fingers over my eyebrows, smoothing the hairs down, like that was going to change anything. Okay, you got me. Everything I was doing in the mirror, all that preening was just me trying to delay the horrible inevitability of what I was about to do. I guess I was waiting for Asher to give me a good enough argument to get me to back down. Herald had just left in a huff, after all.

But something in the pit of my stomach was convinced I could get Herald to stop hating me so much, and it thought that directly attacking him where he lived was the best course of action. Quite literally, too.

“Right,” I said, tucking Mister Grumbles under one arm. “If anyone looks for me – ”

“They probably won’t,” Asher grumbled.

“Rude. If anyone looks for me, tell them I’m making amends with my – ”

My words trailed off. What was Herald to me, exactly? It didn’t take a genius to know that it was a huge part of why he was so miffed. It was the fact that he didn’t know where he stood in my life. But how could I tell him what he wanted to hear when I couldn’t even answer that question for myself?

“Making amends with your?” Asher said, spinning his hand in a circle, urging me on. “Your what, exactly?”

“Good talk,” I stammered, shortly before leaping into the closest shadow. As the Dark Room swallowed me up I was pretty sure I heard Asher hurling a string of expletives at my back. 

Hey, this wasn’t his business, am I right? It didn’t exactly matter that I had no script going in with this Herald conundrum. Only a few things really mattered to me in that moment.

First, Herald was mad at me. I didn’t like it when people were mad at me, especially not Herald. And two, him being mad at me meant that there was a good chance of him staying mad, and not liking me anymore. And that was important, because I liked Herald a lot. And I mean, a lot.

Don’t look at me like that, you’re worse than Asher.

Cool night air rushed over my skin as I emerged from the Dark Room. The heat of my body from the exertion of running activated the fresh layer of body spray I’d spritzed all over myself. It filled my nostrils with a sharp and, I hoped, sexy scent. I’d appeared just where I wanted: at the foot of the Parkway Heights apartment building, among the greenery, where I knew that they grew a few varieties of flowers.

This was a cinch, clearing distances and picking where I wanted to go. Enough practice with traversing the Dark Room had made it much simpler for me to head between two destinations, especially if I had visited them before. I was pretty sure Parkway Heights had no vending machines for me to get stuck in, for example. Knowing the lay of the land – or the apartment building, as it were – meant that I had a better chance of not materializing inside a brick wall and subsequently dying there. See, a lot of it had to do with confidence.

I gulped as I sifted through the flowers, gathering a bunch of them into a little bouquet. Yeah, this Herald situation clearly had a lot to do with confidence as well. I figured I’d be lucky enough to avoid death by icicles if I just showed at Herald’s up unannounced, but that was exactly where I was headed, and nothing was going to change my course.

Especially now that I was sufficiently armed. With a bunch of flowers in one hand and Mister Grumbles in the other, I sank into the shadows again, this time directing my mind and the compass of the Dark Room towards Herald’s apartment.

It was toasty when I entered, the temperature set to a nice, balmy warmth, and I sighed softly as I shadowstepped into his living area. The air there was always fresh, tinged with a hint of citrus. I didn’t know what kind of sorcery Herald used to keep everything so tidy, but his apartment really did reflect who he was: neat, clean, and organized, with an almost sociopathic kind of precision.

The shower was on, so I flopped onto the couch, figuring it was best to let Herald wash away his anger before he saw me. I guess it was those same qualities that drew me to him. We were opposites in lots of ways. Fire and ice. I was sloppy, a bit of a mess, my life chaotic, my schedule hardly deserving to be called a schedule. But he was put-together, forever in control of himself and his surroundings. His life was planned out so fastidiously, so beautifully, and all he had to do was trace the steps he’d already mapped out for himself.

I admired him for it, in spite of the many, quietly terrifying ways his sense of order manifested itself. His shelves of books were probably arranged alphabetically, and then by color. I couldn’t see his collection of video games, but knew that they were kept in a drawer beneath the flatscreen, where they, too, were kept immaculately sorted.

And while I’d never taken a peek inside Herald’s wardrobe, I kind of figured that it would look exactly like a retail display, with everything arranged in the sequence of a rainbow, with the neutrals to one side, and with socks and undies properly tucked away in their respective drawers, like a filing cabinet. Hell, filing artifacts was what Herald did for a living at the Gallery, after all. It wasn’t a stretch to assume he was just as meticulous with his briefs. Boxers? What did he wear?

Gotta admit, I was tempted to take a look.

But I didn’t get the chance, and maybe that was for the best. The air in front of me whistled as six razor-sharp icicles shot for my chest. I gasped, and in that same inhalation, instinct told my body to sink into the Dark Room, if only for a fraction of a second.

My physical form wavered in and out of reality, and I repositioned myself, which is to say that I fell flat on my face, sprawled across the carpet. My hair whizzed, disturbed by the passing of six icicles that thudded into the sofa, no doubt piercing the cushions all the way through to the walls.

Okay. So Herald was still pissed.
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“Herald,” I yelled. “Jesus, it’s just me. Mercy. Please. I didn’t know you’d be so mad.”

“Dust?”

A pair of feet appeared next to my head, and I followed them up to the bare and delectably wet everything else that made up Herald’s freshly showered body. Okay, so he had a towel on, but something about the way it just clung to his waist only seemed to heighten his nakedness. I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again: half-naked Herald is far from the worst thing I’ve ever laid eyes on.

“Hey there,” I said, the bundle of flowers in total disarray in my fist. The makeshift bouquet looked more pitiful than romantic, and probably more moronic than apologetic.

Herald finally pushed his glasses onto his face, which only made him look angrier, more severe. “What the hell are you doing here? I could have killed you.”

“Yeah, about that,” I said, peeling myself off his rug, rubbing the side of my head. “Buddy. You gotta be a little less bloodthirsty when it comes to house guests.”

“News flash,” he said. “The operative word there is ‘guest.’ Guests are invited. You weren’t.”

“Ouch,” I said, pushing myself to my feet. “No, seriously, that stings on, like, a deep level for me.”

“People don’t just show up unannounced, Dust. I work for the Lorica. I see a blurry shape on the couch, of course I’m going to attack it. These are dangerous times, or maybe you haven’t noticed.”

I brought myself to his height, so that our eyes were level. I was only slightly taller than Herald, but something inside me was egging me on, making me unfurl myself to my full height. I came to apologize, I thought. But the defiance kept banging on the back of my skull.

“Maybe if you put on some glasses before resorting to violence, you wouldn’t end up almost maiming your friends.”

Herald scoffed at the word. “Friends.” He folded his arms across his chest, in a way that most definitely demonstrated that he had been lifting his fair share of weights. I swallowed and tried not to stare. “So. Why are you even here to begin with?”

I scratched the back of my neck, my gaze stuck to the floor. “I didn’t like how we left things back at the Boneyard. It didn’t feel right.”

Herald frowned harder, his body going tauter, his arms flexing even more. I wished he would have toweled himself off, because the sight of him a little damp like that was making this reconciliation business a lot harder than it should have been.

“So you came here with – what is that? A bunch of flowers that you stole from the lobby?”

I held up the flowers. “I thought you might like them. I thought they were pretty.” They fell limply over my knuckles, and I silently cursed them for crapping out on me in my time of need.

Herald chuckled, then shook his head. Okay. That was probably a good sign. Chuckling meant he was over the part about genuinely wanting to kill me.

“I don’t know what it is with you, Dust. You clearly haven’t figured yourself out, and I’m trying – trust me, I’m trying to be understanding here. But sometimes you say and you do things that send mixed signals. Scratch that. You do it all the time, and it’s frustrating. I don’t know where I stand, you know? And I always pride myself on being the smart one – ”

“Hey,” I grumbled.

“You know it’s true – I pride myself on being the smart one, and on my ability to be objective about this shit. But with you, it’s difficult. I can’t tell if you’re just joking sometimes, and it annoys the living shit out of me.”

He had a point. He had several good points, truthfully. I held out Mister Grumbles. “Well, this wasn’t a joke. And I know it’s stupid and juvenile, but it’d mean a lot to me if you would keep him.”

Herald’s eyes narrowed. “Again with the damn tiger.”

“His name,” I said evenly, “is Mister Grumbles.”

“Right,” Herald said, cradling Mister Grumbles at his hip, like it was an actual cat. “I accept your offering. But it’s been a long day, Graves. I want to get to bed, and you need to get out of here.”

“Okay,” I said, not quite realizing until that moment that we were stood a little too close to each other – so close that I could smell his shampoo, the soap on his skin.

I could feel the warmth radiating from his torso, too, but couldn’t tell if it was the leftover heat of the shower, or if Herald really did burn that hot. It always kind of weirded me out whenever Sterling would say that a good circulation system could be a wildly sexy quality in a person. I finally believed him.

My mouth dry, I forced myself to speak, injecting every last drop of bravado left in my body into one last push. “Hey, you know, I’ve been curious.”

Herald tilted his head. I watched as a bead of water dripped from a stray lock of hair down to his clavicle. “What’s that?” His voice was soft. Too soft.

I grinned out of the corner of my mouth. “What’s it like under the towel?”

Herald’s eyes darkened, but his smile remained – only it seemed crueler.

“Wouldn’t you like to know,” he growled. With a snap of his fingers, the door to his apartment unbolted itself and flew open. “Another stupid joke. I’m done.” Herald gestured again. I stumbled and spilled out into the hallway, as if shoved by an invisible hand.

“I didn’t mean it like that,” I whined, clutching at the dull pain in my chest. “I was just kidding. I panicked.”

“Call me when you’ve figured your shit out. Good night, Dustin.” Herald snapped again, and the door slammed shut with a loud, heinous bang.

I massaged the back of my head for some moments, trying to process how I’d been trying to mess with him, but ended up being played myself. I had a feeling that parts of Herald were still mad at me, but other parts of him were softening as well. And that was a good thing.

Though perhaps softening wasn’t the right word. I grinned to myself, enjoying my stupid, private little joke, then turned to leave, only then noticing that the corridor was filled with heads poked out of doorways, drawn to the commotion.

“Oh,” I said. “He. Um. He’s had a bad day.”

Judgmental, knowing eyes squinted at me, but the doors closed as I passed. I hadn’t realize Herald’s neighbors – almost all of them Lorica employees – were so nosy. And it was the truth, really. He did sort of have a bad day, and I guess I was instrumental to causing it, at least in some small way.

I grinned again. At least this time he kept the tiger.
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For the fifteenth time in as many minutes I pulled out my phone again, unlocking it, checking on my messages, but nothing. Herald hadn’t texted me back.

“I’m sorry,” was all I could really think to send him. Stupid, I know, teasing him like that, but we’d always been up for a little friendly ribbing. I mean, I was new to all this, okay? I talk a big game about how handsome and ripped I am – both true, indisputable facts, mind you – but when it actually came down to brass tacks? Shit like that happened. And it hurt a little extra, too, because he was my best buddy.

But was that all I wanted?

“Dust,” Asher hissed. “Come on, man. You gotta focus.”

“Right,” I said, putting my cell away, cowing once more to the phone police. Then again, Asher was well within rights to snap me back to reality. It was time to start enchanting my mother’s amulet, and that was no small feat.

Carver had trusted me to do this on my own. Well, with Asher’s supervision, of course. He said that the best place to initiate the crafting of an artifact was one of personal importance, somewhere infused with emotional significance.

“The art of enchanting is, after all, closely tied to the ability and spirit of the one who enchants the object,” he’d said. “Infusing something with your arcane essence is a deeply personal and intimate act.”

And so there we were at Dad’s house. My house too, I guess. Not the one I grew up in, but because of all the framed photos of me, and Mom, and Norman Graves himself, natch, it was still steeped in memory, in sentiment. Perfect for the ritual.

That in itself wasn’t as complicated as I’d assumed. Dad had cleared out an area for us in the center of the living room, which basically involved pushing the furniture away so that we could sit on the rug. A circular one, too, which meant minimal work had to be done to consecrate the space. 

We set the reagents out onto the rug. The lock of Nyx’s hair shimmered on a small square of silk. Asher produced the globular phial of anguish from out of nowhere, a glowing green orb of distilled pain.

“What’s that?” Dad asked, still so new to the arcane underground.

I coughed. “That’s not important,” I lied. “Frog juice.” He didn’t need to know what happened.

Lastly, I reached for my neck and lifted Diana Graves’s amulet up and over my head. Its chain snagged a little on my hair, like it didn’t want to go anywhere. I set it in the center of the rug, and its red garnet eye glared unblinkingly, like a challenge.

You may note that we were missing one of the reagents, and you would be correct. But Carver said that it might still work, even without the breath of the dying. Sure, the enchantment would fundamentally be weaker, and it would tax more of my spirit, but that still gave us one additional weapon to wield against the Eldest.

I took a long, deep breath, then nodded. “I think I’m ready.”

Dad dutifully dimmed the lights, taking his place at the far end of the room, quietly tipping a beer into his mouth, his eyes wide with anticipation. I shook my head and smiled fondly. This was definitely the right place to perform the enchantment.

I lifted Mom’s amulet to my chest, holding it up in both hands so that its jewel faced the ceiling. Izanami hadn’t provided us with any incantations for casting the ritual, and so I improvised, as I always did. It was down to intent, after all, imbuing your words and your actions with purpose. The words themselves didn’t matter. Thea, once a supremely powerful enchantress herself, had taught me that.

So I turned to the very first incantation I had ever used to cast a circle of summoning, an old classic that I’d partially memorized: the marketing copy off of the back of a popular brand of doggy biscuits.

“Puppy Yum biscuits are the perfect anytime treat for your furry friends,” I droned. “Made with only the best organic beef and lamb, Puppy Yum biscuits also contain mutt-friendly grains and fiber, for – ”

The garnet began to glimmer. Out of the corner of my eye I could see Dad with his mouth hanging open, the beer forgotten in his hand. I continued intoning, the words hardly making sense in relation to the process, but doing their work all the same. Give me what I need, I thought. Seal away the Eldest. Let this be the key that locks the door between our worlds.

