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Chapter 1





My breath caught in my throat as I watched, as the sorcerer’s fingers sifted through blazing coals. To the unlearned, to someone who does not understand the vagaries of the arcane underground, this could have seemed like some eldritch ritual. 

A baptism by fire, how a man cleanses himself in the most purifying element known to our reality: scorching flame. I watched as the sorcerer lifted his bare hands out of the coals, and I marveled at the perfect, unburnt olive of his skin. I watched as he flipped a burger onto the grill.

Hi. I’m Dustin Graves, and I’m at a barbecue.

Or was, rather, in the great outdoors of Heinsite Park, a refreshing expanse of green in the otherwise urban environs of the city of Valero. Incidentally, it was where I got kidnapped prior to being turned into a ritual sacrifice, but yeah, let’s not get into that.

Happy thoughts. Let’s focus instead on the warmth of a bright California sun, on the murmur of trees as a balmy breeze rushed through their outstretched branches. It was a great day for a cookout, to just unwind with a beer and a burger. I mean, hey. Even the handsomest of heroes – that’s me, in case you missed it – deserves a little break every now and then.

The sorcerer in question, as you might have guessed, was my mentor and employer, the man known only as Carver. He was an undying lich who had an expensive fondness for enchanted jewelry, and something in his magical arsenal was keeping him protected from mundane flames.

Carver had taken the responsibility of firing up the grill for us hungry picnickers. He was also responsible for getting so many of us together in the first place, more or less commanding me to invite everyone over for a big old barbecue.

“I’m not sure this is very hygienic,” I muttered, one eyebrow raised at Carver.

“Preposterous,” he snapped. “Fire is cleansing. This crucible you use to char your deceased cow parts is more than good enough for searing away any impurities that may have found their way upon my person.” He raked the coals with his fingers and sniffed. “And my nails are impeccably clean, I’ll have you know. If you must complain, then cook your own bloody meat.”

“Fine,” I said. “I’m sorry I said anything. Please, sir, may I have one of your gross finger burgers?”

“Well, since you asked so nicely.” Carver slapped another patty on the grill, then raised his face to the sky, the light glinting off his very expensive-looking sunglasses. “It’s too lovely an afternoon for me to let you spoil my mood.” He poked at the patties, nodding at them approvingly, looking utterly bizarre as he did something so very pedestrian while dressed in one of his signature tailored suits. “I’m glad I decided for all of us to come out for the day after all.”

None of us would have turned down the idea of a little afternoon picnic, frankly. We got entangled in world-threatening events with such painful regularity that we all figured it’d be nice to take a break for once, just have a pleasant, low-drama, no-nonsense cookout. We, in this case, being the good old boys from the Boneyard, and the members of the Lorica that I counted as my friends.

I’ll spare you the details – surely you’ll be familiar with the lads and ladies by now – but that meant Gil, Asher, and even Mama Rosa were in attendance. Carver had gently, politely ordered me to invite the Lorica half of the party along, and they were only too keen to meet us for something that, for once, did not involve having to save the damn day. Again.

Heck, even dad showed up, which I suppose I should have expected, considering how much he appreciated a good piece of meat. Which isn’t to say that he was feeling very relaxed at all. He was hovering over Carver, only half-listening to our conversation, wincing and grimacing each time Carver’s fingers accidentally brushed against the blistering-hot grill.

Fortunately, we’d picked a spot in the picnic area a little ways away from prying eyes. A lot of normals had elected to spend their afternoon in the park, but we were in the company of people who wouldn’t bat an eyelash at Carver’s arcane antics.

“Carver,” dad muttered, his forehead beaded with sweat, his mustache faintly trembling. “Are you – are you sure you’re okay doing this?”

I could tell that Norman Graves – that’s dad, to me, unless I wanted my head smacked clear off my body – wasn’t super comfortable with Carver’s unorthodox culinary technique. He was the most human of all of us, a newbie to the world of the arcane underground, and though he was squarely planted in Team Boneyard by association, he was still getting used to the way we magical people did things.

“I’m quite all right, Norman, thank you,” Carver said, smiling sweetly. He wiped his hands off on a paper towel, patting dad gently on the shoulder. “Now why don’t you take over grilling for a while? I find that it relaxes me, and it should do the same for you.”

Dad picked up a pair of tongs, nodding politely as he stared at Carver’s fingers, quite obviously looking for burns. Naturally, Carver’s human husk remained unblemished. An outdoor grill was no match for his protective enchantments.

I scanned the picnic tables we’d invaded to see how Team Lorica and the others were doing. We’d intentionally kept things a little intimate, only inviting my friends that the Boneyard unanimously liked, or at the very least, tolerated. 

Herald sat in a corner, looking through his phone, cursing as his glasses slid down the bridge of his nose. He was drenched in sweat, even in a tank top. Herald strongly disliked the heat, and for some reason I’d never connected that it might have to do with his affinity for ice magic.

I locked eyes with Bastion as I scanned our group, and I gave him a tight smile. He returned it, then took an exaggeratedly long pull of his beer, as if to break eye contact. Things were still awkward between us, or more accurately, more awkward than ever since that little incident where he tried to kill me. Mind control was involved, sure, but it still made me jittery.

Prudence and Gil were huddled together, speaking in hushed tones as they nursed a couple of beers. Romira sat off to the side, sharing a plate of chips and salsa with Asher, who was doing all he could to stop from drooling and melting into a worthless puddle.

Sterling, sadly, could not come along, due to that tiny, inconvenient “bursting into flames in the sunlight” problem that came with being a vampire. He was surprisingly unbothered about being unable to attend. He’d been partying pretty hard lately, anyway, maybe his way of coping with stress. I guess he wanted to sleep in or something.

Nearby, Mama Rosa remained stony and impassive as she unpacked plastic tubs full of marinated pork belly – it was liempo, a fantastic sweet and savory Filipino recipe, one of Asher’s favorites. She sat patiently, waiting for her turn on the grill, and when our eyes met, the corner of her mouth trembled. That was the best she could manage for a smile. Mama Rosa was having a great day. We all were, really. It was idyllic. Lovely. Quiet.

I squinted, my eyes flitting to either side of me.

Hmm. Too quiet.
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I shook my head, forcing the thought away. No. This was just another case of my mind trying to rope me into an anxiety spiral. I had to focus on having fun, on just chilling with my friends. On being some regular guy, for once. Hey, we deserved some R and R too. Not everything had to be doom and gloom all the time.

So I cleared my throat, took a swig of my beer, and held my paper plate out to dad. I'd placed a lightly scorched bun on it, which I’d toasted all by myself, thanks very much, with a judicious and very subtle application of fire magic. Dad selected the juiciest, freshest patty and winked at me as he put it on the bun. I laid a slice of cheese over the glistening, greasy burger, my mouth watering as it slowly melted over the beef. Then I went over to join the others.

Carver was already there, his fingers steepled, watching Team Lorica over the edges of his fingernails, somehow managing to look impressive and authoritative while sitting at a park table. It was one of those awkward things that had benches attached to it.

“So,” Carver said. “How are things at the Lorica?”

“Quite good, actually,” Herald said, his eyes lighting up. “Especially at the Gallery. We just got in this new stack of grimoires, and – ”

Carver waved his hand. “Wondrous, and exciting, to be sure. But I speak of other matters.”

I sighed. I knew what was coming. Carver really couldn’t help himself.

“What of your masters?” he asked. “Have the great wizards of the Lorica deigned to acknowledge the coming of the Old Ones, or are they still so caught up with progress that they’ve forgotten the threats that dwell in our not-so-distant past?”

That was how Carver had described humanity’s attitude towards the Eldest. Once they existed on earth, just like our entities, worshipped, feared, reviled. And then one day, they were gone. And mankind whooped and rejoiced and celebrated, never truly questioning whether the Eldest would return to wreak havoc on the world again.

All we had done, Carver said, was build our homes and our palaces on quicksand. As mighty as the magical community had become over the centuries, it had also fallen prone to shortsightedness, a victim of its own pride and arrogance. He was right, too. None of us – fucking none of us were prepared to deal with disasters on a cosmic scale.

I groaned and shook my head. “Listen,” I said, taking a gorgeous bite out of my burger, the crisp bread and melted cheese mingling gloriously in my mouth. Mmm. Almost as good as the Happy Cow. Almost. “Can we not do this every time we meet up with my friends? It’s getting real old, Carver.”

And he was the one who wanted to get everyone together in the first place, for what I’d initially assumed was going to be a casual, fun little gathering. I didn’t think he wanted to talk about the Eldest. It kind of felt like a trap, to be honest.

“Gather your comrades from the Lorica,” he’d told me. “It is good for us to break bread together, to forge stronger bonds. Do you recall, once, when we visited a restaurant? When we dined on boiled crustaceans and other delicious, many-legged horrors dredged from the bottom of the ocean?” Ugh. Trust Carver to corrupt the memory of a fantastic seafood dinner into something so much grosser.

Prudence Leung, taking charge as always, lifted her hand. “It’s okay, Dust,” she said. She looked to Herald, then to Bastion. “The Scions are hesitant to act, to say the least. They say that – they say that there isn’t firm enough evidence of the return of the Eldest.”

“Foolishness,” Carver hissed, slamming his fist on the table. “Rampant stupidity, when it was one of their very number that set the gears into motion and attracted the attention of the Old Ones to begin with.”

“It almost feels deliberate,” Bastion said, his tone uncharacteristically nervous. “Odessa at least is willing to listen, but what’s one voice against many? The Scions put it to a vote, and for now, they aren’t planning to acknowledge the Eldest as a threat.”

How could anyone think that? I chewed my burger angrily, but with relish, refusing to let the terrible direction this conversation was heading spoil my appetite. And yet – and yet I got roped into it anyway.

“What about Royce?” I said, my mouth half full. “Can’t he vouch for us? He’s a Scion, too. Surely his voice counts as well.”

Herald shook his head, his arms folded across his chest. “There’s the tiny matter of the Scions generally being displeased with Royce’s performance as of late. That whole mess with Mona, and the Prism, and the Tome of Annihilation? Hardly anyone takes him seriously anymore.”

I was involved in, oh, basically all of those things, and I knew that Herald didn’t say all that to make me feel bad, but I almost felt guilty about being so singlehandedly instrumental to ruining Royce’s professional reputation. Almost. I mean the guy was a dick.

“Fools,” Carver said. “Idiots. The lot of them.” He bared his teeth as he took his frustrations out on a bottle of hot sauce, squirting way too much of it over his open-faced burger. It looked like a bloodbath.

“Carver,” I said. “That’s way too much hot sauce for one person.” He’d drenched the entire surface of his exposed patty. Even just looking at it made my throat burn.

“Spare me,” Carver scoffed. “This diluted fire water of yours does nothing for me.”

He muttered to himself as he reassembled his burger, and I caught snatches of what could have been Arabic, or what could have been Sumerian for all I knew. There really was no telling with Carver, considering the sheer enormity of his brain and the dozens of languages he’d mastered over the centuries.

Asking him never helped anyway. He always got touchy, scolding us for our “bloody well annoying insistence on dwelling on origins.” The closest answer we ever got was “Some place filled with burning sand, scorching desert winds, and more magical might than you could ever dream of.” Which could be somewhere in Egypt just as easily as it could be the Grand Canyon, but never mind that for now.

It was like dealing with a cranky grandfather who had lived hundreds upon hundreds of years, one stuck in the body of a mysterious and stylish forty-year-old business tycoon. Not for the first time I considered the vainer, more practical benefits of magical immortality, but I knew for a fact that Carver had done some pretty shady things to attain lichdom. I wasn’t sure I had quite the stomach for that.

“Listen, Carver,” I said. “Let’s just drop the issue. We all came here to have a good time, right? This was supposed to be a chill afternoon.” I sighed when he made a face. “That means relaxed. Don’t take everything so literally.”

I watched expectantly for a response as he slowly chewed, then swallowed a bite of his ass-blastingly spicy hamburger. He wasn’t looking at any of us, for some reason. He was just staring over my shoulder for – well, something behind me. I wasn’t sure I wanted to look.

“Carver? Seriously. There’s been no news about the Eldest in weeks. Surely that’s a good sign. Maybe we’ve brought things to a halt somehow. Let’s just have a little fun. Put off dealing with the Eldest for as long as we can.”

“Oh,” he said, putting his burger down on his paper plate, dabbing at the corner of his mouth with a napkin. “I do hope you’re prepared to eat your words, Mister Graves.”

Everyone sprang to their feet and whirled on their heels, searching for the thing that Carver was staring at.

Oh. Uh-oh.

It was a rift, shaped like an oval. Brilliant and white, the trademark of the portals that belonged to the Eldest. In its center was a black dot, so that it looked like an eye set on its side. The dirge song that came with its appearance hummed and shrieked through the air, so dissonant in contrast to the bustle and cheerful laughter of so many park-goers.

Of so many people. There the rift wavered, right in the middle of Heinsite Park. Right in the middle of its picnic area, full of families out for a fun weekend afternoon, full of children. Normals, all of them, and more importantly, innocents. My breath quickened as the slit in reality tore wider. The black dot in its heart grew, like a door cracking ajar.

They were coming.
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The normals had noticed. Who wouldn’t spot a humming, shimmering white teardrop floating in thin air, anyway? They pointed and gasped, probably thinking it was some kind of spectacle, a holographic light show, never mind that technology wasn’t even close to being good enough for that kind of shit.

I turned to the others, already panicking about our next move, when Bastion fell to one knee, smashing his fist into the earth. He hadn’t missed a beat. That was why the Lorica held him in such high regard. Forget his arrogance and his overbearing personality for one minute: he’d started preparing a shielding spell just as soon as he spotted the tear.

The field of protection spread over us, gleaming in the air like a huge glass bell jar, infused with one of Bastion’s special augmentations. Like any other of his shields, this dome would keep the normals out, but he’d also imbued it with a glamour that would prevent them from seeing what was happening within.

For the Mouths, wiping away the memory of a picnic table and nine people disappearing would be a damn sight easier than the alternative. What stories would they even have to spin if the normals saw the horrors of the rift? Either way, Royce and his PR team were going to have a hell of a time cleaning this one up.

Of course, that also meant that we were locked in with the rift – and with the shrikes that began to pour out of it in the shrieking, gibbering dozens.

I glanced over my shoulder, desperately searching for my father. “Dad,” I yelled. “Get back. Run for cover!”

He was ten steps ahead of me. Or behind me, rather, clutching a knife and huddling behind a tree trunk. I guess I knew where I got my survival instincts from. He’d be safe there as long as we kept the shrikes under control.

I crouched close to the ground, my default setting in the face of danger. If you make yourself small and unthreatening, there’s less chance of something targeting you first. Conveniently, it also brought me closer to the shadows I cast in the grass, in case I needed to shadowstep myself into a more strategic position. Preferably far, far away.

But no. We were going to nip this in the bud. Burn away the shrikes, no matter how many of them came stampeding out of that portal. We were at our fullest strength, after all, both the friendlier bits of the Lorica and my own boys at the Boneyard gathered in one place. How convenient, I thought, as I backed away from the portal, as the first dozen shrikes whipped their tentacles at the air, loping and staggering for our throats.

I bent my knees, my hand hanging low as I formed my fingers around an invisible sphere, gathering heat into my palm, hissing through my teeth as the familiar vortex of white-hot air swirled against my skin. The shrikes tore out of the rift, sputtering and screaming. I gazed at the fireball growing in my hand, waiting for the right opportunity to strike.

Someone else struck first.

“Burn,” a voice bellowed from the back of our ranks.

A gout of fire, like something from the belly of a dragon, shot forth, roasting the entire front rank of the shrikes. I thought it was safe to assume that Romira had launched her offensive, but I knew she favored balls of flame, the way that I did. And the plume of fire kept going, like a flamethrower. I followed it to its source, and my jaw dropped.

Mama Rosa held a single burning coal in the palm of her hand, her lips puckered like she was blowing a kiss. From her mouth issued the massive stream of terrible flames. Rosa’s cheeks glowed red as she blew, her body straining, but it looked as if there was no limit to the capacity of her lungs.

Just beside her, Romira stood dumbstruck, her mouth half-open, before she remembered herself, launching a flaming orb the size of a beachball at the oncoming monstrosities. I lobbed in a couple fireballs of my own, quite unsure if my supporting fire was even necessary since I was so thoroughly outgunned by Rosa and Romira. Who the hell even knew Mama Rosa was a mage? I guess I never asked.

The rest of the party fell into battle with their respective skill sets, and as overwhelming as the flaming ladies were with their initial assault, we still needed every bit of firepower we could muster. The shrikes were pouring out in a steady stream, four or five abreast. I liked to think that we were ready for them, or at least that we were enough to fight back.

Carver hissed in strange, dead languages, long forgotten incantations driving the power behind the spells he used to transform the shrikes into clouds of worthless dust. Bastion slashed his hands through the air, each chop cleaving the shrikes at the torso with savage, invisible blades. Herald shredded the abominations with razor-sharp shards of ice, and Prudence and Gil were two halves of a whirlwind made up of talons and fists, flattening anything that came close.

And I hung back, pelting the stragglers with fireballs, saving my blood to feed the Dark Room in case shit truly got real. That was my actual concern with this spontaneous rift business, after all. We only saw shrikes when agents of the Eldest were around to summon them in such large numbers, and their appearance always meant that some huge fight was about to go down.

No evidence of that happening. And no evidence of what had caused the rift to tear open, either. We could shut this thing down, but how many more were going to show up around the city, and what were we going to do if no one from the underground was around to stop it? I shuddered to think.

But one step at a time. I hurled another fireball, feeling the strain in my skin and my lungs. I had never used so much of the flame in a fight before. Practice and Carver’s close instruction had taught me to be more economical about spending my reserves of arcane energy, but I could feel my batteries running low. In video game terms, I was almost out of mana. The others were still hacking and blasting away at the shrikes, but they had their limits, too. I wasn’t looking forward to resorting to bleeding myself.

“Push them towards the portal,” Carver called out, his voice thick with resolve and authority. “Take the fight to the rift.”

And so we did, nudging towards the gateway inch by painful inch. With one final, decisive push, our concentrated efforts battered the shrikes long enough to give Carver the opening he needed. With preternatural speed, he wove between our ranks, his voice soaring above the song of the portal and the noise of battle as he shouted guttural, barking phrases, terrible, forbidden words in a language long extinct.

He slammed his open hand against the portal.

Something in the world broke just then. The rift froze, then shattered with the clinking of so much broken glass, white shards of what used to be the gateway tinkling to the ground, then evaporating immediately into nothing. As quickly as it had appeared, the gateway had vanished. Had been banished, rather, by Carver’s spell.

“There,” he said, adjusting his tie, sweeping a single lock of displaced hair away from his forehead. “Did you all catch the words to the incantation? That’s how you shut the rifts.”

I stared at him, dumbfounded. “What the hell was that? Where the hell did you learn to do, well, whatever it was you just did?”

He frowned at me. “It’s called research, Dustin. I’ve been looking into ways of fighting the Eldest, and I found an ancient incantation designed to seal their rifts. It is the most reliable, most efficient way to stop an incursion into our reality. A method I can easily pass on to the rest of you.”

I looked around me, and everyone else’s face was a mirror of my own: we were all staring at Carver with our mouths half-open. We’d barely caught the words he had spoken – if they could even be called words – much less the language they belonged to.

“I didn’t understand any of that,” Bastion muttered.

“Arabic?” Herald offered helpfully. “I thought I caught some Arabic.”

“Right.” Prudence pushed her face into her palm and shook her head. “I guess we’re doomed.”
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“And the bigger question is why,” Gil said. “Why the hell is this happening? Why now?”

“How many times must I repeat myself?” Carver’s eyes rolled into the back of his head as he groaned, and I was sure I could hear his eyeballs rattling in their sockets. “The Eldest. Are coming.”

“Is there any way to tell if more of them will appear?” Herald asked, his teeth worrying at his lower lip. “These rifts?”

Carver narrowed his eyes, staring grimly, and said nothing.

“He can teach us,” I said, glancing hopefully at Carver. “To close the rifts. Can’t you?”

He looked over us, his lips pressed tightly together. “I am not so certain anymore. The incantation is more complex than I thought.” He turned over his shoulder, grimacing at the horrible, gelatinous mass of leathery black bodies the dead shrikes had left behind. “And then there is this problem.”

Right. And that was just inside Bastion’s force field. The Lorica would have to clean up the mess, and then they would still have to deal with the panicked normals who had seen us disappear.

“On it,” Prudence said, her ear already pressed to her phone. “I’m calling Royce. Bastion, keep the barrier up until then.”

Bastion nodded. I cocked an eyebrow. “Wait. I thought Royce was telepathic.”

She cocked an eyebrow back. “Like hell am I going to let him inside my head. I know better than that.” Her eyes unfocused, then she held up one finger. “Royce? Yeah. We need backup. Oh, yeah. Big old cleanup. Nasty one. Normals were involved, so send some Mouths, too.”

The Lorica would deal with cleaning up the mess, but it wasn’t like they’d want us guys from the Boneyard hanging around. Prudence and the others would vouch for us helping to shut down the rift, but the Lorica would sooner lift the Veil than admit that we did our share of mopping up the mess. Not that we’d want to get involved in all that menial work, frankly.

No. Our problem was clear: figuring out the source of this clusterfuck. Carver was standing over by where the rift had vanished, arms folded tight, tapping his foot impatiently.

“This is messed up,” I said. “How do we even begin to deal with this?”

Carver frowned at thin air, as if willing the rift’s dissipated energy to give him some kind of clue.