That did the trick. The garnet shone brighter, growing warm in my hand, and a strange, stifled wind blew from beneath us. It smelled like almonds. Asher’s hair danced in the odd breeze, but his face remained staunch, resolute, his eyes reflecting the red light of the amulet.

The lock of Nyx’s hair lifted of its own accord, drifting gently in the wind, then settling into my hands. In a swirl of stars and night sky, her hair twinkled, then vanished, its essence absorbed into the amulet. Then the bottle of anguish unstoppered itself, and horrible screams – my screams – filled the house.

Asher clapped his hands over his ears, and Dad did the same, dropping his beer, his face etched with horror. He recognized my voice. He must have. But I pressed on, swallowing my fear and my remembrance of what Carver had tried to do to my heart. I watched as my own pain made liquid turned into a pale green mist, its vapors sucked into the amulet until the bottle, too, disappeared.

The screaming mercifully stopped. Asher brushed his hair out of his face, collecting himself, his breathing deeper, but Dad fixed me with a glare. He didn’t know what had happened, but he understood. I ignored him.

My eyes flitted back to the garnet as I pushed more of myself, of my very spirit into its spaces. We were just vessels, me and Diana’s amulet, and to grow its power I needed to pour more of myself in. But how much could this thing take? It fed, and it fed, burning so hot in my hand that I knew I had to let go before it scorched my skin away.

And then, just when it was too much to bear, the wind dropped, as did the amulet’s blazing heat. The garnet glimmered one last time, then went dead.

I squinted at the amulet. “Huh. Is that it?”

Asher shrugged. “Seems like it. You did everything right, didn’t you?”

“Must have,” I muttered. “I feel like drained. Like something’s been sucked out of me.”

I let my arms drop to my sides, sore from being held in the same position for so long. Mom’s amulet looked mostly unchanged, but I could sense the difference in its aura. Part of me belonged to it now, the same way that part of the amulet would always dwell in my soul.

“Well if that’s done,” Dad said, scooping up his fallen beer bottle, then heading to the kitchen for paper towels, “then we’ve got something to discuss.”

“Dad,” I groaned. “Please. Not now. I can’t do this.”

He stalked back, went down on his knees, and began mopping up the spilled liquid. “Oh, so you can basically kill yourself half to death working on this – this thing that killed your mother, but you can’t have a conversation with your own father about it?”

Asher sat perfectly still on the floor, trapped in the trajectory of Norman’s death glare.

“Dad. Please. I know it sounds stupid, but it’s the best bet we have for keeping the world safe.”

“You don’t owe them that,” he bellowed. “You don’t owe anyone anything.” The wet towels fell limply from his fingers, and he approached me, coaxing me from the rug by the shoulders. I was ready to shout back, to fight – but his eyes were wet. “You don’t owe them your life, Dust. I lost your mother to this bullshit. I’m not losing you, too.”

I forced myself to smile, biting back my own tears. “I’m not going to die,” I said through a chuckle, somehow believing my own lie. “It’s going to be okay.”

Dad’s fingers dug deep into my shoulders, pushing against my clavicles. “Promise me things will be okay. You can’t be the only thing standing between us and those fucking monsters you call the Eldest. Promise you won’t end up dead.”

I opened my mouth to answer, but couldn’t speak.

“Dustin Nathaniel Graves,” he said, his voice shaking. “Promise me.”

“I – I’ll do my best,” I said.

“Not good enough, Dust.”

Asher cleared his throat, pushing himself up off the floor. “I’m sorry to interrupt,” he said. “But there’s one last thing Carver asked me to do. It’s kind of why I’m here.”

Dad and I turned to him, suddenly aware that we weren’t alone. Neither of us was ashamed by the emotional display, though. This was Asher. He probably empathized better than anyone could.

“There’s another component to this enchantment, but it doesn’t have anything to do with the Eldest,” Asher said. “It’s more of a – well, a personal touch, I guess. Since it’s an artifact now, and it’s tied to you, it seems to be the perfect vessel.”

“A vessel?” I gently eased myself out of Dad’s hands. “For what, exactly?”

Asher bit his lip, unsure of how to answer. “You know how I still get to talk to my mom? How the shade of her still lingers with me?”

My spine stiffened. “Yeah. What about it?”

Asher sighed. “Since that day at Latham’s Cross, seeing you at your mom’s grave – I understand, Dust. And Norman. I understand what it means to lose someone, to want them back so badly. And being there so close to her headstone, to the last thing tying her to this earth? I felt echoes of her. She’s moved on, like my mom has.” He pressed his hands together, almost afraid. “But I can let you see her again.”

My heart stopped. I hadn’t realized before, but Dad’s hand was on mine, too, his palm rough, his fingers clenched.

“You can do that?” he breathed.

Asher nodded, a tight smile on his lips. “But only with your permission. Only if you want to. This is something so personal, but – I feel her even here. I felt her at the graveyard. It wouldn’t be too much of a drain on me.”

Dad looked at me, his eyes hard. We didn’t need to speak to seal the agreement. We both wanted this, badly.

“Do it,” I said. “Please.”

“Right,” Asher said. “Right.”

We said nothing more, only watching Asher as he walked a circle around Dad’s house, his fingers gliding across the furniture, prodding lightly at the photos of our family. Once, he stopped, holding up a specific picture of the three of us at the beach. I must have been twelve years old.

Asher completed his cycle, and when he turned to us again, his eyes were burning with pale green fire. He held out his hand. I gave him the amulet.

The chains draped over his fingers, and in the brief contact I felt that Asher’s skin was cold, like someone coming in out of chilly weather, or like a corpse. He closed his hand around the amulet as the garnet began to glow its ominous crimson.

Asher shut his eyes, and I could swear the room around us went darker. He held his fist to his lips, muttering softly into it, but when he spoke, I heard other voices. So many of them helping with his spell, completing whatever magic it was that he was working.

Then all at once, the voices stopped. The room went brighter.

“It’s done,” Asher said, returning the amulet. By the lines under his eyes he almost looked older, wearier. I gripped his hand.

“Thank you,” I said. “Whatever it was you did. Thank you.” I looked down in my hands. The gem was dull again. “So. Um. What now?”

“Put it on,” Asher said.

So I did, the star-metal of the amulet cool against my skin, tingling as it made contact, as if recognizing its creator. I looked around us, seeing nothing, feeling nothing new – until I felt soft, cold fingers looping through mine.

There she was, where she wasn’t before. A pale imitation of how she looked in life, her skin glowing with a bluish-white pallor, her hair drifting in wind that none of us could feel. She wore one of her sun dresses, its flowers and lightness such contrast to the dark of her hair, dark as mine. My heart thumped against the inside of my chest, hurting now more than ever, my throat choked with tears.

“Diana?” my father breathed. “Is it really you?”

“Norman,” the apparition said in my mother’s voice, reaching eager fingers for his hands. She smiled at him, and for the first time in so many years, I heard my father weep, and blubber.

“Mom?”

Diana Graves turned to me, her eyes as blue as a summer sky, as blue as mine.

“Dust,” she said, her voice heaving with longing and relief. “It’s so good to see you again.”
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“I can’t believe this is happening,” Dad said, his voice trembling.

Asher had fetched him a glass of water, half of which he’d already gulped. I was chugging down the other half, still staring at the illusion of my dead mother, sitting with us on the sofa.

Mom shrugged. “Well, here I am. And here you are.” Her eyes caught the garnet on my neck, and her mouth made a little twist. “And there’s that tiny little thing that killed me.”

“Yeah,” I said, nodding. “There’s a lot to catch up on, to say the least.”

She gasped softly, her hand fluttering to her chest, and she turned to Asher. “You. I forgot to thank you for what you did. I can’t believe I get to speak to them again.”

Asher smiled broadly, as if he wasn’t talking to a memory, a mere recording of who my mother was in life. “It’s really not a problem, ma’am. I’m glad to help.”

“There really is so much to catch up on,” Mom said. “Starting with this.” She waved her hand around the room, at us. “What’s going on? Is everybody a wizard in the future?”

Dad laughed. “Not exactly. But it turns out Dust here has some – well, let’s just say he’s got some uncommon talents.”

“My baby, a wizard.” Mom chuckled, her voice going up an octave. “What the hell am I even saying? This hardly makes sense.”

“It really doesn’t,” I assured her. “But all you need to know is that I can do some really weird stuff. Cool stuff.” I sat up straight, my shoulders broadening. “Also, I’ve got a job now. Been at it for a while, thanks very much. Asher over there, he’s my coworker, but also, like, my roommate.”

Diana looked between the three of us, smiling. “I’m glad that you’ve done so much with yourself, Dust. And to think, we had no idea what you were even going to end up doing. You were so good at so many things, you know? Moving from one hobby to another.” She laughed again. “Leaving everything in the dust. You know that’s why your father and I use that nickname, right?”

“I’m well aware, Mom,” I grumbled.

“I thought he was going to become a mechanic,” Dad offered.

I chuckled. “Right.”

“Or an artist,” Mom said. “Or a journalist. Or a soccer player. Honestly, Dust, we had no idea.”

“R-right. I get it, Mom.”

“Jack of all trades, master of – ”

“I said I got it. Can we talk about something else, please?”

“Oh, of course we can,” she said, flipping her hair over one shoulder, resting her chin in her hand. “Are you seeing anyone right now?”

I froze.

“Ooh,” Asher said.

I glared at him.

“Any girlfriend?” she continued. “Maybe girlfriends? Ooh. Boyfriends?”

“Mom,” I whined, giving the word four extra syllables.

“I think he’s sweet on that Igarashi boy,” Dad said, elbowing me in the ribs. “Japanese kid, super handsome, wears glasses, has a great job,” he added, fleshing out Herald’s portfolio for my mother’s sake.

With each phrase, her eyes and her grin grew wider, and with each phrase, my ears burned more and more. Reflexively, my hand reached for my pocket, but I just let it sit there, just over my phone. I wondered if Herald was still annoyed at me.

“Enough,” I barked. “Come on, you guys, stop teasing me. We haven’t been together like this for ages.”

“Damn right,” Mom said, gesturing at the house. “Let’s start with this dump. Norman!” She shoved him in the chest, the immateriality of her form letting her hand pass through his shirt for the glimmer of a moment, like a hologram. “What have you done to our beautiful house?”

Dad looked at me, smiled sadly, then sighed. “It’s a long story. But Dust here helped me out.”

We sat there for what felt like hours, Mom making a circuit of the house, looking at old pictures, getting a little sad when she tried to make a cup of coffee for Asher, except that the shade of her body couldn’t become corporeal enough to do anything other than rustle the filters or disturb the instant coffee grains a little.

“It’s really okay, Diana,” Asher said kindly. “I can fix a cup for myself.”

“It’s so strange, really,” Mom said, her voice distant. “I feel like I’m here, only, not entirely, you know? Like some part of me is missing.”

Dad looked her up and down. “Well, your body, for one.”

She smacked him on the shoulder, as hard as a ghost can smack a living person. “I know that Norm.” Dad flinched, more from her glare than the impact. “Still, I’m glad we get to do this at all. I’d like to spend more time with the both of you. Dust, how often do you visit your father?”

My cellphone went off just then, blaring so loudly that it startled us all. I rummaged through my pocket, my heart ratcheting up to a quickened pace. Was it Herald? Man. Why was I so excitable?

No, I realized, looking at the screen. It was Royce. What the hell? I picked up, already frowning.

“Listen, I’m in the middle of something, and I think it’s really sweet that you want to call me in the middle of the day and chitchat, but we really should start seeing other people, and – ”

“Shut the fuck up,” Royce barked. “Shut your stupid mouth and get the hell out of there.”

“What?”

“Is your sword with you? Did you do anything with it? Something different. Destroy it, modify it, enchant it, whatever. The Heart got a read on a load of magic being put into some star-metal, and now – ”

“Jesus,” I said, leaping off the couch. “Everyone. We have to get out of here. Now.”

“What is it?” Mom said, her eyes wide.

“Just, we have to go, Mom. Please. Everyone, right now.”

It was so strange, seeing my father’s fingers loop around my ghost mother’s wrist as they ran out the front door. I wondered, for a moment, if the neighbors would freak out, though her skin didn’t have quite as much of its eerie luminescence outside. Though as Asher and I stumbled out after them and onto the lawn, I understood that the neighbors wouldn’t have cared either. There was a whole lot more to worry about just then.

Something like a crimson star hung menacingly in the night sky. I had no way of confirming, but I could tell that it was heading straight towards my father’s house.

“Dustin?” Royce yelled into my ear. “Are you still there?”

“Asher, get them away from here,” I said.

“But – ”

“Now,” I bellowed. “Get them to safety. Run as fast and as far as you can, and don’t stop.”

“Dustin,” Dad said. “Dust, you’re not staying here to fight whatever that thing is. It’s not worth your life.”

I watched as the Heart’s orbital beam streaked its way towards the earth, a blood-red comet. It could strike the house, and much worse, it could flatten the entire neighborhood. There were too many people out here, too many innocents. I had to do something to protect them.

“I’ll be okay, Dad,” I said. “Mom. You two go with Asher. He’ll keep you safe.”

“Dustin,” Dad begged, tugging on my jacket. “Please.”

“No,” I said. “Go. Now.”

Asher was as good as a brother, corralling my parents and dragging them away from the house, disappearing behind the neighbor’s fence and running off into the night. My phone dropped from my hand, Royce’s voice still issuing from it like the drone of some huge, annoying insect. I drew Vanitas out of my backpack, and he flew out of my hands.

“What’s going on?” he said. “Oh.”

Either he saw through my eyes, or perceived in that odd, unexplained way that he could. Didn’t matter, same result: he knew that the Heart was coming.

“Stab me,” I said. “Cut me open. Anywhere you want. Just make sure I bleed. A lot.”

“You’re insane.”

“Do it,” I said. “I know I always treat you as a friend, V, but right now I am commanding you to do it.” I glared at him, his garnets glaring defiantly back. “I order you to stab me!”

He hesitated, but it was in his nature, as both a sentient artifact and a soldier: he had to obey.

“I hope you know what you’re doing, Dust.”

In a flash so quick and precise, Vanitas separated from his scabbard and sliced a line up my body, cutting my chest, my chin, and my cheek open with only the point of his sword. I gasped. Any further and he could have slashed my eye instead. I grimaced from the pain, but I needed blood.

As much as I could manage. I reached for my wounds as blood dribbled down my skin, hot and thick, smearing both my hands in as much red as I could muster. The Heart’s beam was coming hard, and fast. Once both my palms were slick with blood, I thrust them upward, and screamed.

The Dark Room emanated in massive threads and tendrils from my blood, from every gore-slicked surface, from every shadow in the neighborhood. Around me I heard normals shouting, though if it was because of the beam or the horrible manifestation of my magic, I’ll never know.

I roared, louder and louder, my body straining, my breath draining as I forced the shadows to rise in huge waves, to form as large a dome as I could muster. I had blocked out the moon once, to stop feeding Tsukuyomi his power. I had to hope that I was strong enough to block out the Heart itself.

A sphere, I told the Dark Room, as I bled, and bled. Make a sphere, big enough to protect these people. Big enough to save their lives.

“Dustin, stop,” said a tinny, buzzing voice. It was my cellphone. Royce was still talking. I couldn’t stop, not for him, not for the Lorica and its fucking whims.

Then a hand cuffed me by the scruff, pulling, distracting me enough to break my concentration. The shadows wavered. Closer to my ear, I heard the same voice, this time clearer, and with it came the smell of whiskey and cigarettes.

“I said stop.”

I watched the sky. Like a meteor entering the atmosphere, the Heart’s beam was disintegrating, fading, vanishing into a slim shaft of nothing. I fell to my knees, and as I collapsed, the shadows receded.

Royce dropped to the grass, sitting cross-legged, panting. “I came as soon as I called it off. Wanted to check on you.” He slapped me on the back, which only made me cough and sputter. I felt so drained, so weak. 

Around us the normals were screaming, at each other, into cellphones, no doubt wondering if the enormous beam of light and the accompanying dance of shadows had been some mass hallucination.

“It was a mistake,” Royce said. “Something about the star-metal triggered a warning back at HQ. The assumption was a new cult, more priests using the star-metal to open more rifts.”

I glared at him. “And you didn’t think to use the Lorica’s damn Eyes to check that it was me?”

“You’ve gotten really good at hiding your aura. I’m told it’s tougher to track your signature down these days. Maybe it’s that black room stuff you’re involved in, makes you harder to spot now, like a shadow.” He frowned at me. “What were you doing, anyway?”

“Enchanted it,” I said, gesturing at my neck. “Needed a place of power, so went to my dad’s house. Using it to seal the Eldest.”

Royce stared at me hard for a second, then nodded firmly. “I believe you.”

I didn’t care that he did. I was going to push through with creating the seal, with locking away those fuckers forever. My fingers grazed the amulet, and a tingle ran up my hand. Instinctively, I could tell that my mom’s shade was still out there, somewhere not so far away. Good job, Asher. He’d gotten them out safely.

“Right,” Royce said, groaning as he pushed himself to his feet, brushing blades of grass off his pants. “I guess I’m headed back. Maybe give us a warning next time you do something fishy with that metal, huh?”

“Right,” I said, staring glumly at the grass. “Thanks.”

“Yeah,” Royce said, the air between us so thick in its awkwardness. It was weird, starting to think of him as a friend. And I hated what I was about to do, because friends don’t do other friends dirty like that.

“Well. I guess I’m headed back to the Lorica now. Check in with the Heart, tell them everything’s in order, call in some Mouths and Wings to clean all this shit up.”

“Okay,” I said, giving him a flat smile.

I watched his body, waiting for some kind of signal to tell me that he was preparing to teleport. I’d never noticed it before, but there it was, a little flicker of light in his eyes. And when I spotted it, I reached out and grabbed his ankles.

“Holy shi – ” Royce shouted, as his body dissipated into thin air. I might have said something, too, except that I disappeared with him, teleported as a passenger through his power.

I needed to hitch a ride, see.

I wanted to have a few words with the Heart.



Chapter 25





Like a jigsaw, piece by piece, the world came slipping back into order. The warmth of controlled temperature, whether regulated by technology or by magic, rushed over my skin. The air, it smelled like fire.

Being in the great council of the Heart felt like being in a real heart’s chambers, truthfully. Its light was blood red. Strange shapes skittered across the walls, evoking the pulse of cells and organs. From someplace I couldn’t identify came a steady, rhythmic noise, like the drums a shaman might use to keep time as he crossed between worlds – like the beating of an actual heart.

Royce stamped his feet, kicking me off his legs, muttering harsh, abrupt curses. He glared at me. I would have apologized, but the commotion was attracting the attention of – the others.

The Scions, gathered there in a circle within the heart of the Heart. They stood ringed around a spherical grid, what I quickly took to be a map of the earth, not unlike the one the Eyes referred to within the Lorica’s great library.

Above it rotated a ring of crystals, all of them the same red as the beam that the Heart so lovingly sent to do its dirty work. It must have been the mechanism they used to channel their destructive energies. Some of the Scions were talking among themselves, gesturing at the three-dimensional map, but many more were looking over their shoulders, staring at Royce, and at me. One approached.

“Dustin,” she hissed. “You shouldn’t be here.”

I peeled myself off the floor, scratching at the itch of sticky, half-drying blood on my cheek and my chest. “Odessa,” I greeted lazily. “It’s nice to see you again.” I pushed past her, but her hand reached out and clamped around my upper arm like an iron manacle.

Scion and shield-maiden of the Lorica, Odessa specialized in erecting massive forcefields, making her a defensive asset for the organization. Too bad she couldn’t defend my family.

“You must know that this was a mistake,” she said. “Royce called off the attack. You must leave. There is nothing more you can do.”

“Oh, there’s plenty I can do,” I said, laughing, drunk with power, with fury, as I stumbled for the ring of Scions at the Heart’s center. A few stepped back, and when I realized that they feared me, my heart bloomed with pride, with lust. But many more stood their ground, raising their chins. Who was I against the combined might of the Lorica’s ruling council?

I was dying to find out.

“Leave now and we will be merciful,” called a man from the front of the ring. I didn’t recognize him, but then again, it was hard to identify most of the Scions. They wore glamours to keep their identities hidden, even if they only huddled in the gloom of the Heart’s chamber. Like rats. Like cowards.

“Actually,” I said, stalking ever forward, “I think I’ll stay, thanks very much.”

Royce materialized before me, his hand held out against my chest, his eyes hard with warning. “Dustin. You don’t want to do this.”

“Oh,” I said. “But I do. These people threatened my family when all I want to do is help.” I bent my head so I could see behind Royce’s bulk, locking eyes with the Scions. “Did you fucking hear me? All I ever wanted to do was help, and you fucking tried to murder my family.”

“Dispose of him, Royce,” said a woman’s voice. “He was only ever a Hound. Expendable.”

“Fuck you, lady,” I shouted. “And fuck your Hounds and your Eyes, and all your fucking Cocks and Assholes. I’ve been working against the Eldest ever since I left your precious Lorica. My friends and I are always first on the scene, bleeding and breaking ourselves to do your fucking jobs, cleaning up your messes before you’ve even gotten your useless corpses out of bed.”

“Dustin,” Royce said, gripping my chest hard, restraining me with both hands now. Physically, he was so much stronger than me, but I wasn’t done. Not by a long shot.

“You’re all cowards,” I screamed, my cheek stinging from new warmth, the salt of my tears spilling into my wounds. “I only ever wanted to help. You don’t touch my family, you useless fucks. You don’t ever touch my family.”

I thrust my open hand at the ring of crystals orbiting at the crown of the holographic map. I hadn’t meant for it to happen, but the shadows burst from the darkness, from the patch of blood on my palm, their spikes and spines smaller, more precise as they knocked the crystals out of their slow, lazy cycle. They went scattering. Some smashed on the ground. Gasps and cries of outrage went up from Scions. I laughed.

“Okay,” Royce muttered, taking me by the back of my jacket. “You’re done here.”

“No,” I yelled. “I’ll never be done, and you know why? It’s because – ”

A little boy caught my glare, then ran away crying.

What the – what the fuck just happened?

The air was cool again. We were outside, in the midst of trees, of families picnicking and enjoying a quiet night, at least until I appeared out of nowhere and started screaming my head off. Royce had teleported me to Heinsite Park.

He slung his arm over my shoulder, putting on an easy laugh. “It’s okay, folks,” he said. “My buddy’s just had a little too much to drink. Gonna get him some coffee. Cheers.”

Scattered voices responded, lifting beer bottles and plastic wine glasses, and the normals went back to what they were doing. Movie night in Heinsite, as it turned out, some family-friendly comedy playing out on a giant projector screen.

“Come on,” Royce said, softer this time, but with more urgency. “You’re coming with me.”

“I wasn’t done,” I said, suddenly deflated, the air all gone out of me, my rage cooled by the wet night air. “I wasn’t finished and you took me away.”

He shoved me in the chest, and I stumbled back, struggling to find my footing. Yeah, I definitely seemed drunk, but the fury had died down, wicked out of my body by the cold.

“I don’t think you understand what you were doing back there,” he snarled. A few more steps of backpedaling and he had me up against a tree. I noticed that it was the same one he smashed me into that time he tried to first warn me about the Heart.

“The Heart wants what it wants,” I muttered, echoing Royce’s words.

He frowned harder. “What?”

“You tried to warn me before, and I wouldn’t listen.” I looked down at his hand, his fingers still fisting a clump of my shirt, like he was about to hand me a beatdown. “I never thanked you then. Guess I should thank you now for taking me away from the Scions.”

Royce gaped for some moments, then retrieved his hand, regaining his composure. “Well. You see. Um. It wouldn’t have ended well, okay? Surely you understand that. You, up against all those Scions? You were lucky they even let you leave alive.”

I narrowed my eyes, my gaze focusing on the projector screen just past Royce’s head, my voice trailing off into calm. I couldn’t tell if they were showing a comedy or something meant to be romantic, yet clean. A romantic comedy, then?

“Funny, isn’t it?” I said. “How they think of themselves as the arbiters of justice, at least in the underground. How do you deal with it, Royce? It’s so fucking frustrating.”

He sighed, patting my shoulder, his hand somehow warm and comforting, words I never thought I would ever use in the same sentence as the name Royce. He fiddled through his pockets, bringing a cigarette to his lips and lighting it.

“Why do you think I smoke so much?” he grumbled. He leaned against the tree, sliding down until his butt hit the grass. He patted the earth, indicating for me to sit, and so I did.

“Give me one of those,” I said.

“Don’t you fucking start,” Royce said. “Honestly, you don’t want this.”

I really didn’t, but I wanted something to just knock me out of whatever I was feeling. The delirium had left me, that brew of rage that was simmering in my body gone flat. A kind of numbness was taking over, as if to remind me that anything I said or did when the Lorica was involved meant nothing. I never realized that dealing with the Scions would ever be more infuriating than dealing with the gods. At least the Convocation offered to actually help.

Royce pushed something metallic and cool into my hand. “Here,” he said. “No cigarettes for you. Just shut up and drink this.”

I twisted the cap off the flask, a powerful hit of whiskey vapor wafting into my nostrils. I winced, but took a sip anyway. It burned on the way down, drops of it like liquid fire on my lips. I licked those away, too, then chuckled.

“You remember when I stabbed you in the leg?”

He growled from deep inside his chest, snatching the flask away, his eyes flitting to his thigh. “Yeah, I fucking remember. You’re lucky it didn’t do any permanent damage.”

I scratched my chin, tree bark cool against my back, my insides coursing with the slow warmth of whiskey. “Sorry, man, didn’t mean to laugh about it. It’s more – you and me, you know? We fucking hated each other. And I’m pretty sure this is the second time you’ve saved my hide.”

Royce cleared his throat, then took another swig from the flask, like he was trying to wash something out of his system. Typical man’s man, I thought.

“Don’t get sentimental on me now,” he said. “But yeah. You know that already. Odessa and I have a different point of view when it comes to these things. Don’t let it get to your head, Graves, but you’ve got to be the key to figuring this shit out. Killing you isn’t the answer.” He offered me the flask, and I shook my head. “But if it isn’t, what is?”

“This,” I said, picking up Mom’s amulet – my amulet – between my thumb and forefinger. “This’ll seal them away forever. Made it myself, you know. Enchanted it earlier, but you already know that.”

“Right, right,” Royce said, peering closely at the amulet. “So why is it glowing, then?”

“What?”

I sat bolt upright, flipping the pendant over. The garnet was glowing, all right, shimmering with an internal light that burned stronger and stronger with every passing second, until I was sure that its brightness was going to attract unwanted attention.

Then the sky began to fill with eerie, pipe-like music. A droning, like distorted flutes – like an alien song spilling out of a warped, twisted throat.

“Oh shit,” I breathed. “No. Not here, not now.”

There it was, just dozens of feet away from the projector screen: a white, spinning portal.
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“What the fuck is happening, Graves?”

I looked at the amulet, then up at the portal. How the hell was I supposed to know? All I knew was that the jewel in my hand was meant to close the gateway that was threatening to open by – oh fuck, by a huge crowd of normals.

“We’ve got to do something about this,” I said, springing to my feet. “Call out your Wings, we need to evacuate these people immediately.”

“Oh yeah?” Royce flung his hand out at the rift. “And what about that? I can’t call a strike from the Heart. We’re basically in the middle of the city. Do you know how many would – ”

“Just deal with the civilians, will you?” Plus there was the small matter of me destroying the Heart’s mechanism. I was careful not to mention that. “I’ll call Carver. Figure something out.”

Royce touched two fingers to his temple, tapping into the Lorica’s network, and I sprinted towards the rift, screaming bloody murder.

“Get the hell out of here,” I shouted at the normals.

At least a hundred of them, by my guess, still transfixed by the film, the volume of it drowning out my voice. They hadn’t noticed the rift at all. I ran faster, all the way up to the screen. I stood in front of it, shouting at them to evacuate, waving my arms.