“This cannot be happening spontaneously. The Eldest still require anchors in our reality to open the rifts, to enable them to step through. Their priests, their worshippers.” He scoffed. “Would you believe that this isn’t even the worst of it? It is when the Old Ones no longer need their minions to open the doors that we will truly need to worry.”

That was some shit I didn’t need to hear just then. The one thing keeping the Eldest away from the world was the imperceptible wall between our reality and wherever it was that they dwelled. If they could break that wall down whenever they wanted –

“Okay,” I said, shoving my thoughts straight out of my head. “So what you’re saying is that someone is doing this on purpose. Summoning the shrikes, tearing the rifts open from this side.”

“Correct,” Carver said. “There are certain rituals that must be performed. Prayers, if you will think of them that way, but they are functionally spells that weaken the barriers between worlds and enable the servants of the Eldest to intrude, even for a short while. I have access to some of these spells, from – from my time as their servant.”

I frowned. “How the hell are we supposed to stop them from doing that? These people could be anywhere. Everywhere.”

“The way that you seem to be everywhere yourself, Dustin Graves. Sowing chaos, stirring up mayhem.”

The words grated at my nerves, as did the voice that delivered them. I frowned even harder, turning on my heel to face Royce, who had seemingly popped up out of nowhere. Such was his nature, anyway, as a Wing, a teleporter for the Lorica. But I kept in mind that he was a Mouth, too, someone who could manipulate thought, and that combination of talents made him a Scion – a high-ranking sorcerer, and a formidable one at that.

“Nice to see you again, Royce,” I said, my raised chin and folded arms showing that I was thinking the exact opposite. My eyes flitted down to his thigh, to where I’d stabbed him with the Null Dagger. “How’s your leg? Healing up nicely?”

The corner of his mouth twitched in irritation, but the tic passed, as did his momentary annoyance. He grinned, the brashness pumping through his blood once more.

“Back in full operation, thanks for asking,” he said smoothly. “In much the same way that you’re back to your usual shenanigans, Graves. Figures we’d find you here. Where trouble goes, you follow.” He folded his arms and tilted his head. “Or is it the other way around?”

Royce said this with all the pomp and arrogance of someone only barely able to pretend that I hadn’t stuck a knife deep in his thigh just weeks ago. I clenched my teeth. My turn to be frustrated. Sure, the Lorica did its job of policing the country’s magical people and activities, but where were they all those times that me and the Boneyard saved the world?

Where was Royce when we had to stop a mad angel’s plan to kill every mundane human on the planet? That’s right: unconscious on the grody carpeted floor of some office, because I’d knocked him out and left him that way. Okay, okay, bad example.

Prudence, Herald, and the others watched us cautiously. The Boneyard was already in the precarious position of being frienemies with the Lorica, and there was only so much anyone could do to bail me out of trouble if I let my anger take over and socked a Lorica official straight in the teeth. I bit back the worst of it, swallowing my pride as more Wings and Mouths from the Lorica popped into existence around us.

“Listen, Royce,” I said. “Let’s cut the chitchat. We don’t want any trouble with the Lorica. We’re all friends here.”

“Are we, though?” Asher stepped in front of me, putting his body between myself and Royce. Wow. Protective much? I admit, it was kind of flattering. “I don’t know him, Dust.” He sniffed, glanced at me, then poked his thumb over his shoulder. “Who’s this asshole?”

Just past Asher’s head, Royce’s face twisted into a sneer. I could have hugged Asher right then. He was normally so docile, and so friendly with basically every person he’d ever met, maybe the side effect of being locked up in a death cult’s communal house for ages. Long story.

But this only proved that Royce was definitely a grade A jerk: if someone as sweet as Asher could hate him, then it clearly wasn’t a case of overreaction on my part. It just meant that Royce was a douche. No, a mega douche.

“He’s with the Lorica,” I said. “But not, like, the fun part of the Lorica. Tried to arrest me and shit. Got in the way when I was trying to stop that angel from destroying the world. Carver and Sterling were there, didn’t they tell you?”

Asher’s eyes lit up. “Oh, I remember now. Sterling said he screamed his head off when you stuck that knife in him.”

“I’m standing right here,” Royce said. “I can hear you.”

“That’s kind of the point,” I said.

I had to admit, this amused me to no end, especially the part where I realized I was sassing a Scion. Royce’s peculiar talents, in addition to his familiarity with certain destructive spells, were what elevated him to that coveted rank, and, curiously enough, made him fit to be the Lorica’s director of public relations. If you needed half the city to forget that they had just seen a bombastic display of magical skill – fireballs flying through the air, mages calling crackling lightning bolts from out of the sky – Royce was your man.

He was still a douche, though. An ultra douche.

“Enough,” Royce said through clenched teeth. “I’m not here to pick a fight. I’m here to clean up your mess.” He glared pointedly around him. Bastion stuck his hands in his pockets and looked away, whistling. “And I need to speak with you in private, Graves.”

“You can say what needs to be said right here,” Asher said. His hands were suddenly engulfed in green energy.

Oh shit. I knew that Asher had been spending time training with Carver, and that he was starting to like his new power. I’d never quite seen what it was he’d learned to do, but hell, I was starting to like his attitude, too. I was totally ready to stand back and yell “Fuck him up, Asher,” and watch our necromancer buddy totally rip Royce a second, and possibly a third asshole.

“I don’t have time for this,” Royce snarled, stalking straight for me. I lifted my hands, ready to fight –

When a wall of ivory spikes erupted from the ground in front of me. I leapt back, eyes wide. The spikes, made out of something sleek and yellowish-white, rose almost all the way up to my neck, their tips pointed and vicious. Almost like the fangs of some great subterranean beast. Like ribs.

Like bones.



Chapter 5





“Asher?” I mumbled, eyeing the forest of sharpened bones. “Buddy. You did this?”

I could tell Asher was holding back a triumphant grin. This was necromancy? Calling jagged bones to fight for him from deep within the earth? Hot damn. Consider me a fan.

“Call off your guard dog, Graves,” Royce growled. He glared at Asher. “You don’t want to try me, little boy.”

Asher bared his teeth. He clenched his fists even harder, and the spikes of bone grew impossibly taller, longer. Royce dodged out of the way, his face like thunder.

“There’s no need for violence,” Prudence said, pushing her way into our midst.

“Right, break it up,” Gil growled, placing his arm across Asher’s chest and wresting him away from Royce. “That’s enough for one day, little buddy.” Asher sputtered and kicked at the air, his face red, but he relented. The wall of bones slipped back into the earth.

“All I need is a minute,” Royce said.

His gaze was boring into me, and I had the sneaking suspicion that he was doing his hardest to transmit his thoughts directly into my mind. I set my jaw and resisted. Sure, I didn’t know much about telepathy, but I had a little practice from talking to Vanitas with my mind so much.

I knew that I could block out the noise if I wanted to. And so I did, visualizing a wall being erected in my head, a barrier against his unspoken words. I smiled smugly when Royce furrowed his brow. Ah. So it worked. As long as he didn’t touch me – which was how he could bend the thoughts of others to his will – I would be safe.

“Damn it, Graves, just come with me. I’m not trying to hurt you. This isn’t some sort of trick.”

Carver’s voice cut like an icy blade. “No one is going anywhere unless I say so.”

He stepped over the freshly turned earth, walking dangerously close to Royce’s shoulder as he approached to join me, as if daring the Scion to touch him, to do his worst. I could say whatever I wanted about Carver’s occasional cruelty, or how he seemed to very strongly play favorites in the Boneyard, but as far as bosses went, he was bad-ass as all hell.

“We’ve met, have we not?” Carver said, fixing Royce with a leveled, piercing gaze.

“I, uh, yes,” Royce said.

“Hmm.” Carver clasped his hands together. “And surely you recall how our last encounter went.”

Royce grimaced. Oh, he remembered, for sure

“Do you want me to spike him?” Asher called from somewhere behind me, with a hilariously inappropriate amount of enthusiasm. “Say the word and I’ll spike him.”

“That won’t be necessary, Asher,” Carver said. “Joyce, was it?”

“Royce,” Royce said gruffly.

“Yes. Boyce.” I snickered. “You will carry this message from me to your beloved Lorica. Tell them to scour their records for any and all information regarding the Eldest, especially the practice of shutting the doorways they use to enter our world.”

“That’s exactly why I’m here,” Royce said. “That’s what I need to discuss with Graves.”

Carver waved his hand lazily. “I will repeat what my protege said. Whatever you need to say to Dustin, you may say in front of the rest of us.”

Royce’s eyes flitted around us, from Carver’s face, to those of his subordinates, finally settling on mine. It happened so fast.

I blinked, and Royce was gone. The air crashed out of my lungs as something sped into me, rushing me up against a tree, away from the others. I groaned as my back struck bark. When I blinked again, I saw Royce, his hands gripped tightly around my collar, shoving me into the tree. He’d used his teleportation magic on me, and in an especially painful way, too.

The shouting started instantly, and blurry as my vision was I could see the warning, preparatory flares of magic in the distance. Jesus. Was there going to be another fight, this time between Team Boneyard, Team Lorica, and Team Actual Lorica? My body wasn’t ready.

“So,” Royce said, his voice deep and low. “Just you and me.”

“Uh-huh,” I croaked, still winded. “The fuck do you want from me, Royce? I don’t have a knife to stick in you this time. Play fair.”

He slammed me against the tree, the leaves overhead rustling as he did. I groaned in pain. In my palm, hot air swirled and pulsed as I prepared a handful of flame that I could shove right in Royce’s stupid, smug face.

“You’ll note that I haven’t touched your skin,” he said. “I’m not here to fight. Just to warn you. Graves, listen to me. You need to keep a low profile for now. Go in hiding, if you have to. Things are bad, but they’re about to get worse.”

I squinted blearily, just making out the huddle of figures dashing towards us. My friends were coming to help. Maybe I didn’t need to rearrange his face with a fistful of fire after all.

“Cute little trick back there, locking my thoughts out of your head,” he grumbled. “I meant what I said. I’m not here to hurt you. Keep the lines open and I’ll be able to update you. To warn you.”

“No can do, compadre,” I said, scoffing. I could hardly believe that Royce would ever be unselfish enough to help someone, let alone me, of all people. Just like Prudence said. I wasn’t about to let this asshole inside my head.

“Just remember this, then,” Royce said carefully. “The heart wants what it wants.”

I chuckled. “Aww. I didn’t know you felt that way, Royce. But maybe buy me dinner first, then we’ll see. I like Asian cuisine. How about you?”

“For fuck’s sake, Graves,” he hissed through gritted teeth. “We don’t have time for this.”

I watched as, from yards away, Carver slashed his hand through the air, a tendril of pale amber energy leaping from his fingers and lashing like a whip. I smiled, knowing what that meant. Carver’s spell made contact with my skin, and I grinned harder.