And then I wasn’t there anymore. Royce had snuck up on me again, teleporting me beside the shimmering Eldest portal.

“You idiot,” he snarled. “I know you were just a Hound, but don’t you know any of the protocol? You’ll send them into a panic. You’re covered in blood, and you’re going to stand there and yell like a lunatic?”

“Fucking fine,” I snarled back, shaking him off me. With one hand I was already dialing Carver, and with the other I brandished my amulet at the portal, completely and embarrassingly unsure of what I was supposed to do.

“Nothing’s happening, Graves,” Royce said warningly.

“Will you please attend to the normals, Royce? Christ Almighty, just – yes, hello, Carver? Heinsite Park. We’ve got a major problem. There’s a rift here and – ”

“By the gods above and below,” Carver shouted from behind me. “Will we never be rid of these infernal things?”

I whirled around, my phone still pressed to my ear, shocked to see him standing there with Gil, Sterling, and Asher at his side.

“Asher,” Carver shouted. “To me. The ritual I taught you. Help me destroy this thing.”

Asher nodded, but I grabbed his arm, needing to know. “Dad? And Mom? Are they safe?”

“Norm’s back home,” he said. “But Diana disappeared.” He nodded at my amulet. “She should be safe with you. If the shade separates too far from its tether, it can’t maintain its shape in the material world.”

“Excellent lecture, Mister Mayhew,” Carver said. “But now is not the time.”

“Thanks,” I told Asher. As long as I knew she was safe.

The rest of us stood back as Carver and Asher prepared their spell, their voices rising in an ancient, forgotten song above the dreadful hum of the portal.

Behind us, the normals were looking more agitated, their attention finally drawn away from the movie. Some were approaching the portal, phones whipped out to document the curiosity. From out of the trees and the bushes, more people winked into existence: Wings and Hounds sent from the Lorica for crowd control. Knowing Royce, he’d called in a team of Mouths to perform mind wipes as well.

The rift was spinning faster and faster, the black dot at its heart growing. I hated that it meant that they were coming, and that we never knew who was waiting to step through. In every case it always involved an unending mass of shrikes, but sometimes there was a bonus entity in the bargain, one of the Eldest. I tried to imagine the kind of creature that could make the terrible dirge song that assaulted my ears, and I shuddered.

As one, Carver and Asher slammed their open palms against the portal, and the worst came to pass: nothing happened.

“You’ve got to be kidding,” Gil said.

“Not this shit again,” Sterling said, his hand at his hip, gripping the hilt of the electrified blade that Susanoo had gifted him.

No, it definitely looked like the same shit again. The only portals so resilient that Carver and Asher combined couldn’t shatter them were the ones that the Eldest themselves used to approach our world. One of their number was coming tonight, a member of their deranged pantheon.

“Not here,” I shouted. “Not now. We have to close this thing.”

“Or,” a woman’s voice whispered in my ear. “You could move it.”

Izanami grinned as I spun to face her, no doubt pleased once again at the small terror she’d coaxed out of me.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“The amulet you enchanted? The spell that I gave you. It is meant for sealing, for closing portals and gateways. A very clever thing, to use it as a key. Perhaps you can keep this door locked tight enough until you can transport it someplace else.” She looked around Heinsite Park, her tongue darting out to lick her lower lip. “Somewhere that isn’t full of so many witless innocents. So many lives for my kind to claim.”

I looked down at my amulet, at how its garnet was still glaring like a crimson eye. Transport the portal, huh? I held it out towards the rift, willing its closure, forcing my thoughts towards sealing, and breaking.

Brilliant tendrils of red light burst from the amulet. I gasped, but held it steady. Like strands of spider silk they wrapped around the portal, snaring and threading about of their own volition. Within seconds the rift was encased in a ruby cocoon.

“It worked,” I said, unable to keep the smile off my face. “I can’t believe it worked.”

“Not as precisely as we’d hoped,” Carver said, eyeing Izanami warily. “See how the magic isn’t holding? The rift is still spinning. Perhaps the goddess is right. We should move it if we can.”

I couldn’t even begin to imagine how that would work, but Carver had already laid one hand against the cocoon, ropes of amber fire crawling up his arm and across his fingers. In a flash, Royce appeared at the other end, gripping the cocoon himself.

Teleportation, then. I understood, and ran up to the rift. Who knew if we could pull this off – if it could even be done? But we had to try. I placed a hand on the imprisoned rift. The physics of it simply didn’t make sense – but in the arcane underground, did anything truly?

To either side of me, I heard Carver and Royce muttering incantations. I offered what I could: passage through the Dark Room. The only question was, where would we even take it?

“Not too far now,” Carver said, as if sensing my concerns. “But some place where innocents won’t be harmed.”

“Latham’s Cross,” Asher offered.

“Yes,” Izanami said. I hadn’t realized she was still with us. “Nothing but the dead. This would suit your purposes.”

The same place that Thea had been claimed as an offering by the Eldest. It only seemed fitting for us to bring another of their kind there, to slaughter it as it stepped out of the rift and into our reality.

I focused on the image of Latham’s Cross, ordering the Dark Room to obey, willing my body and mind to transfer the rift. Carver and Royce’s voices rose to a pitch, and a scorching blast of energy burst from the ground beneath the rift, swallowing us whole.

As my vision cleared, I saw where we were: headstones, crypts, mausoleums. We’d done it. Asher, Sterling, and Gil looked about them, dazed by the strained combination of such disparate schools of magic, but I knew they’d get their bearings back soon enough. We moved the rift, but we still had to deal with what it held within. And its song was going shriller. Louder.

“Excellent,” Carver said. “Now you have all the time you need to shut this infernal gateway. Do it, Dustin. Crush it. Splinter it to pieces.”

I obeyed, gripping my fingers in a tight fist as I commanded my amulet to do its duty. The tendrils of red light closed harder over the rift, but it remained unmolested, still spinning, still singing.

“Close, damn it,” I shouted. “No more of the Eldest. Just close, and leave our world forever.”

But nothing happened. I turned to Carver, but he only shook his head. I knew instantly what he meant. We skipped one of the reagents, after all. The breath of the dying.

Just by my ear, Izanami tutted. My lips tightened, but I held fast, focusing the amulet’s power on the rift.

“It seems that something is missing,” Izanami cooed. “Without the final ingredient, the enchantment is incomplete. Impotent. I do not believe you have crafted an artifact powerful enough to serve the recipe’s purpose.” She squeezed me by the shoulder, long nails digging into my jacket. “It was a masterful attempt, though, and a perfectly acceptable result for your first foray into enchantment.”

“Don’t patronize me,” I muttered.

Izanami shrugged, then walked off, examining her fingers. “Suit yourself,” she said. “But it truly is the only way.”

She sat on a headstone, producing a nail file out of nowhere, and went to work buffing her nails. I clenched my teeth, blood rushing to my neck. Entities, all the same, nonchalant even in the face of an apocalypse.

Then a snapping sound drew my attention back to the portal. The cocoon’s threads. They were breaking, one by one.
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“No,” Sterling hissed. “This isn’t happening.”

“I’ll call for backup,” Royce said, snapping his fingers and vanishing into thin air.

“Thanks for leaving right when it gets hot,” Gil shouted at nothing.

He growled, flexing his arms to either side as massive, bloodied wolf talons burst out of his fingertips. I sure hoped that would be enough. With the way the night was going I was pretty certain he’d need to go full dog.

All of us would need to go full everything. The final tendril looped around the rift burst apart, its remnants shimmering, then fading into nothing. The impact left a twisting pain against my neck, a kind of feedback from the amulet’s failure. I lurched away from the portal, stumbling into Sterling.

“You okay?” he asked, supporting my back.

“I’ll be fine,” I said, retreating for the moment, catching my breath. I reached for my backpack, ready to release the hounds. Or the one hound, rather, the bloodthirsty one that lived in my bag.

“Jump in when you’re ready,” Sterling said, his chest puffed out like a damn hero. “We’ll just be here carrying your weight.” He drew his sword, its edge glinting with electrical sparks, then gave me a wink.

“Jerk,” I said, still clutching my throat. “Don’t die now.”

“Please,” he said, chuckling. “Never.”

And the first of the shrikes came tumbling out of the portal, staggering out into Latham’s Cross – but they were different. At least the quantity of them. These things were ferocious, stumbling over each other in their frenzy to enter our world, dozens pouring out within seconds. My heart thumped as the five of us beat a hasty retreat, but we only gave the shrikes more space to fill. It was a flood, a tide of abominations, and I knew we wouldn’t be enough to stop it.

Carver’s disintegration spell took out a dozen, but that was hardly a dent in their ranks. Sterling and Gil whirled into the fray, katana and claws hacking and cleaving at rubber-black bodies, sending shrieking tentacles and thick droplets of gore spattering across the graveyard. 

Sacrilege. That’s what this was. And Asher, it seemed, felt the same way, roaring as a massive spike of bone erupted from his forearm.

“Holy shit,” I mumbled.

He turned to me, eyes hard and furious as he transferred the spike to his other hand. Not a spike, I realized. It was a sword made completely out of bone, with pommel, hilt, blade, and everything. Crude, but wickedly sharp.

“Are you serious?” I choked out. “You made that?”

“Everyone gets a sword but me,” he shouted with misdirected anger. “It isn’t fair!”

It was Asher’s battlecry, and I watched his back as he launched himself into combat. Vanitas went speeding across the battlefield, ravaging his own quota of the monsters, savoring the massacre – but still we weren’t enough.

“Cavalry’s here,” a voice behind me said.

Bastion stepped up to my side, a hand on his hip, his blond hair expertly mussed. He cocked an eyebrow at me, then clucked his tongue. “You sitting this one out, Dusty? So lazy.”

I shoved him in the chest, even knowing it was a joke, a taunt. “You shut your damn mouth, Brandt, I’ve been teleported so many damn places tonight and lost so much blood that – ”

“Quit it, Bastion.” Prudence only just had enough time to give him that three-word command before she launched herself into the fight, fists and feet flaming with blue energy, exploding the shrikes with every strike.

“Yeah, Bastion. So rude.” Romira walked up to my side, her hands already loaded with little globes of flame. “He’s doing his best.” She held out her hand, like she was blowing a kiss, and the tiny fireballs followed, hurtling into the shrikes and exploding like grenades of pure eldritch flame.

“Thanks, you guys,” I said. “I’ll join you in a bit. Just – it’s been a long night.”

“Don’t mention it, Dusty,” Bastion said. He cleaved one hand through the air, and a huge, invisible blade severed six shrikes in a single blow. “I’ll be your hero.”

“Please, Brandt. That’s my job.”

The hairs on the back of my neck prickled as I heard Herald’s voice. I turned to him, the rainbow bolts of occult essence flashing, reflecting in his glasses like – like incredibly deadly fireworks. Thunderous arcane explosions and the dying, blubbering screams of so many shrikes filled the air. Very romantic. Herald nodded at me, but didn’t smile.

“Scale of one to ten,” I said. “How much do you hate me?”

“Hmm.” Herald bit his lip, bouncing a handful of what looked like ice crystals in his palm. “I’d say a solid eight. But we’ll work that out later.” He reared back, then twisted as he pitched forward, hurling the crystals at the shrikes. They grew into massive icicles as they flew, reaching the size of spears as they skewered the shrikes.

More and more sparks of magic brilliance shot across the battlefield, more than I could account for, and when I looked to either side of the portal, I saw why. The Lorica had finally – fucking finally sent people of their own. Wings and Hands, locked in battle, alongside the Boneyard at last.

Maybe we had a chance after all. We were about even with the shrikes, keeping the tide consistent. We just needed that extra push. I curled my fingers, summoning fire to support the others – except nothing happened. A plume the size of a candle flame appeared, wavered, then guttered out.

“Oh no,” I said, more to myself than anyone. “No, no, no.”

I’d finally done it. I was out of juice. No more mana. Between calling on the Dark Room so many times in one night and expending so much of my spiritual force in enchanting my amulet, I had close to nothing left for the fight. I could bleed myself again, I thought. But that worked just like my own energy, didn’t it? There wasn’t exactly an infinite supply.

I felt at my cheek and my chest, grimacing at the sting of my wounds. Blood was blood, wasn’t it? Wet and fresh, or coagulated and dry, surely it still kept my pact with the Dark.

My fingers parted, and despite the din of battle I focused on the frequencies of the Dark Room. I needed to fight. I had to help somehow. In the past I’d called on the Dark to deliver entire fields of nightmare scythes, maelstroms of black swords.

Just one, I told it. Just give me one blade. That was all I needed.

A gleaming point of solid night grew from out of the blood on my palm, longer and longer, until I had a sword of my own. I gripped its hilt in one hand, testing its weight. It was like wielding nothing, its balance so strange in its feather-lightness. And it was so thin, as narrow as a razor, like a sword rendered in only two dimensions, that I knew it would cut viciously if used in combat.

So cut I did, wading through the shrikes, hacking and slashing at the abominations, marveling at the night sword’s swiftness, its sharpness. One by one each shrike that approached perished, mutilated horribly by the blade’s cruel edge.

“Oh,” Asher yelled over his shoulder. “Another sword. How original.”

I swung my sword outward, killing another of the shrikes. “You’re really mean when you’re angry, you know that?”

Asher said nothing, just shouting wordlessly as he sank his bone blade into another shrike. Just ahead of me Herald was standing his ground, firing hail upon hail of razor-sharp shards made out of the purest ice. I ran up to him, eager to protect his back. He acknowledged my presence with a grunt, and we fought together, reaping a swathe through the shrikes.

“Listen, Herald,” I shouted. “I’m sorry I teased you so much. I like you a lot and this is all so new to me and I don’t want to ruin our friendship by messing up, so instead I – ”

“This is not the time, Dust,” he shouted back. “Shut up and focus. We’ll talk later.”

“Right,” I yelled. At least he was talking to me, right? That was one step.