“See ya, Royce. Don’t call me. I’ll call you.”

Carver’s sending spell pulled me out of reality, teleporting me molecule by molecule back home to the Boneyard. The last thing I saw was Royce’s furious face, his huge hands groping stupidly at thin air. I wish I could have taken a picture.



Chapter 6





“So what you’re saying is that Thea is back.”

Sterling gnawed the back of his thumb, the flatter edges of his human teeth nibbling at his cuticles. He sat cross-legged on his favorite couch in the Boneyard, one foot dangling and jerking nervously across his thigh.

“No one’s saying that,” I said. “We don’t have any proof of it happening.”

None of us wanted it to be true, either. We each of us had reasons for fearing Thea – chief among them the fact that wherever she went, the Eldest followed with their horrific, destructive gaze – and Sterling had very good cause to be worried himself.

The Boneyard was a refuge that Carver had built for his students and mentees, members of the undead, or those deemed unsavory by the magical community. We were in what passed for its living room, a massive stone slab outfitted with cheap yet admittedly comfy Swedish furniture. Sterling had quietly adopted the huge red couch as his perch the day it arrived, and that was where he sat, jittery, anxious, his forehead furrowed with concern.

“I don’t like it one bit,” he said, his eyes fixed in the distance, one foot tapping incessantly at the stone floor.

Sterling was a vampire – our vampire – who had what I suspected to be a genetic predisposition for wearing really tight clothes made mostly out of leather. He preferred to dress like a rock star, all hair, silver jewelry, and black outfits, and personality-wise, he had the traits to go with the looks. But he’d practically just rolled out of bed, the stark white of his linen pajamas matching the marble pallor of his torso. Sterling was cocky, sometimes creepy, and a little bit of a pervert.

Yet not afraid. Never afraid. See, Thea’s particular gift was her command over the powers of light, shaping it into brilliant, solid weapons, or even conjuring sunlight from out of nowhere. Sunlight could fuck Sterling up something quick, and what I thought had been our last encounter with Thea had ended with her blasting him with a tremendous beam of sunlight, burning half of his body into a grotesque mess of cinders, charred flesh, and exposed bone.

He clearly wasn’t over that.

“Come now, Sterling,” Carver said, using his soothing, fatherly voice. “As Dustin said, there is no clear evidence that Thea Morgana has returned to our world. It simply wouldn’t be possible. We were all there when she was taken by the Eldest. She was likely consumed when they pulled her into their dimension.”

“It’s not all bad,” Gil said, stepping over to Sterling, clapping a huge, hairy hand on his shoulder in reassurance. “We’re ready for the worst. Even the Lorica knows that we’re in this together.”

Gil was one of the channels connecting us to the Lorica, after all. I hadn’t expected Gilberto Ramirez, the Boneyard’s resident werewolf, to get along quite so well with Prudence, but he had several qualities that a woman like her might find attractive. He was stoic, sensible, incredibly strong, and could turn into a slavering half-man, half-wolf on command. What’s not to love?

Sterling grunted in acknowledgment, the closest he’d ever get to thanking any of us for a show of emotional support, but I could tell that Gil’s gesture had made him feel just a little bit better. It was just the two of them, buddies from the beginning, before Asher and I had shown up at the Boneyard, and whatever it was that had passed between them through their unspoken shorthand was enough to get Sterling almost smiling again.

“You know what, you’re right. We’ve got backup now. As much as the Lorica can act like total assholes, at least we’ve got some extra firepower to count on.”

“Right,” Asher said. He was in our attached kitchen-slash-break room, frying up a greasy, diner-style late lunch that, from the smell, I could tell was rounded out with eggs, sausage, and lots and lots of bacon.

We were all still kind of hungry from having to hurry away from the barbecue, and breakfast food was so quick to prepare, hence Asher’s spontaneous kitchen service. Apparently he was making enough to share. God bless my roommates.

“And besides,” Asher added. “Maybe it’s a simple matter of investing in some really good sunblock, you know? Just in case. For next time.”

Sterling sprang off the sofa, crossing the room with his inhuman speed, and waved one threatening finger in Asher’s face. “You take that back. I find that offensive.”

Asher swatted Sterling’s hand away. “Try and make me. It was a joke.”

“Well sometimes your jokes are insensitive, and it’s not like I can just throw on a pair of sunglasses and call it a day. And another thing – ”

The rest of us had learned not to take Sterling and Asher’s squabbles quite so seriously. The two were the fastest of friends, and fighting like insufferable brats was just another integral aspect of their friendship.

I say that like I never behave like a brat myself, but hey, I think I should get a pass for being extra childish around the guys. I didn’t grow up with siblings – I don’t think any of us did – and while I doubt that any of us would ever openly admit it, the boys of the Boneyard were like brothers. I’d eat a bullet for any of those fools.

And that was why, even as Sterling and Asher carried on bickering, I couldn’t quite wipe the worry off my face. Thea had done enough to hurt me. I didn’t want her to come back and hurt my family yet again. She’d taken my mom from me, and like hell was I going to let her take my dad, or any of my friends, whether from the Boneyard or the Lorica.

The couch cushions beside me dipped as Carver took a seat. “Things will be fine, Dustin,” he said, as if sensing my concern.

He patted me lightly on the edge of my knee, rearranging his face into something that resembled sympathy. Carver was good at a lot of things: magic that could disrupt and control the flow of battle, the enchantment of arcane jewelry and devices, a knack for teleportation that could put the Lorica’s best Wings to shame. Expressing sympathy wasn’t one of them. As a lich, he’d given up his humanity a long time ago, so I couldn’t exactly blame him for having forgotten a few of the subtleties that make us who we are.

“There, there,” he said stiltedly, patting again in a wooden fashion, his face screwed up in confusion, possibly revulsion.

I chuckled, then gave him a tight smile. “I’m fine. Really. Or I think I will be after we’ve had some grub.”

“Ah. Food. The great unifier. You all have your divides, whether because of status, or religion, or politics, but slaughter a ceremonial bird and burn it at three-hundred and fifty degrees in a clay kiln for several hours – to crisp, juicy perfection – and everyone is friends for the holidays again.”

I blinked. “Are you talking about a Thanksgiving turkey?”

Carver frowned, staring at the back of his hand. “Perhaps.”

It was fascinating to me, how neither Carver nor Sterling needed to eat or drink normal food to survive, but did so anyway, purely for enjoyment. The fact that their bodies didn’t process calories the way ours do was a bit of a pain point for me, though. Carver could put away half a chocolate cake if he wanted and never have to deal with the consequences, being a bloodless husk operating purely on sorcerous energy and the power of his undead soul.

“But yes,” Carver said. “I suppose it’s time we throw the proverbial turkey on the fire. To commune. To tie even stronger bonds.”

“It’s not even the right time of year,” I said. “Are you feeling okay?”

“Yes. Quite all right. I am only hinting that it is nearly time for us to consume scorched pig abdomen and hot bird embryos.”

My stomach turned a little. “Bacon and eggs, Carver. Please don’t ruin breakfast food for me. Bacon and eggs.”

“Yes,” he said, fixing me with a quizzical gaze. Then he rose, gliding distractedly over to the kitchen counter. “Bacon and eggs.”

I was still mulling over what he meant with that whole business about food, how it was the great unifier. Kind of a dramatic way to talk about bacon, to be sure, but I suppose it made sense. Food, to an extent, was among the forces that bound the Boneyard so closely together, after all. Carver insisted that we eat most of our meals together, exactly like a human parent. Hell, we technically lived inside of a restaurant.

Mama Rosa’s Fine Filipino Food, specifically, an actual Filipino restaurant that the Boneyard used as its front. Mama Rosa herself was a stern, stalwart bulldog of a woman, loving, I suppose, in her own strangely protective way. I didn’t know how much Carver paid her to keep the Boneyard’s dimensional anchor in the kitchen, but whatever it was must have been worth harboring a bunch of occasionally felonious but always attractive magical criminals.

I blinked, staring off into the distance of the void that the Boneyard’s own kitchen overlooked. Carver had this strange habit of accidentally digging into my mind, at times convincing me that he could read its contents, and this throwaway talk of food couldn’t have been coincidental.

Maybe it was just his way of trying to distract me with idle conversation, but it gave me an idea. We still needed to track down the idiots responsible for casting the spell that opened the Heinsite rift, but we hadn’t hit a dead end like I’d thought. We still had one asset that could tip the scales in our favor.

Specifically, someone who was good at finding spells and spellbooks. It wouldn’t take a lot of reagents, either. Just some greasy comfort food. 

“Dustin,” Gil barked. “Food’s ready. Come on.”

“Coming,” I said, vaulting off the sofa. Hey, I was hungry. Dusty can’t save the world on an empty stomach.

Food first, I thought to myself. Then I would pin down a plan of action. Maybe I knew someone who could help after all – even if I still wasn’t sure where I stood when it came to demons.



Chapter 7





“I’m stuffed,” Asher said. “Absolutely stuffed.”

“This was so wrong,” Gil grumbled. “Why do I do this to myself?”

I wasn’t sure how it had happened exactly, but between the five of us we’d demolished nearly two cartons of eggs, a loaf of white bread, and far, far too many rashers of bacon.

“That was great,” I said, restraining a massive burp. “Thanks for cooking, dude.”

“No problem,” Asher muttered. “Ohhh. Oh God. I’m going to hate myself all day for this one.”

I’m not sure how it happened, exactly, but I blinked, and they were gone. All of them. Not in any magical sense, mind, but all at once the dining table was empty, dishes uncleared, pots and pans still sitting in the sink. I barely caught a glimpse of Carver as he patted his belly and glided out of the Boneyard’s living area.

“Take care of the dishes, will you, Dustin? Asher did handle the cooking after all. There’s a good boy.”

I was positive I caught a smirk as he turned the corner and disappeared. It was pointless trying to argue these things with Carver. In his mind every little task he assigned me helped in deepening my connection to the arcane strands of the universe, in strengthening my bond with magic.

It all had to do with discipline, he said, whether he asked me to clear the dishes, throw together a cookout for a meeting of magical persons, or scrub a toilet. Like Mister Miyagi, but dead, and a lot meaner, too.

Sighing, I rolled my sleeves up to my elbows and began the laborious process of transferring the dishes the guys had left behind. At least I could be thankful for how ridiculously thorough they all were when it came to leftovers, which is to say that we almost never left any. Some sausage, mostly. You’ve got growing, virile young dudes like me and Asher, and a literal werewolf, so I suppose that shouldn’t have been a surprise.

I dumped the first load of dishes in the sink, still not quite accustomed to having all these mundane amenities placed on a stone slab that honestly looked like it was suspended in the void of space. That was part of why I didn’t like doing the dishes manually at the Boneyard. In a normal place you might have a window looking out into the yard, or a view into your very sexy and very candid neighbor’s apartment.

“How the mighty have fallen,” said a woman’s voice, bare inches from my ear.