Yet as hard as we fought, as many of the shrikes as we felled, more – ever more were pouring out of the portal. The speed of their birth was accelerating, as if compensating for the firepower coming from our end of Latham’s Cross. Something was seriously wrong. And as if my mounting dread wasn’t enough, the portal began to sing its terrible song louder, its shrieking voice reaching a horrific pitch.

“Ah. He comes.”

I shuddered at the voice, spinning on my heel, finding Izanami pressed too close to me yet again. Herald flinched when he caught sight of her, his fingers digging into the back of my jacket, like he was ready to drag me away. So. He did care after all.

“Who comes?” I asked her, gritting my teeth, irritated by her crypticness. I couldn’t tell if she was worse than Hecate. It was pretty close.

I followed Izanami’s finger as she pointed at the rift. The shrikes, the front guard of the Eldest, their infantry, meant to weaken us and tax our resources, had stopped coming. A single, gleaming white spike emerged from the portal, as long and as thick around as a spear.

“The hell is that?” I muttered.

“This one is named Shtuttasht,” Izanami said, her voice laced with both fear and reverence. “The Overthroat.”

“Overthroat, huh?” I said, trying my hardest to be cocky, and probably failing miserably in the attempt. “That explains all the screaming. But we’ve fought bigger. Yelzebereth was way huger than that. If that spike is just one of the Overthroat’s arms, then – ”

“Arms?” Izanami laughed derisively. “I see now why the other gods find you so amusing, Dustin Graves. No, that is not an arm. That is but a single one of the Overthroat’s talons.”

I looked back at the portal, my mouth fully open. The talon moved as four more of its kind emerged from the temple, followed by the massive paw to which they were attached – itself the size of a car.

“That thing won’t make it,” I said, my voice trembling even more. “It can’t even fit, so there’s no way it’ll come through.”

The talons clenched, digging huge furrows into the earth as the portal issued a bloodcurdling cry. The rift wavered, for a moment – then tripled in size.
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“Fucking hell,” Sterling shouted, turning over his shoulder, desperate to share this terrifying moment with someone, anyone. “Look at the size of that fucking thing. Is that just a foot?”

“That can’t be right,” I said. “Yelzebereth. The White Mother. She was humanoid, almost. Nothing like – like this monster.”

“Oh?” Izanami said. “Haven’t you met enough gods and demons and angels to know better? We are not all alike, mortal. I am somewhat slighted by the thought. For you to compare me to something such as Scylla, or Tiamat? Truly.”

She held a hand to her neck, making a mocking, exaggerated shudder. I frowned.

“Listen,” I growled. “It’s nice that you feel like you belong and you want to hang out with us and everything, but unless you’re going to get involved in this fight – stay out of our way.”

A hand gripped tight over my arm, and Herald’s urgent whispers filled my ear. “Um. Dust. Goddess of the underworld. Goddess of death. Watch. Your. Tone.”

I shrugged his hand off, defiant, tipping my chin in the air. Izanami only smiled and shrugged.

“Very well,” she said. “I will stay in my corner, like a good little goddess.” Again she sauntered off to a headstone. I shook my head, furious, turning back to the portal.

Two enormous sets of claws had made their way out of the gateway, their arrival heralded by an alarming, sudden silence. Gone was the rift’s terrible shrieking, replaced by strings of panicked, staccato orders and tactics thrown around on the battlefield.

Raw magic bounded across the graveyard, spells flung from every direction striking the massive Old One’s claws – but all of them glanced off harmlessly. One of Romira’s signature beach ball-sized fireballs hit home, burst in a roar of flame, and did absolutely no damage. Not even a scorch mark.

“We’re fucked,” I said.

“Probably,” Herald said. “But we can’t just let this abomination come in without a fight.”

“The Heart,” I said, eyes wide. “Can’t someone get in touch with them, call down a strike?”

Herald shook his head. “I don’t think you realize how delicate the beam’s crystal mechanism is, Dust. If the Heart was fully operational, they would want to wait for the opportune moment. They can’t do that just now, knowing so many of their people are here fighting. If it all comes down to it, they’ll call for a mass evacuation, then strike. But with this many of the Lorica around – not happening. Not yet, at least.” He cleared his throat, glancing at me briefly. “Because someone messed with the technology.”

I grimaced. Awesome. So the Scions were trigger-happy enough to attempt to blast my ass whenever they felt like it, but now that a monstrosity the size of a warehouse – it lumbered forward – no, three warehouses was here, they were taking their sweet damn time. And yes, I knew perfectly well that I was responsible for breaking their beam’s crystal focus. That much wasn’t lost on me. Anger was becoming more and more of a problem, I realized, to the point that I could even deny I was partially responsible.

I stared at the portal, frozen from even attempting to fathom just how gigantic the Overthroat was supposed to be. Latham’s Cross flared in a crossfire of brilliant light, so many streaks of magical energy coming from all corners that together they wove a huge matrix of color from across the entire arcane spectrum – but nothing. The enormous shape of the thing called Shtuttasht just lumbered on through.

Then I saw its head.

The thrum of battle was too loud to make anything out, but I was positive that I couldn’t have been the only one to gasp at the sight of the Old One. Strips of white flesh hung from its skull, which wavered from the end of a neck the length of a telephone pole. Its skull was topped with a crown of those same strange, horny formations characteristic of the Eldest, its eyes burning a horrible, unearthly white.

The shape of it was what got to me. Human. This thing had the body of some massive, shambling dog, or a dragon with its hide scissored and ribboned to pieces, dangling off its alabaster skeleton and ribcage. But its head was undoubtedly human, a blatant mockery of the very race the Eldest had choses to destroy and dominate.

Shtuttasht proudly cast its rictus grin across the cemetery as it turned its head this way and that, scanning the field for some unknowable purpose. All along the length of its neck were holes that opened and closed, dilating as they piped out the horrible, discordant song of the Eldest. Ah. The Overthroat.

“Call in the Heart,” I said, my voice trembling.

“If it was fully functional, they would have evacuated us to try by now,” Herald hissed. “And even then, do you really think it’d stand a chance against this thing? The beam hardly tickled the White Mother’s rift, much less her corporeal form. This Overthroat bastard is the size of a fucking house.” He threw another salvo of icicles, shredding the last of the lingering shrikes, then nudged his glasses up his nose. “No. Three houses. Maybe four.”

“Then what about the Scions?” I flicked my wrist, disengaging the sword that the Dark Room had given me, watching as it dissipated into motes of shadow. “Why don’t they show up and do some of the dirty work for once?”

Herald’s forehead crinkled, his lips pressed tightly together, and he frowned, hardly looking at me. The anger swirled in my chest. We both knew why the Scions weren’t coming.

“Then we fight, I guess,” I said, speaking with steel in my voice despite the fact that my hands were still shaking. “We do our best to fuck this beast up and send it back to the hell it came from.”

I sent Vanitas hurtling towards the portal, directing his scabbard at the Overthroat’s head, then his blade at the Old One’s neck. It was thinner than the rest of the abomination’s body, surely its weak spot. I grumbled to myself. Like the Eldest would ever make it that easy.

The clang of metal on bone rang through the night as Vanitas made impact, then rebounded violently away from the Overthroat. Nothing. He hadn’t even dinged the monster.

“A worthy opponent,” Vanitas bellowed in my head.

“Be careful,” I thought to him. “This isn’t like the shrikes. Remember the White Mother? It’s one of them.”

“A name is a name,” Vanitas said, whirling through the night sky, retreating just far enough to give himself a running start. I watched as his sword pointed directly towards the Overthroat’s head, then looked on as Vanitas sped unerringly, like a bullet, like a screaming missile.

“Vanitas.” This time the word came out of my mouth. “No.”

His laughter filled my head, his blood-thirst completely taking over. And as it sometimes, so very rarely happened, Vanitas ignored me, even when I phrased his retreat as a command, an order.

A flash of bright red light emanated from Vanitas’s jewels. The sound of snapping bone whipped across the graveyard. Then, for a moment, stillness.

He’d done it. That arrogant bastard had done it. He’d skewered the Overthroat’s skull, piercing through its bony forehead. From around Latham’s Cross, I thought I heard cheering. But Shtuttasht’s eyes swiveled upward, focusing ever so briefly on the thing lodged in its skull. Then from every hole in its throat issued a rattling, creaking noise that sounded like laughter. It made my skin crawl.

“Vanitas?”

He didn’t answer. A glimmer in the corner of my eye showed me where his scabbard was: falling useless and limp to the ground.

“V?” I shouted, running for the scabbard. “Vanitas?”

“Dustin,” Herald called after me. “Don’t do it, the Overthroat is – ”

I leapt across graves and skidded across wet grass, my mind an endless tattoo of “Tabi-tabi po, tabi-tabi po,” like the phrase was the absolute maximum of what my mind could process. I didn’t want to lose him again. But there was Vanitas’s scabbard, away from the battle, laying in the grass motionless. His garnets were dim. I fell to my knees, clutching him in one hand, his star-metal scabbard cold against my skin.

“Dustin,” someone shouted. “Look out!”

Shtuttasht’s glowing eyes, each a swirling facsimile of an Eldest portal, focused on me as it swiveled its rotting neck. The holes in its throat whistled with its horrible laughter.

The Overthroat opened its mouth.
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My body was not ready. Fuck, but none of me was ready to see the glowing white orb between the Overthroat’s teeth, suspended in that strange, fleshless space that was its mouth. A high-pitched keening sounded from its jaws, and the orb grew larger and larger.

Fuck.

I ran for it, away from the gathered mages, away from the portal itself, scabbard still in hand. If the Overthroat was charging up to blast me, then the best I could do was avoid collateral damage. Nobody else needed to be hurt that night.

“Dustin.” The word came from inside my head. It was Royce’s voice. “Behind you. Look out.”

Like a fool I looked over my shoulder as I ran. A massive white beam of corrupt arcane energy was lancing straight out of the Overthroat’s mouth – exactly like those lasers the Eldest had used to destroy the carnival grounds, the stretch of road outside Valero. Shtuttasht had been responsible for every one. Those blasts were powerful enough to smash concrete, to pummel the earth. And all I had was a flimsy human body.

I dashed harder, the cold night air scarring my lungs as I zipped towards a thicket of trees, at the very least positive that I wasn’t directing the Overthroat’s ire at a mausoleum, some poor guy’s remains. The night was so much brighter with the brilliance of the Overthroat’s beam speeding towards my back. Soon I felt its heat tickling at my nape.

“Graves! Get the fuck out of there!”

I wasn’t going to argue with Royce. Not on that point. On the very next step, I released my body’s hold on our reality, letting myself fall into my own shadow. I fell quickly into the Dark Room, allowing myself to sprawl across its horrible, leathery ground. I could’ve kissed it. Somewhere, back in the real world, the Overthroat’s laser had probably just annihilated an entire section of forest.

My chest heaved as I panted, gasping for air in the already stifling environment of the Dark Room. Wait. That meant that the Overthroat was probably getting ready to fire another one of its fucking beams.

I groaned, pushing myself off the floor, carefully depositing Vanitas’s scabbard in my backpack. Idiot, I thought. He was too gung-ho. I tried my best not to let the actual distressing thought of him possibly dying linger, but there it was, clouding the back of my mind with its miasma.

No, I thought, heading towards the closest exit, a pinpoint of light at the end of the tunnel. Vanitas was fine. He was just – asleep. Something about the Overthroat’s alien physiology had numbed him, put him dormant. Maybe a nullification field that dulled out Vanitas’s enchantment. All we had to do was kill the fucker, and V would come back again.

I stuck my chest out, clenching my jaw as I strode out of the Dark Room and reentered reality. Easy. No problem.

“Dust,” Herald shouted, his eyes huge, his fingers digging into my shoulders. “I told you to be careful, what the fuck were you – ”

“I’m okay,” I said. I’d chosen to return to Valero on a patch of earth right beside him, because I’m all about flourishes and big entrances, you know? Even in the face of death. I smiled at him. “I’m totally fine. You didn’t have to worry so much.”

“I wasn’t worried,” he said, flustering, retrieving his hands. “It’s not like I – ”

“Listen,” I said. “We’re going to have to do better with this communication thing. I know you care, and you know I care enough that I came back right here, right next to you. So you wouldn’t be afraid.” I gestured at myself. “See? All in one piece. Every perfect, pretty little part of me.”

“I swear, Dust, it can be charming, but right about now – ”

“Right about now, we need to put that piece of garbage to sleep.” I flung one finger out at the Overthroat, half its body still embedded in the portal, its mouth open as it gathered force for another shot. “We need to get Vanitas back.” I clapped Herald on the shoulder. “Save the world. Am I right?”

“Right.” Herald nodded. “Agreed. Let’s finish this.”

I called the fire, building a clump of it in my hand, because what else could I do? Herald was at my side, his own hands clutching around floating particles of ice, and together we sent flame and frost raining down on the Overthroat, aiming at its head. But each time, nothing. The Lorica and the Boneyard were doing well enough to distract it, giving it too many targets to effectively use its beam, but any moment now, it was going to fire, and fully a quarter of Latham’s Cross would be cratered.

Shrieking came from behind us, inhuman noises mingled with the screams of the Lorica’s mages. I spun, horrified to find more shrikes frothing in a fresh assault, tearing at the Hands and Wings. No. The forest. I’d forgotten. The Overthroat had augmented its awful magics, planting seeds for the shrikes’ forbidden fruit everywhere its beam struck.

That was it. If the amulet wasn’t enough to close the portal, and if those worthless Scions weren’t going to come in to help, then I had to turn to our one last resort. I rummaged through my backpack, feeling for the crystal that Nyx had given me. It was time to summon the Midnight Convocation.

Or so I thought. The ground was suddenly awash in a pale green mist, shrouding my feet in a cool, wet cloud. It smelled of incense, a kind of distant fragrance I thought I remembered from church, or the phantom scent of an ancient, forgotten rite.

Something sharp and white burst from the earth, slipping between blades of grass like a bony spike. Then more of them came, raking at the dirt and furrowing. Not a spike, I realized. It was a skeletal hand. And as it pushed, pressing at the ground, digging for traction, it pulled the rest of its dead, ivory body from out of the earth.

I screamed.
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Around us, all over Latham’s Cross, from graves and crypts and mausoleums, more and more of the dead burst into unlife, returned from the darkness.

I scrambled away, summoning more fire in my hands, when my back bumped up against Herald. He was more composed than me, but maybe that was because he actually had some idea of what was happening. He shook his head, then pointed towards the center of the graveyard.

Asher had his hands lifted to the sky, pale green light pouring from his eyes, his mouth, his fingers. This was his doing. He had mastered his necromancy enough to summon the very dead themselves from out of their graves.

His chest was heaving, his forehead glazed, his shirt stuck to his body with sweat – but he was smiling. I couldn’t imagine the amount of power surging through him just then, but I did know that it made him an extremely visible beacon of light – and an ideal target for the Overthroat.

“We need to protect Asher,” I said to Herald. But we couldn’t attract so much attention that the Overthroat would so easily discern where to strike next. I did the best thing I could think of.

Pressing my hand into the ground just at Asher’s feet, I called for the Dark to send a drift of shadow to billow up from the earth. It worked: a curtain of solid night draped over Asher, a thin and truthfully immaterial wall between him and Shtuttasht, but it served its purpose: to camouflage our friend from the Old One’s baleful eyes.

“Nicely done,” Herald said, helping me up off the ground.

I nodded at him, panting as I rose to my feet. I was already on my last dregs of power from earlier in the night, and all these fireballs and summonings of shadow were skimming off the rest of what was left. Not even blood could save me in that state.

“This has to end,” I breathed. “Sooner rather than later.”

Herald nodded at Asher’s skeletal army. “They sure as hell are helping. A lot.”

They were tearing at the shrikes – hundreds of skeletons, most of them human, and a small number of strange skeletal creatures built from the bones of various fallen wild animals. Asher’s minions – no, his friends, I suppose – fought soundlessly, apart from the creak and scrape of bones made sturdy and sharp through his power. Each of them glowed faintly with a jade pallor, animated by his necromantic might.

Herald aimed his hand at the ground, grimacing as he erected a wall of ice just behind the curtain of shadow I’d called out of the Dark. A flimsy defense against what the Overthroat could muster, but better than nothing.

“You’re doing a good job, Asher,” Herald said, clutching his chest.

“You’re doing a great job,” I said. I placed a hand against Herald’s back, this time whispering. “Take it easy.” He nodded.

“Hnnngh,” Asher grunted, his forehead slick and gleaming. “It’s – it’s all about – respect.” More – impossibly more skeletons erupted from the earth, answering Asher’s call. “I respect them so much,” he grunted, his face wrenched and twisted from the effort.

With the support of the undead, it at least looked like we had a fighting chance. Royce and Romira dashed past us, along with a squad of Hands, all of them wielding orange globes between their fingers. Good. They were going to incinerate the shrike pods, to stem the tide and allow the rest of us to return our attention to the Overthroat.

And the skeletons were helping there, too. By the rickety dozens they threw themselves at Shtuttasht, gangly, spiked limbs clambering over the Old One’s body, dangling and reaching at its neck, thrusting sharp, wickedly taloned hands into the flute-like openings at its throat. The Overthroat shook and shuddered, bucking as it attempted to throw off the swarm of the living dead, but somehow it was working. The Old One was being overwhelmed.

So the only thing left was to deal the final blow. But how, and where? I sprinted up to Carver, finding him arguing with Bastion at top speed.

“Snap its neck, or sever it,” Bastion was saying. “If I get close enough, and get support, I can cleave that thing’s head right off its body. Decapitate it and it’s dead.”

“It’s never that simple with the Eldest,” Carver hissed. “You saw what happened with Dustin’s sword. It glanced off the Overthroat’s neck, and now it’s stuck in that abomination’s forehead like a – Dustin.” Carver’s eyes widened as he caught sight of me, and he clutched my arm. “Your amulet. You must try again. If you can seal the portal from this end while the Overthroat is still attempting its incursion – ”

“Yeah,” I muttered. “Then it’s like a guillotine. Seal the gateway, and I cut off half its body. Kill it.”

“I can do that myself,” Bastion said. “That’s what I’ve been saying this whole time.”

“You are more than welcome to try,” Carver growled. “But only the gargantuan pressure of a portal snapping shut would be enough to kill the Overthroat.”

“Right,” I said, reaching for my amulet. “Let’s give it another shot.”

But before I could coax out its energies, I noticed the change going over the battlefield. The undead were falling off of the Overthroat’s body, their skeletons growing still, inert. I looked over at Asher, only to see that the light of his necromantic power was flickering. Fading. He looked down at his hands, at his dissipating aura, his mouth open in disbelief.

“Carver,” I said. “This isn’t good. What’s happening?”

Thin ropes of black substance, like slime, were rising from the earth, replacing the pale green mist that manifested from Asher’s power. They threaded around the bones of the fallen, snaking between ribs and crevices, into skulls and eye sockets. After the briefest pause, the skeletons shuddered back into unlife, rising once more from the earth. But this time, they weren’t facing the Overthroat.

The skeletons shambled as they turned inward, their empty sockets burning with hollow, dark malice. They were looking at us: at the members of the Boneyard, and the Lorica.

“Asher,” I called out. “Better get them back in line, buddy. This looks real bad.”

“It certainly does,” a woman’s voice said.

From out of the mobs of skeletons stepped a living corpse, its hair in stringy clumps, decaying flesh barely clinging to its bones. Izanami, the goddess of death, was wearing her true form.

“What have you done?” I said. “I thought we had a deal. I thought you were over it. We were supposed to be even.”

Izanami gave me her corpse grin, then extended one rotted hand, spreading her fingers. As if spurred by an unheard battlecry, the skeletons rattled forward, racing for our throats. When she spoke again, Izanami’s voice was guttural, thick, patronizing.

“Now, we’re even.”
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The goddess of death had wrested control of Asher’s undead army. As wicked as their skeletal talons were when Asher had commanded them, now the undead had grown more vicious, more bloodthirsty, raking their claws in terrible arcs at the Lorica.

Screams filled the air. The shrikes were down, and for all I hoped their birthing polyps had been incinerated too, but this was a brand new threat – one we definitely didn’t need.

Asher was on the ground, his palms pressed into the grass, retching. The mantle of power surrounding him had faded completely, his body drenched in sweat. I thought I saw a cleric attending to him, one of the Hands who specialized in healing. Good enough. We needed all the help we could get.

We were up against a goddess of the underworld herself, in addition to the growing danger of the Overthroat. And with our forces scattered, the Old One had more room to maneuver, more time to pick and place its attacks. Stray beams of brilliant, searing white fired from Shtuttasht’s horrible maw, scarring the ground, scattering mages in their wake.

More shouts sounded from around the graveyard. Had the Overthroat struck home and actually killed mages? I couldn’t bear to look. Where the Overthroat’s fetid breath touched the earth, more of the glistening black polyps rose to the surface, bringing with them yet more of the infernal shrikes.

“Dustin,” Herald cried. “Snap out of it!”

My gaze lingered on him as he fired sheets of frost out of his fingertips. Ice wouldn’t do much against the creaking bones of the risen dead, but at least it slowed them down. I watched as Bastion gritted his teeth and clenched his fingers, splintering and smashing skeletons with every gesture. He was running low on juice, like I was, and soon the rest of our team would burn through their arcane stocks as well.

“Dustin,” Herald said again. “Help us fight, or get out of the way.”

“There’s a third option,” I said, my hand on autopilot as it reached into my breast pocket. “This had better work.”

He eyed the crystal in my hand warily, unsure. “Whatever it is, Dust – just do it. Whatever helps.”

I hurled the crystal at the ground, barely dodging out of the way as a thin shaft of pure moonlight shot from the earth and rocketed into the sky. It pierced the clouds, then silently exploded into a pulse.

Nothing, for some moments. I thought that the gods had lied, and once again abandoned us. But the clouds parted. Out of the darkness the moon and stars themselves seemed to descend. Pinpoints and shafts of light blurred and refracted, until they arranged themselves into the shapes of men and women straight out of myth and legend. The Midnight Convocation had come to answer our call.

Apparitions of milky-white soldiers astride ghostly images of fierce warhorses raced from out of the clouds, charging the skeletal army, swords upraised as their forms turned corporeal and trampled the undead. Bones splintered and cracked under the rampage, and my spirit soared as the riders headed straight for the Overthroat’s portal. Each horseman burst into a pulse of pale light as it struck the Old One, and every blow caused it to recoil.

Rays of concentrated moonlight and gleaming black spears of pure shadow rained down from the sky, the Midnight Convocation confronting the Overthroat with their fullest fury. Artemis laughed as she plucked her bowstring like a harp, each arrow that she fired magically splitting into twenty, savaging both the undead and the Overthroat alike. Amorphous clouds of white-hot stars fell from Nyx’s fingers, colliding against the Overthroat’s skull, sticking there and burning like twinkling napalm.

The Old One’s claws raked at the earth as it backed up. It was working. Shtuttasht was retreating. The army that Izanami had stolen from Asher was all but destroyed, and we were getting so close to victory that I could taste it.

Then the Overthroat opened its mouth and bellowed, a horrible, bone-shaking sound, like a bomb siren, an omen. The flaps of decayed alabaster skin and flesh at the thing’s neck unfolded, like the petals of a flower in bloom, and where each hole had been lingered a glowing, spinning orb of brilliant white light. The sweat on my forehead went cold. The Overthroat had only been firing out of one barrel. Now it had seven, and the night filled with the Old One’s horrible end-song as they charged to fire.

“Scatter,” I shouted, amid the panicked cries of the other mages, the gasps of shock coming from the gods themselves.

But no one anticipated the strike. With a blast that shattered the air, the Overthroat fired a humongous beam of ivory light not towards the graveyard, but at the sky, its immense magical force screeching as the lance of power carved an arc through the clouds. It was attacking the Midnight Convocation directly.

A bloodcurdling cry pierced the night. Someone was hit.

From the darkness above us Chernobog roared his fury. I followed his gaze, finding the last traces of Metzli’s body suspended in midair, her face frozen in pain and terror, her limbs and torso torn and ragged. She wasn’t bleeding, but her body was disintegrating into tiny motes of fading light. Stardust.

My heart clenched. One of the gods had passed. There were exceptions, sure, but an entity that died outside of the protection of its domicile was well and truly dead. Of all the entities, I hadn’t expected Chernobog to mourn the hardest, his furious wails echoing through the night. For all his pomp and arrogance, the god of darkness truly did care for his siblings.

The assault of magic from the Convocation, the rain of supernatural power that assailed the Overthroat like a hail of bombs came to a sudden stop.

Chernobog’s voice boomed over us all. “You called and we answered, mortal whelp. But now one of us has fallen in battle. This was not within the terms of our contract.” His eyes smoldered as they met mine. “Pray that you do not perish the way our sister did, for we will find you once more. The Midnight Convocation will remember.”

It was as if a hand had reached into my chest and pressed tight. If we survived the night, the entities of darkness would still want to kick my ass. I clenched my fists. We needed a win. I looked on as the gods faded into the sky. I couldn’t read Artemis’s expression, but she shook her head at me as she vanished in a beam of moonlight. Nyx’s emotions were clear, though. Tears like starlight dripped down the indigo of her skin.

“I’m sorry, too,” I muttered. “For everything.”

This was up to us, now. At the end of the day, humanity’s fate was still up to humanity after all. The Overthroat was making its move, clambering into our reality again, any ground the Midnight Convocation might have gained for us cleared in three of its mighty steps.

“This can’t be it,” Herald mumbled. “So many dead, and they keep dying. If the gods can’t help us, who can?”

We had one last shot, but I didn’t even know if it would work. The chamber I discovered the other night, deep inside of the Dark Room. I could go there, see how I could put an end to things.

Herald must have seen the intent in my eyes, the way my body began to waver as I attempted to shadowstep, because his face hardened, his hand whipping out to clasp around my wrist.

“You’ve got something stupid planned,” he said. “I’m not letting you do it.”

“We don’t have a choice,” I said.

“But you’re not doing it alone. If you’re going – wherever you’re going, I’m coming too.”

“It’s not going to be fun. And I don’t even know if it’s going to work.” I sighed. “Herald? I’m scared. I’m trying my fucking best to do the right thing, but all I am is scared.”

“Good,” Herald said, his jaw clenched, his fingers threading through mine. “Then we’ll be scared together. I don’t see how anyone’s expected to go up against the primal forces of chaos and keep their shit together.”

We were leaving Carver and the others to defend the grounds. I wasn’t going to bother any of the rest of them with this, not with a plan that might not even work. If they could hold the Overthroat at bay for a little while, just a little longer, then maybe I could figure something out. Improvise.

I tightened my grip around Herald’s hand, then nodded. “Right. Here we go.”

I engaged the Dark Room’s power, and together we sank into the shadows at our feet. Herald’s face was frozen with determination, even though I knew that traces of fear lurked beneath the surface.

My heart was trembling on the inside, too, but I forced myself to give him my best smile. I offered one last dumb joke to help quell our panic.

“Do you trust in Dustin?” I asked softly.

Herald’s answer came so quietly, in a puff of breath.

“Always.”
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Together we ran through the misted gloom of the Dark Room. The air was thin, and in my excursions I was always so grateful to end my sprints, to fall out of the darkness and reenter our reality for huge gulps of air. But this time, all I wanted was to find that same chamber from before, the one with the pillars and the spinning, shimmering portals.

It didn’t take us long, for once. Ask, I thought, and the Dark Room would provide. It was learning to be more obedient, I figured, allowing me to pinpoint parts of its shifting terrain to explore. More importantly, it was following the silent, repeated command that I chanted in the back of my head, the one that told the shadows to stay still. Not to harm Herald. Never to harm Herald. And for the moment, they were content to obey.

“This is it,” I said. My shoes scuffed against the leathery, reptilian pattern of the ground as we stopped running. Herald was panting, but still found the time to groan at the sight of the portals.