I froze. Definitely not Rosa. No way she could have ever snuck up on me. The woman was powerfully constructed, with a generous build and huge hands skilled at both cooking delicious Filipino food and snapping human necks. Probably.

That and the fact that the entirety of the Boneyard was basically a sausage party made me extra suspicious. I clenched my fingers around an invisible sphere, summoning a vortex of blinding hot air without moving a muscle, then whirled on my heel, prepared to fry our interloper to a crisp.

I wasn’t expecting there to be three of them. I wasn’t expecting the intruder to be Hecate, the triune goddess of magic. Flustering, I curled my fingers back, snuffing out the ball of fire I’d been more or less prepared to lob directly into her face.

“Hecate,” I stammered. “Hi. Um, sorry about that, we’re not used to having – ”

“Guests?” Hecate tittered, waving her hand over the filthy sink as her doubles vanished, leaving only one copy of the goddess. “You could have fooled us, fleshling. It appears as if a small battalion of minotaurs dined here.”

“Big lunch,” I said, parting my arms to indicate the size of the spread.

Hecate tilted her head, her lashes fluttering as she blinked innocently. “Is this what the darkling mage has been reduced to? Cleaning up after his companions like a scullery maid?” She tutted. “What a strange fate for a man who holds the potential to be one of the arcane world’s strongest, most formidable powers.”

“Hey,” I said. I pushed my hands into my hips, insulted. “First of all, you’d be hard pressed to find a scullery maid quite this handsome.” I cleared my throat softly, remembering the other thing that she’d said. “And second. Did you say strongest?”

The goddess clasped her hands together, the ever-shifting forms of her face wavering like a mirage over a hot desert. Only the piercing black of her eyes and an otherworldly, overwhelming sense of sheer beauty anchored my brain to the fact that I was still speaking to the same entity.

“Do you doubt our assessment?” she said. “It is but one of many eventualities, after all.”

I coughed again, looking down at myself. “I mean, I have been working out.” I flexed a little, perhaps to cover up the fact that I’d never worked out a day in my life. Don’t need to, am I right?

“Ah,” Hecate sighed. “This is why you are among our favorites, fleshling. Your charming sense of humor brings us boundless amusement, as ultimately pointless as your banter is in the face of the dark, gaping void of the universe.”

“R-right,” I said, shuffling my feet.

She beckoned at the shapeless abyss floating just off the edge of the stone slab we called home. “So admirable, your determination and resilience, despite knowing that you are but a speck of worthless dust in the grand scheme of the uncaring cosmos.”

I chewed my lip, unsure of what to say. Trust Hecate to make things uncomfortable in record time.

“Dust,” Hecate said. I shivered, so unused to hearing her speak my name. She laughed. “Do you like our play on words, fleshling? Our little joke?”

“Hilarious,” I said. “Now I hope you don’t mind my asking but we don’t usually get goddesses of magic strolling into our home. What’s up? You’ve got something for me? Some new information to be delivered in a string of obtuse and possibly puzzling sentences?”

She stirred the dishwater with the clawed end of one slender finger, then laughed. “Is that how you see us, then? As a cryptic entity? Then perhaps it is best for us to be more direct.”

Hecate vanished, and my shoes scraped against the floor as I stumbled when she reappeared close – too close – to my face. She smiled smugly. I hated when she did that, shadowstepping the way that I could, like she was trying to tease me, or to prove some point I still couldn’t understand.

“Dustin Graves,” Hecate said, her voice thick with gravity. “There are no questions as to the severity of the matter. The walls of this world are wearing thin.” She lifted her nose, the black of her eyes like twin chasms of endless void. “The Eldest are coming.”



Chapter 8





My breath caught in my throat for the fraction of a second – as if I didn’t already know what Hecate had come to talk about. She was one of the small handful of entities who sought me out instead of the other way around, and her appearance always meant one of a few things.

It could mean that she had come with great knowledge that could turn the tides in my favor. But too often she came with bad omens, ill tidings brought on the wings of ravens, by a murder of crows. Her hair and her midnight cloak fluttered in their deep darkness just then – exactly like feathers.

“What can we do?” I said quietly.

“Hey man, I thought I’d help you out with the dishes and – oh. Hello.”

Hecate and I turned towards the entrance to the living area. Asher was paused mid-stride, the casual look of camaraderie on his face sloughing away. His eyes locked with mine for a moment – as if questioning – then landed on Hecate’s face. He was squinting and trying to focus, his mind struggling to lock down the goddess’s features as they shifted and blurred.

“Greetings,” Hecate said stiffly.

“Um. Hi. Welcome to our home.” Asher brought his hands together, studying his nails. “Um. Can I interest you in a cup of coffee?”

Hecate looked at me, then her head turned towards Asher so slowly that I could almost hear the bones in her neck creak. She stared at him in silence.

“It’s really no trouble at all,” Asher said quietly.

“You offer us a cup of brown bilge water?” Hecate scoffed. “We are made of the very essence of the universe, child. The turnings of nature, of the very cosmos supply us with the power to alter reality itself, to meld it to our liking. Night and day, tide and ebb, beginning and end, all bow to the occult supremacy of Hecate. We have no need for sustenance.”

Asher stared back, unimpressed. “We’ve got flavored creamer.”

Hecate narrowed her eyes, then shrugged. “Oh, very well. Do you have hazelnut?”

I sighed in relief. You could never tell with Asher, honestly, whether he was just oblivious, extraordinarily brave, or just plain dumb. Maybe it was all of the above. Maybe it was just his strange, innate need to be nice to people – even dangerous goddesses.

It didn’t take long for Asher to make Hecate some coffee. He put it in one of our nicest cup and saucer combos, the ones that Carver liked to drink his blazing, infernally boiling teas out of, placing it gently in Hecate’s outstretched hands. She accepted it with a polite hum, then stared at Asher in another prolonged silence.

“I’ll – help with the dishes later,” he said, scurrying off.

“Thanks,” I said to his back, still somewhat confused.

“Yes,” Hecate said. “We thank you for your hospitality.”

We waited some moments until Asher’s footsteps had disappeared down the hallway. I was about to apologize for his intrusion, but Hecate spoke up first.

“Such a sweet disposition he has, this boneweaver of yours.”

“Boneweaver?”

She raised an eyebrow, placing one hand over her cup. “He is a necromancer, is he not? One who manipulates the very forces of life and death. Such a rare talent. Keep him close, fleshling. Keep all your friends close. The cosmos has entwined your fate with those of mortals brimming with unknown power, with arcane potential.”

“You mean Asher’s going to be a big shot some day?”

“That is one way to put it, yes. The boneweaver, the frostbringer, many of your friends possess swirling vortices of incredible talent within their frail bodies.” She curled her fingers, the creamy off-white of her coffee rising in droplets, disappearing into the palm of her hand. “Ah. Delicious. Fortifying. We pretend it isn’t so, but there’s nothing quite like a good cup of coffee.” 

The frostbringer. She meant Herald, didn’t she? He specialized in ice magic, after all. I already knew he was a Hecate fanboy. If he heard all these things she was saying about his future he would totally flip. Though Hecate didn’t really surprise me in that respect. No one could doubt that Asher and Herald, hell, even Bastion were destined for greatness.

She set her cup and saucer down on the dining table, smoothed down her cloak, then cleared her throat. “As we were saying: the Old Ones are proving to be an imminent danger for you and your friends. We have come to tell you of the great and horrible things you may do to quickly acquire eldritch might. Tap into deeper wells of pure magic, and you may yet protect your loved ones and defeat the Eldest.”

I folded my arms and leaned against the sink, curious, but already more than slightly uncomfortable. “I’m not sure I like where this is going, Hecate.”

“Tell us, fleshling.” She steepled her fingers, very much the way that Carver might. “Have you heard of the concept of patronage?”

“Patronage?”

“You might like to call it matronage, depending on who will take you.” She laughed softly, the sound of an evening breeze rushing over a meadow. “Patronage, dear fleshling, is when you offer yourself bodily to an entity, to receive their boundless support, a portion of their power. You become their champion. You yourself have seen and felt the benefits of befriending the right entities.”

Too true. A lot of what I’d gotten from the entities had summed up to information, truthfully – whether from the spider-queen Arachne and her stealthy offspring, or the oddly stylish trinity who called themselves the Sisters. Once, Amaterasu, the Japanese goddess of the sun, had even lent me a mirror I could use to steal the very sunlight out of the sky itself, turning day into night.

“But how does that differ from what I’ve already experienced?” I didn’t fancy the sound of giving myself “bodily” to an entity. I really didn’t like how she’d put it.

“It is a contract like any other, Dustin Graves. You give yourself wholly, exclusively to a single entity, and depending on their dominion, their portfolio, you might receive a range of arcane gifts.” She took a step forward, until she was close enough that I could smell her breath: like sweet grass, and like petrichor, like the earth after a fresh rain.

“Say, perhaps, you become the champion of one of the gods of night. Their favor comes in the form of the Crown of Stars, an artifact that will lend you the greatest of power. Oh, the things you could do in the darkness, Dustin. Imagine that the stars themselves are your eyes, that you could see where to find your enemies. That you could walk from here, to any other point on this wretched planet. That you could reach through the black of night and skewer those who defy you through the heart.”

Hecate had always been good at this, at seducing me with her words, with her promises of power. But it sounded too good to be true, and it was, because patronage didn’t just sound like devotion, or a contract. 

“Hecate,” I said. “You’re basically telling me to sell my soul in exchange for power.”

“In a sense, yes, we are.”

I bit my lip, buying myself time to think, but I already knew my answer.

“No.”

Hecate said nothing. Her expression didn’t change.

“And don’t take this the wrong way or anything, but if I was going to surrender my soul – which I wouldn’t, let’s just be clear – I’d probably just as well hand it over to you.”

Hecate’s laughter rang throughout the Boneyard. If the guys hadn’t been alerted to the fact that we had an intruder yet, they’d know now. In a minute I predicted Sterling would come skidding in, demanding to collect someone’s teeth, and possibly their organs.

“Why fleshling, you flatter us so. Your trust in us is most pleasing. But to come to the very fullest of your power, you would need to bind yourself to an entity who rules the night. One who governs darkness, and shadow. Give a warrior a stick, and he will flail and fall in battle, crippled with the wrong tool for the wrong work. His strokes will be artless, his body vulnerable. But give him a sword, and it becomes his paintbrush. What beautiful, bloody portraits he will create. Do you understand?”

My hands gripped the edge of the sink tight, my fingers sliding against stray droplets of dishwater. “I think so,” I said softly, my brain so thoroughly against the very idea of patronage, but my heart thumping in increasing excitement over the promise of strength and glory.

“Consider it, Dustin Graves. Consider the power that comes with wearing the Crown of Stars.”