They were unchanged, mostly, from the last time I’d seen them. And truthfully I still didn’t understand whether these portals served as a thoroughfare between our worlds – hell, whether the Eldest themselves used the inside of my heart as a bridge between the realities. Did shrikes run and stumble between these rifts when I was asleep, when I wasn’t looking?

Yet on an instinctual level I knew that this was what connected me to the Eldest. I was their tether, the beacon they used to find their way back to earth, and severing this connection would take that away from them. Keep them blind.

The rituals and prayers their worshippers and cultists executed sent up temporary flares for them to see, but those were nothing compared to how my own spirit burned like a constant, towering pyre. “Here,” my soul said. “Come here and kill us.” The answer was to douse that flame – by turning out its source, or smothering it completely. I didn’t like that option. But one way or another, we had to shut the light off.

But how? And at what cost?

Herald had the right idea. He hurled a handful of frost at one of the portals, and I watched as little motes of snow built in size and velocity as they sped, turning into icicles.

By the time they’d reached the portals, each icicle had grown to the size of a sword. They smashed on impact, some striking the pillars flanking the portals, some hitting the rifts themselves – but nothing. The icicles fell into shattered shards and mounds of useless slush. Herald fell to his knees, groaning.

“No more of that,” I said, stroking his back. “You’re overexerting. I guess we can’t destroy these things. Not by conventional means, anyhow.”

Herald grabbed my hand and pulled himself to his feet, still panting from the strain. “Then what are you suggesting? Why did you come here in the first place?”

“Well. To try and smash the rifts. That was one option. The other was to snuff the connection to the Eldest out at its source.” My gaze fell on a particularly cruel shard of ice, shaped like a spike, sitting on the ground nearby. “It wouldn’t take much work, either.”

Herald followed my gaze, scowled, then kicked away the shard. “You’re out of your mind if you think I’m going to let you do that. I’m not going to stand by and watch you kill yourself.”

I looked at my hands, wondering how many more the Overthroat might have killed in all the time we’d already wasted, how many more of the Old Ones we would have to fight off if we somehow survived.

“I can’t do this. Not anymore. I have to end it.”

“What are you saying?” Herald’s voice cracked as he spoke. “This isn’t happening, Dust. Not if I have any say in it. There has to be another way.”

“Oh,” said a woman’s voice. “But there is.”

Somehow I knew we would see her there. Izanami stepped out of the shadows, returned to her human form. I stumbled back, holding my arm across Herald’s chest.

“No more tricks,” I spat. “No more of your betrayal.”

Izanami scoffed. “You call that betrayal? No, mortal. That was only a matter of balancing what you took from my children. No more tricks, now. I only wish to help – but the problem is that you already know the answer.”

Herald strained against my arm. “Dust,” he said. “What’s she talking about?”

Izanami smiled. “The breath of the dying. Without that crucial, final reagent, the amulet’s enchantment is woefully incomplete. It cannot perform the sealing.” She extended a finger, lazily gesturing between the two of us. “One must die to save the day. It is the only way you will defeat the Overthroat. The question, of course – which of you will be the sacrifice?”

“Not Herald.” I muscled him out of the way so harshly that he stumbled. “Never Herald.”

“Killing yourself isn’t the way either,” he snarled. “What guarantee do we have that it’ll even work? You die, then we achieve nothing.” His hands dropped to his sides, the anger streaming out of him in one long, shuddering breath. “Then I have nothing.”

“What selfishness,” Izanami said. “To believe that your puny lives are worth those of the millions that would be extinguished if the Old Ones were to enter our realm.”

“I’m not killing Herald.”

“And I’m not letting Dustin kill himself, either.”

The wicked tips of Izanami’s fingernails grazed her bottom lip as she regarded us thoughtfully, her head cocked to one side. “Whoever said that either of you had to die? I am here to make a proposition. I am a goddess of death, after all.” She waved her fingers, trails of faint, green light following the tips of her nails as she gestured. “I can bend the rules, just a little.”

“Enough with the puzzles,” I said. “If it’s not us, then who do you want for your sacrifice?”

I froze just as soon as I finished speaking. Silently I willed Izanami to say anything else, but voicelessly she answered, extending her finger towards my neck.

“No,” I said. “Not her. Please.”

“It is a concession,” Izanami hissed. “Do you understand, mortal? This is not even a life that I am claiming. Not truly. Your mother is dead. This is only a simulacrum. Outside, your friends and colleagues are dying, their bodies torn apart by the children of the Eldest, their very spirits ravaged by the Overthroat’s horrible song. All I ask is for you to surrender the image of your mother. The memory. You’ve lived perfectly fine all this time without her in your life. Do you truly need her at your side after all? Is it not crueler to hang on to her like a keepsake?”

My knees gave way beneath me as I crumpled to the floor. I looked up at Herald, waiting for him to say something, anything. But it wasn’t fair to ask that of him. This wasn’t his choice to make, and whatever he said would have just made him the bad guy. He watched me sadly, his lips pressed tightly together. He offered me his hand, and I took it. I guess that was all I needed.

“We only just found each other again,” I said. “We were going to hang out together. Talk about our lives. I was going to get to know her, finally. And Dad, he was so happy.” I looked around myself, lost. “Dad. He’s going to be crushed.”

“Yes,” Izanami said. “Crushed. Now weigh your parental sorrows against the mourning of a world pulverized by the might of the Eldest. The answer is clear.”

The amulet at my throat warmed, its garnet eye glimmering with crimson light. Without prompting, the enchantment had activated itself. Beside me, Herald gasped softly as the amulet rewrote the specter of Diana Graves into existence, right there in the Dark Room, starting with her feet, moving upward like an image revealed on a ghostly projector.

Mom appeared with her hands clasped, her hair somehow longer, or looser than how I’d only just seen it, hanging low and drooped, like her shoulders. A strange smile lingered on her lips.

“So, I guess this is goodbye,” she sighed. “Funny. I always thought I’d have something a lot cooler prepared for something like this, but I guess not.”

My heart clenched when I thought that her shade was already blurring out of reality, but I realized it was only my tears. One slipped down my cheek, grazing the cut that Vanitas had left there. It stung, but knowing of my family’s impending loss hurt so much more. This was like having her die all over again.

“Am I doing the right thing, Mom?” I wiped my sleeve against my face, embarrassed to be seen blubbering, to be such a kid. But who else could you do this with? Who else would let you break apart, and hold you, and put you back together?

Her image wavered as she knelt, her spirit imbued with enough strength that I could feel her fingers trailing against my hair, her hand pressing on the back of my neck. “You’ve always obsessed with right and wrong, you know. Since you were a kid. And you never were perfect. You never had to be, Dust. All your dad and I expected from you was to try.” She pulled herself back, the cool skin of her fingers lifting my chin. I gazed into her eyes, mirrors of my own. They were wet, too. “And you’ve tried so much, Dust. You’ve tried so very, very hard. I couldn’t be prouder.”

My insides wrenched, and I couldn’t say anything back, only sob. As much as I hated her, Izanami was right. I was holding on to an image, just an echo of someone I loved. It wasn’t right to have her in a box on my dresser, to look at whenever I felt like it. This wasn’t just a picture, or a memento. It was the essence of my mother. Asher had the purest of intentions, but even then, somewhere on the inside, I knew it was wrong to keep her to myself this way.

I had to hope that Dad would forgive me.

Mom lifted her head, a tear slipping down her cheek as she smiled at Herald. “I’m pretty sure you’re the one his dad was talking about,” she said. “You seem like a perfectly lovely young man. You take care of my idiot son here. Make sure he eats his vegetables.”

I didn’t turn to look, but Herald made a sound somewhere between a sniff and a “Yes, ma’am.” Was he crying, too?

“Make sure he doesn’t do silly things to get himself hurt,” Mom said, softer this time. “He has so much more to do. You always had so much to do, Dust. And I want you to follow your heart. Do all of it. All of the things. Be the very best human you can be.”

“Mom?” I panicked. This was goodbye. Her specter was trailing away from me, as if being slowly pulled in by the portals.

“Tell your father not to drink so much damn beer,” she said, wagging a finger. “And to cut down on red meat. It’s not helping his blood pressure.”

“Not yet, Mom, please.” I knew I was on the verge of wailing, my voice cracked. I didn’t care. I didn’t want her gone yet. The world could burn.

“I’ll always be with you, Dust,” she said, her smile fond and sad. Her fingers were still laced with mine, the rest of her body floating in midair, pulled relentlessly by the rifts, which had begun to spin faster, harder. “But now you have to let go.”

Never, a voice inside me said, cold, defiant.

“You have to let go, Dust,” Herald said.

“It is time,” Izanami said. “Surrender the breath of the dying.”

“Mom?”

“You’ll always be my little boy. I’ll always love you, Dust. Always.”

Her fingers rushed away from me, her eyes and her smile the last features I could make out before she faded into nothingness. And just like that, with a long, slow sigh, like sea foam vanishing on the shore, she was gone.

“It is finished.” Izanami closed her fingers, and the light dancing in the center of her palm winked out. “The circle is complete.”

The pendant at my chest glowed with its crimson fire, this time stronger, brighter than before. And it kept on burning, the light of it building into an inferno that rose from the garnet itself. But I could feel it burning inside me, a wreath of flame whirling around my heart.

And with it came the pain. The sheer, white-hot pain of my heart being thrust into boiling oil.

I threw my head back, and I screamed.
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The world around us was shattering. Fine hairline fractures were appearing everywhere: the walls, the floors, even the strange, roiling sky of the Dark Room. And out of those cracks came trickles of light, as if from some outside source. Herald and I were in an earthenware box, and it was crumbling – fast.

Izanami was nowhere to be seen. Fair enough, because I’m the kind of stupid who still would have wanted to exchange one or two very choice words with her. But all that would have to wait, not that I was looking forward to seeing her again so soon.

We had much bigger problems, like the huge chunks of obsidian masonry tumbling from the vaulted ceilings above us, the Dark Room’s architecture finally truly revealing itself in its imminent destruction. The pillars supporting the five rifts at the Dark Room’s heart were tumbling over as well, falling into so much worthless debris.

Into dust. Dust. I chuckled to myself, then choked on a mouthful of blood.

“Dust?” Herald’s eyes were huge with terror, with concern. They flitted towards my chin, where I could feel my blood dribbling.

“I think I’m fine,” I burbled, lying through a mouthful of red.

“We have to get you out of here,” he said. “Which way? Tell me, which way?”

Bad enough that the entire world was quaking around us, but my vision was getting blurry, too. Everything was spinning. “Doesn’t matter,” I said, somehow confident in my answer. “You see all these cracks? Every one of them will bring us back to Valero.” I fell on my ass, threw my hands up, and laughed wetly, the taste of metal coating the inside of my mouth. “Doesn’t matter. We’ll get home even if we just sit here and wait.”

Herald lifted his hand, his teeth gritted as he conjured a shield of solid ice, deflecting another falling chunk of debris. “Well if we don’t make a move right fucking now, you and I are going to get home flat as pancakes. Move your ass, Dustin. Now.”

I chuckled as I stumbled to my feet. “Ass,” I said, my chest still awash with fire, my mouth a mess of blood. I spat out a mouthful as I ran, as Herald tugged me through the crumbling corridors of the Dark Room. I sighed as purple tendrils of magic crawled from his fingers around my wrist. I wasn’t sure what the spell was meant to do, but it cleared the delirium from my head, and I think it stopped wherever I was supposed to be bleeding. I think.

“Come on, Dust,” Herald shouted. “Through that gap. We’re jumping, okay? One, two – ”

Three. It was like the ultimate scene in one of those action movies, where a massive explosion, one you’re not supposed to look at, triggers behind you in an enormous fireball. In this case, it was more like an implosion, really, the cracks and fractures in the Dark Room contracting, the broken pieces of its puzzle slipping back together as it spat us out into the real world, shortly before it compacted into nothingness.

We sprawled headlong into Latham’s Cross. I coughed as frigid air entered my lungs in huge gulps, wet blades of grass sticking to my face. Beside me, Herald lifted his head from the earth, his glasses in disarray, grave dirt on his cheeks.

“Dust,” he said. “Look. It’s working.”

The edges of the Overthroat’s portal were sparking, like something failing, a technical fault. And the Overthroat knew it was happening, too. It looked around itself, shrieking its eldritch scream. Shtuttasht pushed itself out of the portal, finally finding the strength and will to move its heaving bulk into our reality despite the endless onslaught of the mages.

Then it happened. The portal’s whirring noise stopped, leaving only the Overthroat’s panicked cries. The borders of the rift wavered, then all at once snapped shut, the portal shrinking to absolute nothing within the span of a second. The gate sliced cleanly through the Overthroat as it closed, like a guillotine, severing half of its monstrous body. Shtuttasht yowled, then shuddered. Then its body fell motionless.

Scores of black, wriggling things crawled from out of the Overthroat’s ruined corpse, glistening slugs the size of a man’s forearm. They looked very much like the White Mother’s larvae, the precursor to the shrikes themselves, huge black maggots that sped for various corners of the graveyard. The Lorica showed no mercy, stomping, burning, slashing at the abominations wherever they appeared.

The Overthroat’s serpentine neck wavered in the air before its head finally came crashing to the ground. A cheer went up from the mages. I thought I saw Sterling with his arm draped over Royce, the two of them thrusting victorious fists into the air.

Yet it wasn’t over, not exactly. As the Overthroat’s head collided with the ground, it snapped right off its neck, then came rocketing through the air. Shtuttasht’s screaming skull raced towards me like a cannonball, just one, final “Fuck you!” to me from the Eldest. Easy enough to dodge, I figured, as I knocked on the Dark Room to let me enter, as I allowed my body to sink into the shadows –

Except I wasn’t sinking. I stared down at my feet, horrified, stamping them, but nothing. I couldn’t shadowstep anymore. The door wasn’t budging, and I wasn’t going anywhere.

Herald smashed his shoulder into my chest, shoving me clear out of the way. He fell to the ground, slamming his palms into the earth. Streaks of violet energy streamed from his fingers, and a wall of opaque frost sprang from the ground, two feet thick and several times as tall and wide.

The wall shuddered and crunched as the Overthroat’s skull struck it, then rebounded, making a horrible gonging sound. Splinters of dislodged frost rained around me, falling in my hair, melting against my skin, like snow. I kept still on my back, panting. Herald fell against the grass, too, and the both of us stayed that way for a while, staring up into the sky, aching for breath.

“It wouldn’t have killed you to move your feet,” Herald grunted.

“The Dark Room,” I said. “I thought it would open for me. It was instinct, okay? I thought I could escape through there.”

“It’s gone now, Dust. The enchantment worked. You sealed it away, and it’s gone.”

“Gone,” I echoed, my eyes searching the stars for answers, finding nothing. My chest ached as I took huge, deep lungfuls of air. My heart churned with a curious, leaden sense of loss, but somewhere in there I thought I felt the stirrings of hope. “Then who am I now?”

All the many names that the denizens of the arcane underground had used for me ran through my mind, flickering with glimmers of truth, all these facets of my identity. Thief. Sacrifice. Hound. Sweetling. Dog. Fleshling. Shadow beast. Darkling mage. All these names and more.

“You’re Dustin Graves,” Herald said. He reached for my hand and clenched it. “And that’s more than enough for me.”

I squeezed back. Maybe it was enough, after all. Maybe I was enough.
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We found the Overthroat’s skull embedded in the side of a mausoleum, the light of horror faded from its eye sockets and from its mouth. Vanitas was still stuck through its forehead. 

It took a little bit of elbow grease and planting my foot squarely in the Overthroat’s dead, stupid face for leverage, but with some effort I managed to wrench Vanitas out of the skull. His garnets flickered back into life as I did. Relief came flooding into my chest.

The first thing I heard in my mind was V gasping for air. I realize that makes no sense – I was pretty sure Vanitas didn’t breathe – but to him it was like breaking the surface of a lake.

“I thought I was dead,” he gasped. “I couldn’t see, I couldn’t feel. Where were you, damn it?” He jerked in my arms, waving about to show his displeasure. I noted that, for once, he didn’t immediately demand that I let him go.

“I was right here, V,” I said. “I told you not to be so damn brash. If you think it’s easy going around to demon princes and begging them for favors to reforge you from leftover pieces, you’re damn wrong.”

I retrieved his scabbard from my backpack, gently sliding both blade and sheath together, then attempted to deposit Vanitas back in his pocket dimension.

“No,” he said, wriggling in my grasp. “Let me breathe. Out here. Just – hold me a little longer, would you?”

Whatever happened to Vanitas when the Overthroat’s influence forced him into dormancy, it couldn’t have been pleasant.

“Sure thing, buddy,” I said, securing him to my hip, leaving my hand on his hilt. “Take as long as you want.”

He settled into position, then said nothing more. I recorded that firmly in my mind. If he gave me shit in the future, I was going to remind him of the time he asked me to hold him.

Odessa showed up to retrieve the Overthroat’s head, accompanied by a number of what I assumed were Hands. Her demeanor towards me was chilly, though after what I’d done to the Heart, I really wouldn’t have expected any friendliness from her end.

“Probably not the best idea to keep that thing at the Lorica,” I said. “I’d suggest smashing it, burning it, then sending the ashes to another dimension.”

“That is not for you to decide, Dustin,” Odessa said curtly.

She waved her hand, and a gleaming bubble of pure force appeared around the skull, securing it and lifting it in the air. She pulled on it with an invisible leash, and the Overthroat, a gargantuan menace to our reality mere minutes ago, was no more threatening than a child’s toy.

“I’m glad you could join us,” I said. I knew that being so snippy wasn’t helping, but I couldn’t stop myself. “I didn’t think the Scions would show up.”

“At least half of us were present at the battle with the Old One,” Odessa said coolly, gesturing at her retinue. I should have known those faces were familiar. She gave me a sidelong glance. “More would have joined us, but there was that small matter of repairing the crystal focus – of keeping the Heart under control and avoiding the arcane equivalent of a nuclear meltdown.”

“We should arrest him,” one of the Scions said. “No one has ever attacked the Heart and endangered the Scions so directly.”

“Honestly, Odessa, the leeway you give this one, and for no real reason,” said another Scion. He grinned. “Smash him, burn him, then send the ashes to another dimension, I say.”

I stiffened, lifting my nose and puffing my chest out, but said nothing. Herald tugged on the sleeve of my jacket, sensing my defiance.

“We leave him be for now,” Odessa said. “But another false step, Dustin Graves, and you will have to answer to the full fury of the Lorica.”

The Overthroat’s skull floated in the bubble beside her, exactly like a balloon, making her look even more childlike, but I knew better than to make light of Odessa’s warning. I’d abused her hospitality enough. I nodded firmly, watching her and the other Scions fade out of existence as they returned to the Heart.

Beside me, Herald finally breathed. “You got off lightly,” he said.

I scratched the back of my neck. “I guess. Didn’t realize I made such a mess of the Heart.” I sniffed, trying not to show Herald how pleased I was with myself, and failing miserably. He smacked me.

“I see you both survived the encounter,” Carver said, striding up to us with the rest of the Boneyard in tow.

“Just barely,” I said.

Carver raised his eyebrow. “What did you have to give up, Dustin?”

“Everything,” I said, struggling not to sound so melancholic.

Carver pressed his lips together, then nodded. “We shall discuss that later, then. For now, I think I need to take Asher back to the Boneyard and put him back together.”

Asher wasn’t in the best shape. Sterling and Gil stood to either side of him, barely holding him up. His body was drenched in sweat, so damp all over that it looked like he’d just been pulled out of a shower. I glanced across the graveyard, noticing that none of the shattered skeletons that Izanami had usurped from Asher’s control were in sight.

“Returned to their graves,” Carver explained.

“All about respect,” Asher chirped. “Had to put them back.”

“He’s delirious,” Carver said. “But he should be fine after a day’s rest.”

Asher reached out, booped Carver on the end of his nose, then giggled. 

Carver frowned. “Perhaps a week, then. Will the two of you be wanting to travel separately, or shall we adjourn to the Boneyard?”

I briefly considered the idea of staying to check on Team Lorica, but looking past Carver’s shoulder was enough to tell me what I needed to know. Prudence and Bastion were supervising cleanup. Royce was sitting on his haunches, his head in his hands. Romira bent over him, patting him on the shoulder and rubbing circles in his back.

“They’ve got their work cut out for them,” I said. “Yeah, Herald and I will hitch a ride, I think.”

Without another word, Carver flicked his wrist, sending the grass beneath us burning in a blaze of amber fire. The touch of his magic was so welcome after what felt like an endless string of ordeals. It was familiar, comforting – words I might have once used to describe the act of shadowstepping, a part of me that was lost forever.
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  Back at the Boneyard, Sterling and Gil escorted Asher to his room. Later I found out that Sterling, the good friend that he was, had personally stripped Asher down to nothing and scrubbed him in the shower before pouring him into a pair of pajamas and putting him straight to bed. See, now that? That was friendship.


  Carver took me aside, and without exchanging words it was as if he knew what I had done within the confines of the Dark Room. He placed a hand on my chest, his false eye pulsing with energy as it looked through my skin, past muscle and bone. He blinked, and his eye stopped glowing.


  “The shard remains,” he said. “Truthfully, removing the star-metal from your heart would likely kill you at this point. Quite like a bullet. But it seems as if the shadows no longer haunt your bones, Dustin. I don’t sense the menace of the Dark Room about you.”


  “I had to let it go,” I said, thinking back to what my mother had said. She was talking about herself, but she might have meant the Dark Room as well. “I don’t feel it anymore. When I call, it doesn’t answer.”


  Carver placed a hand on the side of my head, the pads of his fingers pressing through my hair. He gave me a small, sad smile. “Perhaps it is for the best, Dustin. You still have the gift of fire, after all.”


  “I do?” I looked down at my palm, curling my fingers, making a pleasantly surprised noise when a small plume of fire bloomed from the center of my hand. “Hey, neat. I guess I still have that.”


  “Yes. Neat indeed. Now, if you will excuse me, I think it’s time for some well-deserved rest.”


  “What does that mean in your terms, really? Do you just sit in a chair and stare at the walls?”


  Carver walked towards the corridor to his office, scoffing. “How thoroughly amusing. One would hope that severing the Dark Room’s corruption from your soul might have given you a better sense of humor.” He flipped his hair as he reached the end of the hallway. “But alas.”


  “Rude,” I said, shaking my head as he disappeared around the corner. I shoved my hands in my pockets and walked in the opposite direction.


  I wasn’t going to lie, though. Losing my connection to the Dark definitely filled me with a sense of loss. For such a long time I’d belonged to the shadows. Blending into the darkness had defined who I was, what I could do. The Dark Room clearly marked my place in the world.


  My feet carried me towards the Boneyard’s kitchen and living room, where I found Herald with his arms folded, impatiently waiting for a kettle to boil. A little cream and two sugars, something recited in my head, as instinct and memory told me how he liked to drink his tea.


  I smiled at him, saying nothing as I searched the cupboards for some sugar, then raided the fridge for milk. He smiled back, making us two cups. I drank mine eagerly, even though I didn’t like tea all that much. I drank it, because Herald made it.


  So maybe that was a start of something new, of a different way to define myself. Not so much had changed about me, after all. I still had space to prove myself a good friend, a good son, a good brother to my brothers at the Boneyard. And to Herald, I could be whatever he needed me to be. Me and him, fire and ice. It would work out, somehow.


  “You know you only feel this way because of the love potion, right?”


  “Hmm?” I blinked at Herald, my empty teacup dangling from one hand, my chin planted in the other. “What love potion?”


  “I’m an alchemist, remember?” He chuckled. “It was never very hard to sneak a little potion into your food. Over time you ingested enough, and pow. Got you wrapped around my pretty little finger.”


  “I don’t believe you,” I said, scoffing.


  “Then it must be my dashing good looks and incredible charm.” Herald puffed his chest out, gesturing at his torso. “Also, all of this.”


  I chuckled. “Don’t forget your huge mouth. You’re starting to sound a lot like me.”


  “Crucial difference, Graves. You’re an incorrigible blowhard.” He raised his teacup to his lips, winking. “I only ever speak the truth.”


  The taunt had the hairs at my nape standing up, or maybe it was how good Herald look when he winked. I launched myself at him, and I wrestled him for a few stupid, flustered moments. He laughed, beating my hands away from his body, even as I brought myself closer. I smiled out of the corner of my mouth. He smiled out of the opposite corner, mirroring me. And still, we were getting closer.


  It happened so quickly. When our lips met, it was as if time itself stood still. A terrible cliché, I know, so let me put it in more interesting terms. It was as if a chronomancer had chosen to freeze the universe’s temporal stream, pausing the cosmos for the sake of two dudes who had finally decided to quit messing around in favor of actually, genuinely messing around.


  For some moments I wondered which one of us had started the kiss, but a few precious seconds into it, I knew that it didn’t matter. Herald’s lips were soft, his grip on my jaw gentle, yet there was a hint of roughness there, a quiet strength. He tasted like cream and two sugars. The kiss felt right. Correct.


  It must have been so frustrating for him to watch me trip over myself, to wait for me to finally figure things out. I wondered why I’d been so confused. For the first time in so long, I felt content. Safe. I felt like everything was going to be okay, that together, Herald and I could do anything. Save the world. Kill the bad guy. Put Mister Grumbles through college. I realized that I was smiling.


  Gil trundled into the break room, making a beeline for the fridge, totally oblivious to what was happening. Sterling slunk in as well, muttering something about a beer. Herald and I sprang apart. Sterling noticed, and he leaned on the counter with both elbows, lazily tipping beer past the stupid grin on his lips.


  “Please,” he drawled. “Don’t stop on my account.”


  “Don’t know what you mean,” I said, clearing my throat.


  “This tea is delicious,” Herald announced loudly, staring hard at the tin of loose leaves he’d used to make it. “Mmm. I wonder where this delicious tea is from.”


  What was left of the night was spent defending myself from Gil’s gentle ribbing, and Sterling’s not-so-gentle, borderline ruthless attacks about the nature of my relationship with Herald. I think we were content with not calling it anything, only trusting that it was real, and something that warranted further, preferably physical exploration.


  I called a car to send Herald home when morning came, I guess because I thought we’d feel safer knowing that the world was bright again. I went along to drop him off at his apartment, too, paying extra for the round trip. It was weird, knowing that I could no longer count on the Dark Room to make a quick jaunt across dimensions, to skip dozens, potentially hundreds of miles by chancing a sprint through its corridors.


  But this was better. With the Dark Room sealed off, it meant the Eldest no longer had access to our world. The portals were gone, the contents of that black chamber smashed, demolished at its foundations, pulverized to rubble. As I sat in the passenger seat I raised my face to the coming dawn, relishing the warmth of a young sun as it cast its rays against my skin.


  Yet in my chest lingered the strange, almost palpable feeling that something was still lurking there, running its talons against the door of the Dark Room, rapping and knocking. I deny it as much as I can, as I did that morning, the urge to turn inward and answer the summons. On some level it tells me that the only thing truly standing in the way of the Dark’s rebirth is what little discipline I can muster, my own resistance to its black temptation.


  Soon enough, the Midnight Convocation will come calling. I know it. The Lorica is watching, too. Always watching. And when they come, I’ll just have to improvise, whether with flames or with fists. All I have to do is avoid the Dark and ignore its siren call.


  Easier said than done.


  On some nights, when I’m alone, I have to play music, or maybe talk to someone – anyone – to drown out the sound of the Dark. I cannot deny the swirl and tumble of midnight in my chest, the seduction of shadows. Sometimes, out of the corner of my eye, I catch glimpses of what look like tendrils, of what look like fingers, beckoning from the darkness, curling from out of the gloom.


  And that makes me wonder whether this is all truly over.


  But nobody has to know, right? Not Herald, not the Boneyard, not the Lorica. Just you and me.


  Just our little secret.


  ––––––––


  

    

      

    


  


  END
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