She stepped off the edge of the stone slab – something none of us had ever done before, for fear of the consequences, whether it was plummeting into the darkness, or simply floating off into dead space. But Hecate only kept walking, each of her steps leaving flaming green footprints in thin air.

“The heart wants what it wants,” she said. My blood went cold. “What is it that you desire?”

Royce’s warning. What did she know?

“Hecate, wait. What does that mean? What you just said, about the heart?”

The goddess turned to look at me, favoring me with one last enigmatic smile over her shoulder. Her form slowly faded into the abyss, leaving her lips and her teeth last, a Cheshire grin.

“Consider the Crown, fleshling. Before it’s too late.”
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Patronage, huh? Not damn likely. I was going to exhaust all possibilities before I would even consider wearing a Crown of Stars, whatever that was. Besides, I had a plan. I had something – rather, someone to fall back on.

Carver said that the rift being opened by the worshippers of the Eldest was a distinct possibility, that it might have involved a ritual, or a spell. Well then. We just needed someone who was good at sniffing those out.

I talked it over with the boys – and with Carver, naturally – and we figured it was worth a shot. I raided the Boneyard’s fridge for whatever leftovers we could spare. Loading my arms with plastic containers, I dumped everything onto the kitchen counter, picking out a single paper plate as a vessel for our offering. I ladled out some mashed potatoes and threw in a couple of cold breakfast sausages. Then I spooned over some relish and squirted on a little mustard for good measure.

“This seems like a lot,” Asher said.

“Shh. It’s part of the process.”

Sterling peered over my shoulder as I kept piling more onto the paper plate, like I was building a little food fortress. “No, I agree, that’s a hell of a lot of leftovers.”

“Shut up for a minute,” I said. “Asher? Pass me that knife.”

He reached for the block as I set up a spot at our dining table, a sort of makeshift altar. But let’s be real. It wasn’t like the creature I was summoning would demand such an elegant setup considering the very mundane nature of our offering.

I popped the plate in the microwave for a quick spin, then thanked Asher as he handed me the biggest knife we kept in the kitchen. I might have said it before: the kid’s not the brightest, but he means well.

Ding. The microwave was done. I placed the plate back down on the table, then pulled up a chair, straddling it and resting my chin on its back. Very carefully I pricked the tip of my finger with the edge of the meat cleaver, dripping a single drop of blood over all the grub.

Carver watched me with mounting curiosity. “Are we quite certain this is going to work, Dustin?”

“I’m casually optimistic,” I said.

Watching the paper plate, I sucked on my finger until the coppery taste of my blood faded. Soon enough the telltale odor of rotten eggs wafted into the room. In a cloud of fire and brimstone – which honestly smells like a puff of farts – Scrimshaw the imp appeared.

“Sweet Lucifer,” the demon said, his tiny hands trembling as he walked across the paper plate, eyes like lumps of amber staring hugely at his mountainous feast. “Is this all for me?”

“Hey, a promise is a promise,” I said. “I owed you two burgers, right? Well, this is even better. Plus I figured a little blood would sweeten the pot and help lead you back to me.”

“You figured correctly,” Scrimshaw said, collapsing into a pile of mashed potatoes, slathering it across his skin and moaning in a thoroughly inappropriate way.

Gil grimaced, and the peaks of Asher’s cheeks went red. Sterling, predictably, remained unperturbed, watching the spectacle and slurping from a mug of coffee, probably laced with a little blood, the way he liked it.

Scrimshaw was starting to do some very unseemly things with a slice of bread. In no time at all I suspected he was going to move on to the chicken drumstick. I cleared my throat noisily.

“So,” I said. “Scrimshaw. Little buddy. Come on, put that sausage down, man, seriously. We need a favor.”

The imp grumbled, clearing away the mashed potatoes he’d piled into a swirl over his head. “Aww, you’re no fun. Still, I’m pleased that you kept your promise from last time. What do you need help with now?”

Scrimshaw wasn’t like other imps. He was a word-eater, a very specific kind of minor demon that worked closely with documents and books, and therefore had an affinity for the written word. I’d previously hired him to hunt down a very flighty book known as the Tome of Annihilation, a slightly sentient grimoire that liked to teleport and change locations each time someone cast one of its spells. I had to hope that Scrimshaw’s peculiar talents would be of use to us again.

“This time is different,” I said. “We already know the spells that need tracking. That’s not what we’re looking for. We want you to hunt down the people who used those spells. Remember the last time I asked you to find a book? This time we need you to find the reader.”

Scrimshaw folded his arms and scratched at his exceedingly pointed and exceedingly knobbly chin. “An interesting challenge. And how do you propose we do that?”

I planted my hands on the table, leaning closer. “What if we give you copies of those spells?”

“Dustin,” Carver said, his voice ringing with warning.

“Trust me on this,” I said. Carver was basically flaying me alive with a scowl, but I needed him to understand. “The infernals won’t gain anything from letting the Eldest take over and slaughter humanity en masse. Mammon told me so.”

“Well,” Scrimshaw said, coughing into his little fist. “Mostly. Some members of the infernal court – not the princes, even they aren’t that crazy – seem to think they have a fighting chance in whatever new world order the Eldest establish.”

“There won’t be one,” I muttered. “It’ll just be chaos.”

“Aha,” Carver said, triumphant. “You see?”

I flung my hands up. “Fine. We’ll give him the first line of the spell. Surely that’s enough to compare. And that way we won’t be handing over the entire ritual to the infernals.” I coughed softly. “No offense meant, Scrimshaw.”

He nodded, unperturbed, from his perch on the paper plate. “None taken.”

“That might work,” Carver said. “Very well. I shall transcribe the correct words.”

He lifted his hands, fingers wreathed with pale fire. The flames vanished, leaving an inked quill in one hand and a piece of parchment in the other. Style. See, that’s why I work for the man. He stooped over our coffee table and started scribbling away.

“So,” I said to Scrimshaw. “We don’t have to get your wizard boss involved in this, do we? This can just be between us.”

Scrimshaw was a wizard’s familiar, after all. It wasn’t common to find imps of his specific class and caliber wandering free in the world. Word-eaters had to be contracted from hell’s libraries and government offices, the only places in the known universe more infuriating than the local DMV.

“Oh, old Nicodemus doesn’t need to know,” Scrimshaw said, waving his hand dismissively. “I won’t tell if you won’t. And tell you what, I do realize that I kind of screwed you over with our previous contract.” He ground one foot sheepishly into the paper plate. “I could have been more specific. I’ll give you a better deal this time around.”

I frowned and raised a finger. “No games, Scrimshaw.”

He raised his hands. “Hey. No games. All it’ll cost is twenty drams of blood.”

“Done,” I said, rolling up my jacket.

“From each of you.”

“What?”

Asher moved forward, pulling back the sleeve of his sweatshirt. “Go for it,” he said. “But maybe draw from the inside of my elbow? I don’t really want any visible bite marks.”

“What?” Sterling shouted. “No fair. How come he gets to drink from everyone?” He smacked Asher on the shoulder. “And you. Traitor. I never get to drink from you, and now this?”

“Quit whining,” Asher said, his ears going red. And then, softly, he added: “Maybe later.”

Sterling shut up immediately, a pleased, if surprised little smile sealing his lips.

In the end, he didn’t have to give any blood to Scrimshaw after all. It just wasn’t how things worked between demons and vampires, I guess. Carver laughed when I told him it was his turn. I kind of spaced on that. He didn’t have any blood in his system at all. Period. Whatever kept his husk going certainly didn’t qualify as anything organic.

So Scrimshaw took his payment from me, and Gil, and Asher. He said the same thing he did about my blood as the first time: like wine from a gas station. Gil growled in a convincingly predatory manner when Scrimshaw described his blood as gamy. No complaints, unsurprisingly, when it came to Asher’s blood.

“Like champagne,” Scrimshaw said, kissing the tips of his fingers with exaggerated relish. “Delicious.”

Asher blushed, pressing a wad of paper towels against his inner elbow. “Thanks. I guess.”

“Okay now,” I grumbled. “That’s enough.”

“And I mean real champagne,” Scrimshaw added. “Not that Italian sparkling stuff. The real thing. From the source.”

“Okay, we get it,” I snarled. “Go find the people who cast this damn spell already.”

“Right,” Scrimshaw said, somehow managing to carry the entire paper plate loaded with leftovers over his head. “Here I go.”

“Um, Do you want us to keep those for you?” Trust Asher to be as helpful as ever. “We can pop them back in the microwave once you’re done, or – ”

“No need,” Scrimshaw grunted, straining under the weight of all his food. “It won’t take long for me to demolish this.”

I elbowed Asher in the ribs. “He’s not kidding,” I whispered. “I’ve seen what he can do.”

“Be back in a jiff,” Scrimshaw said, shortly before vanishing in a puff of farts.

As an imp, Scrimshaw was technically a demon, but I trusted him enough to do his job and complete his end of the bargain. The problem with commissioning entities and supernatural creatures to gather intel was that there was no telling when they would come back with results.

I packed up the rest of the leftovers, and after turning down the kitchen, we each of us headed to our separate bedrooms for the night. And Carver headed to – well, wherever it was he sat to stare out into empty space while the rest of us got our sleep.

And I truly did believe that I was going to get a good, solid eight hours for once, which I knew I’d need for the challenges that were inevitably going to come. I stripped down to my boxers, brushed my teeth, then slammed myself into bed, getting nice and warm under the covers.

From an adjacent room – Sterling’s, specifically – I heard the muffled strains of characters in a telenovela arguing passionately in Spanish. But Sterling was at least polite about that, keeping things at a volume that made it impossible to make out what anyone was really saying, a low enough level that it nearly passed for my own personal white noise machine.

I couldn’t tell you when I drifted off, exactly, only that I dreamed in Spanish. A woman with heart-shaped lips and an hourglass figure huffed, then slapped a leanly muscled man, striking him across cheekbones sharp enough to cut diamonds. “Hijo de puta,” she screamed, shortly before he grabbed her by the back of her head and began passionately kissing her full on the mouth.

Then the two ridiculously beautiful actors slowly morphed into Prudence and Gil, and my odd, relatively pleasant dream gradually transformed into a nightmare. Not that there’s anything wrong with them kissing, exactly, but who wants to watch their friends make out?

The scene shifted, and suddenly Prudence was carrying a baby. A really ugly one, with a hooked nose, metallic skin that shone like copper, and for some reason, a pair of horns growing out of its head. The baby stared directly at me, and with a frown, it said “Get up, loser.”

And it wouldn’t stop. I sputtered and scratched at my cheeks, annoyed by something that seemed to be fluttering there, which was when I finally realized that I wasn’t dreaming anymore. I opened one eye, staring blearily out of it at Scrimshaw, who was standing triumphantly on my pillow and nudging my cheek.

“Get up, loser,” he said, for maybe the fifth time.

“Jesus, Scrimshaw, I get it,” I moaned, ruffling my hair, hating to be woken up so soon. “What time is it?”

“Doesn’t matter. What matters is that I found the source of the spell.”

I sat bolt upright. Well. That woke me up.

“You did? So quickly?”

“I know, right?” Scrimshaw chuckled, his hands pushed into his waist, his little chest thrust out with pride. He handed me a tiny scroll of parchment that he’d seemingly produced out of nowhere. I took it warily, once again trying my hardest to overlook the fact that he had no pockets or pants to keep things in.

I delicately grasped each end of the scroll between thumb and forefinger and unfurled it. Written in shockingly beautiful cursive script was an address that identified the ritual’s origins as somewhere in the Gridiron, the city of Valero’s industrial district. But something else about the address seemed familiar. I blinked my eyes rapidly, and as the haze of sleep completely wore off, it began to dawn on me.

“Wait. I know this place.”
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Asher narrowed his eyes, his expression twisting into a scowl as he looked up at the house. “We all know this place. It’s the Viridian Dawn.”

It hadn’t taken long for me to round up the rest of the boys. We hopped into a car and headed straight for the Gridiron, all the while arguing that it simply made no sense. The Viridian Dawn couldn’t possibly have gotten back together again, and worse, moved back into the same damn house.

“Why,” Sterling said, rubbing his temples. “And I mean, why would these idiots come back to occupy the same house we raided them in before?”

“Lightning doesn’t strike the same place twice, maybe?” I shrugged. “Criminals don’t go back to the scene of the crime? Maybe they figured no one would come looking if they moved back in.”

“In a contemptuously idiotic way, it somehow makes sense.” Carver sneered, like he’d just caught a whiff of something that came out of a dog’s backside. “Pitiful miscreants. Who knew that they even possessed enough discipline or magical prowess to perform a ritual to the Eldest?”

I slapped myself in the forehead. “Oh my God. Now it makes sense. Remember, the Lorica arrested their leader, Deirdre. But most of her followers scattered. And remember, she managed to outfit her little army with a bunch of wands and crappy magical devices. Who’s to say she didn’t leave any grimoires lying around?” 

A chorus of groans sounded from our strike team. They knew I was right. Deirdre Calloway was the druidic master of the Viridian Dawn, a doomsday cult with a very unusual and very specific objective. They’d originally located and picked Asher up off the street around the time his powers manifested, then kept him locked up in the house that was designated as the Viridian Dawn’s headquarters.

The plan was to use his necromantic power to trigger an overgrowth of vegetation so abrupt and intense that it would choke the very life out of Valero, and turn it into a massive living forest. We managed to stop the Dawn through the combined efforts of the Boneyard and the Lorica. I had the strangest feeling that we would be working with the Lorica very closely for the foreseeable future, and not just to shut down cults composed mostly out of idiot college kids with delusions of grandeur and way too much free time.

“That’s why these losers came back.” It was hard to keep my voice down, but I was getting riled up. “They must have known where Deirdre was keeping her toys. They didn’t need their leader, they just wanted any semblance of power that magic could give them.”

Gil cracked his knuckles. “So we move in. Smash some heads. We did it once, so we do it again.”

Asher lurched forward, his momentum only stopped when Sterling grabbed the back of his jacket and held on tight. “Let go,” Asher grunted. “Let me at ’em.”

“Not without a plan,” Carver said. One of his eyes pulsed with a dull glow as he stared at the house. I knew what was happening. He was scrying, his very gaze penetrating the walls. That same eye rolled towards me, and Carver gave a little smile. “Mister Graves. Perhaps you’ll enjoy what I have to propose.”

“Fire away,” I said.

Something passed between me and Carver then, a strange sort of understanding that we weren’t going to be as lenient with the Viridian Dawn as the last time. When they were working under Deirdre Calloway’s command, they were inefficient, mere nuisances who thought that magic was fun, that dabbling wasn’t at all dangerous. Times had changed, and clearly, so had Carver’s approach to minimizing human collateral damage.

“Smoke them out,” he said. “Like rodents out of hiding. Be creative. It doesn’t matter how you do it, only that it happens.”

I smiled. “Consider it done,” I said, entering the shadows at my feet to access the Dark Room.

This was going to be easy. I’d already physically been in the Viridian Dawn’s base before, so I knew my way around, which meant less risk of shadowstepping into the wrong place. I rushed through the Dark Room, aiming to emerge in reality in a spot in the house that I knew wouldn’t be occupied: the middle of the staircase.

And just as I suspected, I was right. I crouched to keep myself hidden in the house’s already ambient darkness, clutching at the bannister. From where I stood, I could see maybe a dozen of the Dawn’s cultists gathered on the ground floor, their faces shrouded in hoods, lit only by the flames of so many black candles.

On the ground glistened a circle drawn in blood. In the center of the circle was the carcass of some small animal I couldn’t identify. I didn’t want to. It would only make me angrier. The cultists chanted strange, mangled words in a language I couldn’t recognize, but even without understanding I knew that this prayer was meant to open a gateway. And the audacity, the utter nerve of the Viridian Dawn to experiment with something they couldn’t possibly understand filled my blood with a quiet, humming rage.

See, I knew that my soul was going through some sort of metamorphosis, a transformation that no one, not Carver, not even Hecate could cleanly explain to me. Over time, as I became more comfortable with my power, the darkness that pulsed in my veins grew stronger, taking hold of my head and my heart. I’d learned not long ago that I enjoyed inflicting pain on those who deserved it. I knew in some part of my bones that I enjoyed killing those who deserved it.

And everyone in the Viridian Dawn qualified.

I did nothing to telegraph my presence, not even the cool, smug lines I’d rehearsed so frequently in my head for just such an occasion. I summoned the flames as quickly as I could, hurling a globe of molten fire directly at the center of the ritual circle. It exploded with a crash and a hiss, catching the cultists in the area of effect – and lighting their ceremonial robes on fire, just as I’d hoped. With my other hand I launched a second fireball, directing it at a couch placed right next to a bookcase. Thank you for the kindling, I thought.

As the room filled with screams and with smoke, I sank back into the shadows, unheard and unseen. The Viridian Dawn’s collective cries of anguish rang in my ears, echoes that followed me as I sprinted through the Dark Room. Something bubbled up in my chest as I ran, something like laughter. I let loose, letting the joy spill from my lips, the music of my laughter going dull and numb as it entered the dead air of the Dark Room. I took one last step, my foot hitting the grass outside the Viridian Dawn’s house, landing gracefully.

The dark of night glowed with the brilliant amber of fire, and I turned to reposition myself and appraise my own work. Somewhere behind me, Carver grunted approvingly. Sterling clapped me on the back. Asher nudged me.

“You okay there?” he said, his tone uncertain, his eyes seemingly worried.

“Why wouldn’t I be?” I said, my eyes locked on the fires licking at the windows, on the front door as I waited for the Viridian Dawn’s survivors to stream out of it. The rats. The rodents.

“I think you’re enjoying this a little too much, Dust,” Asher said.

“Huh?”

He went silent and gestured at my face. I felt at my cheek, the tip of my finger finding the dip of one of my dimples.

I didn’t know I had been smiling.
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The air was thick with smoke. It didn’t take long for the cultists to come screaming out of the building. The smarter ones threw themselves at the lawn, rolling in the grass to smother the flames. The dumber ones ran like headless chickens, directly towards the bushes where we stayed hidden. Maybe there was a garden hose nearby that we hadn’t spotted. Whatever the case, the cultists came at us like lambs to the slaughter.

Carver hissed, then flicked his wrist, and the night filled with even more screaming as the sound of bones cracking shattered the air. Pale fire lanced from his fingers across the yard, his bone-breaker spell disabling and crippling the cultists that were still on their feet.

Gil rushed into the fray, choosing to use his fists over his talons, which were still deadly weapons despite their bluntness. He smashed his knuckles into the cultists, thoroughly relishing the violence. I watched impassively as the cultists, kids in their twenties, all of them, writhed and retched in the grass, reeling from agony. Sterling huddled over one of them, feeding from the throat of a boy who was crying. It was all I could do not to laugh.

And Asher, the one person in our group who had the best reason to detest the Viridian Dawn, walked among them, standing in the midst of the bodies twitching and tearing at the earth. He didn’t have to contribute to the fight at all, and it looked like he had no plans to. The rest of us had done enough to suppress the cultists.

As I watched him throw his head back, as faint threads of green mist streamed from the nostrils of the injured cultists and entered Asher’s mouth with every inhalation, I slowly understood what he was doing. Asher was feeding on their pain, on the ambient magic of agony. The question was what he was planning to do with that power.

I didn’t get a chance to ask. Just in front of the burning house, a scintillating white oval ripped open in reality, appearing right out of thin air.

“No,” I shouted, looking to Carver for guidance. “But we stopped them. I stopped the ritual.”

“Apparently not,” Carver snarled, his glare focused on the rift.

He raised a hand, his skin erupting with amber fire as he began muttering the same incantation he’d used at Heinsite Park. The rift began its horrible shrieking, the terrible whistling that heralded the widening of the black hole at its center, and the coming of the shrikes. With the same guttural words, that same unknowable language, Carver slammed his fist into the portal, shattering it utterly.

With the rift destroyed, the only sounds left in the night were the crackling of the house as it burned, and the agonized groaning of the surviving members of the Viridian Dawn. Sterling walked up to us, wiping his bloodied mouth with the back of his hand.

“I thought Dust stopped the ritual.”

“That’s what I thought, too,” I said, a feeling of horrendous dread building in the pit of my stomach. Wasn’t it enough to interrupt the prayer to the Eldest? Surely Scrimshaw hadn’t given us the wrong address. And why did the rift appear so close by? For that matter, what determined where these gateways were supposed to open in the first place?

But I had more pressing matters to attend to. I wasn’t even sure when he’d shown up, but suddenly, there he was: Royce, his hands stuck in his coat pockets, shaking his head as he watched the inferno.

“What the – Royce? What are you doing here?”

His shoulders rose, then slumped as he heaved a deep sigh. “Wondering whether I’ll still have a job to go back to in the morning.” He turned to me, the grimace on his face bathed in the fiery glow of the burning house. “Is this how you people deal with your problems? By setting everything on fire?”

“The hell are you talking about?” I bellowed. “Are you being serious right now? Do you even remember the warehouse?”

No fucking way he was going to pin this on my conscience. Once, on the same night I’d first met him, Royce had personally burned down an entire Gridiron warehouse to cover up the deaths of over a hundred normals at a pop concert, their corpses going up in flames in the bargain.

He waved his hand nonchalantly. “Right. Right. But those people were dead.” He gestured at the lawn, at the cultists sprawled across it, moaning and clutching at their burned and broken bodies. “This is different.”

“We’ve grown quite weary of doing the Lorica’s work for it,” Carver said, his voice dangerously even, his gaze lethal. “The bedlam was necessary. We came to put a stop to the opening of another of the Eldest’s rifts. We succeeded where you could not.”

Royce frowned even harder, but he said nothing.

“Why are you even here?” I said. “You’ve usually got a team traveling with you. A few Hands, maybe more Wings. I’m not used to seeing you without any lackeys.”

“About that,” Royce said. “I’m here for a different reason.”

He vanished, and in a flash, reappeared just inches from my face. Before I could dodge, Royce slammed his huge hand against my brow, gripping powerfully around my head. A spike of fear shot through my chest. This was how he controlled people’s minds. I struggled under his touch, but he was too strong.

“I told you to lie low, didn’t I?” Royce muttered.

From somewhere behind him I heard Sterling and Gil growling, animalistic and feral. The glow of green energy told me that Asher was prepared to brawl, having just fed on the power of pain. But it was Carver’s voice that rang loudest over them all.

“Release him, Royce,” Carver snarled. “You will unhand my charge, or I will pull your spine out through your nostrils, so help me.”

I was still shaky and uncertain in Royce’s grasp, but I still found the bravado to back Carver up. “He’s right, you know. I wouldn’t fuck around with Carver if I were you.”

“Shut up,” Royce said. “I’m trying to help you.” He leaned in closer, the smell of cigarettes and whiskey wafting off his skin. I flinched, but he held tight, whispering in my ear. “Head to Igarashi’s apartment. You’ll be safe there.”

Safe from what, I meant to ask – but Royce clenched his fingers harder, so much that my skull felt like it was about to shatter. Then I blinked, and he was gone. So was everyone else, along with the burning house.

Wait. They hadn’t disappeared. I looked around myself, at the quiet and darkness. I was in Heinsite Park, alone. Royce had teleported me away. So many questions, and only Herald, it seemed, had the answers. I sprinted in the direction of Parkway Heights, melting into the gloom once I found my bearings, prepared to shadowstep directly into Herald’s apartment.

Safe from what?
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“From the Scions,” Herald said, his hands clasped together. “Royce was saving you from the Scions.”

I peered into my beer bottle, maybe hoping that I could find at least one answer to my myriad questions in there.

“What do the Scions even want with me?”

Herald pressed his lips together, casting furtive glances around his apartment, as if afraid that someone might hear. He leaned closer across the neat, polished wooden surface he called his dining table, and practically whispered.

“They want you dead, Dust. The Scions want to eliminate you.”

I stared at him with my mouth open for close to a full minute. I didn’t have to ask the obvious question, and maybe it was testament to how close Herald and I were as friends, because he started filling me in without being prompted.

“I’m sure you’ve noticed something interesting about the rifts. They’ve got one thing in common. You’re always around when they open up.”

I threw my hands up, narrowly knocking over my beer. “What does that even have to do with anything?”

Herald cleared his throat and gingerly repositioned the bottle on a coaster before continuing.

“The current theory is that you act as a sort of homing beacon for the Eldest. Your powers are tied to them, after all. They’d considered the possibility that Vanitas himself might be attracting the Eldest’s attention, but that’s been thrown out. You didn’t have him with you at the barbecue, did you?”

I shook my head. “But that still doesn’t make sense. How are the shrikes finding me, then? Why are the rifts zooming in on my location?”

Herald bent even closer across the table, then pressed one finger against my chest. “Your heart, Dust. When Thea stabbed you, when she sacrificed you? The tip of the dagger was left there. A shard of star-metal is lodged in your heart.”

I stared at his finger, too stunned to speak, to notice anything apart from the fact that his nail was trimmed at perfectly squared angles, and buffed to an inhuman sheen. He pulled his hand back, his fingers curling into a fist.

“Or at least that’s what the Lorica believes. It’s a sound enough theory. The star-metal weapons serve different purposes, after all. Vanitas was clearly human once, his soul absorbed into the sword when he died. You told me that Carver used his own star-metal dagger to offer sacrifices to the Eldest. It’s not so far-fetched to assume that Thea’s dagger had its own specific use.”

My mouth opened and closed as I searched for the right words. “So you’re saying – I’m a tether? The way entities have anchors in our reality. I’m the tether for the Eldest?”

Herald nodded. “That’s what they think.”

I narrowed my gaze. “I feel like you could have told me about this earlier.”

“I would have – and you know I would have – but this is a very recent development. Very, very recent. The Scions only truly made the decision tonight. That doesn’t happen. It looks like they’re finally acknowledging that Valero is in a state of emergency because of the rifts.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose. “So that’s why they want me dead.”

Herald sighed. “I’m sorry, Dust. I don’t know what else to say. All we can do is try to protect you.”

And by we, he meant our other friends at the Lorica. My escape route had been sketched out from the start. Royce had picked up hints of the plan to eliminate me from the other Scions. That was why he was trying to warn me. Who knows why he felt the need to help me after everything I’d done, but I wanted to think that despite his methods, his commitment to brutality, that Royce still believed in one of the Lorica’s most fundamental tenets: justice.

I’d already texted the boys of the Boneyard that I was safe. We had a running group chat, and Asher was relieved to hear that I was okay. Apparently I’d missed an especially epic fist fight.

Gil had used his superior senses and werewolf reflexes to dodge Royce’s surprise teleport attacks in ways that I never could. It had ended in a stalemate, shortly after Royce started explaining why he’d whisked me away – and shortly before the rest of the Lorica’s Wings started showing up, alerted to the Viridian Dawn fire.

Herald was actually in the middle of casting wards around his apartment when I shadowstepped into his kitchen. He didn’t want the Eyes finding me, clearly, plus it could have been especially risky since Parkway Heights was an entire apartment building filled almost exclusively with residents who also happened to be Lorica employees. Going straight to Herald’s was like walking into a lion’s den, but it made sense for me to hide in plain sight. The Lorica would never think to look for me there.

And just as I thought it, there came a knock on the door. I froze in place, my hand gripping around my half-empty beer. Herald smiled at me tightly, patting me on the back of the hand.

“Relax,” he said. “It’s just Prudence and the others.”

The others?

“Don’t freak out,” Herald said. He reached for my beer, the sides of the bottle coating in frost where he touched it. “Just chill. Drink this. You’ll be fine.”

I looked between him and the beer, wondering how I could possibly relax when he was being so ominous about this, and kept staring as he opened the door. I steeled myself, ready to shadowstep – but it was just Prudence and Bastion, followed closely by Romira.

Bastion lifted the plastic bags he was clutching. “Takeout,” he said. “You like Thai, don’t you, Dust?”

“Um. Sure.” I noticed that they hadn’t closed the door yet. “Why is everyone here, exactly?”

“It’s okay, Dusty,” Romira cooed, slipping into the chair next to me as she cleared the table for the food. “We’re just here to talk. We’re here to protect you.”

“Literally, in a sense,” a voice said from the doorway, one I hadn’t heard in ages.

Odessa stepped into the apartment, shutting the door behind her with pale, delicate fingers. She dressed very simply, but in a way that I still always found so stylish: a bare smock with lace accents, very sparse makeup, her hair cut in blunt bangs and falling straight past her shoulders.

Truly, she wouldn’t have looked out of place somewhere fashionable goths would hang out, say, Harajuku, or maybe a concert, wearing a style that seemed to be favored by waifish teenage girls with a taste for the dark side. Like Royce, Odessa’s dress sense acted as a smokescreen for her personality and her power, because like Royce, Odessa was also a Scion, among the Lorica’s most powerful and most fearsome mages.

After having so many run-ins with Royce – and, well, actually stabbing him in the leg – I thought that I’d already gotten over my irrational fear of Scions. But there was always something different about Odessa.

Part of it was that open secret about how she had extended her lifespan, the fact that I knew she was centuries old, but still locked in the body of a teenage girl. None of the rumors said that she was a lich, like Carver, who had surrendered his humanity in exchange for immortality. But that brought no comfort. Not knowing what Odessa was, exactly, only made things worse.

I glanced uncertainly at the others, at Bastion as he slurped noisily from a plastic cup of Thai tea, at Prudence and Herald as they dutifully laid out the little takeout cartons in an orderly fashion. Romira was scrolling through her phone, probably on social media. I couldn’t get how they were being so blasé about Odessa. Her power and presence filled the entirety of Herald’s apartment. It almost made it hard to breathe.

“I realize that you are alarmed by my presence, Dustin,” she said, sensing my hesitation. “I won’t mince words. This is a cause for alarm. I hate to interrupt your meal before you even start, but I would very much like to speak with you alone.”

“Sure.” I stood up, fussing with my hair, beer in hand, still ice-cold from Herald’s touch. “Where do you want to talk?” I asked, waving a hand around the apartment. It wasn’t like there was anywhere we could really go without being overheard. What, the bathroom?

“This is fine,” she said, moving closer until we were face to face.

Okay. Awkward. I held my breath. I stood a full head taller than Odessa, but something about her made me feel that much smaller. She snapped her fingers, and the air around us gleamed. The ambient volume of the apartment, the hushed voices of Herald and the others faded to nothing. Odessa had erected one of her signature shields, infusing it with a zone of silence to give us a modicum of privacy.

I started to speak, to defuse the tension in our little force bubble. “It’s good to see you again – ”

“I’ll dispense with the pleasantries.” Dang. Odessa always got right down to business. She was never unkind, but had always been pretty chilly by default. “The Lorica’s inner circle wants you dead. I believe Igarashi briefed you on the prevailing theory that you have become a beacon for the Eldest. The Heart won’t stand for your existence. The Heart wants what it wants.”

There it was again, this time with a ring of reverence. I could practically hear the uppercase H. What fresh hell was this? Like I didn’t have enough to deal with.

“Wait. I’m sorry. The Heart?”
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“The Heart,” Odessa echoed. She breathed deeply before she spoke again, as if to emphasize the gravity of the situation. “The very core of the Lorica’s operations. The height of its leadership. Think of it as the board of directors, a conclave of all of the Scions. A great many of them believe that the solution to the problem of rifts tearing open across the city is atomizing you. Eliminating every cell of your body, to leave nothing for the Eldest to find.”

Jesus. I’d never heard of the Heart – probably another need to know element of the Lorica, like its high security Prism – but it made sense. A lorica, according to the ancient Romans, was a kind of breastplate. It was body armor, fitting for an organization dedicated to protecting both the mundane and the magical worlds. And it all fit together: the Eyes, the Hands, the Mouths, every component of a grand organism supporting the main body and working in concert to uphold the Veil.

And the Heart wanted to wipe me off the face of the planet. A little brutal for something so frequently associated with love, I’ll be honest.

“And who leads it? Who decided I was better off dead?”

“If I told you, I would have to kill you.”

“I can already tell you aren’t joking.”

Odessa pressed her lips together. “I don’t joke. It’s an unfortunate failing. I would caution you to lie low. Think of the quietest, most unobtrusive you can be. Then go lower than even that. I suggest you spend the night here at Igarashi’s. Do not return to your employer. Not yet. I can assure you, the Eyes are watching much more closely.”

“That doesn’t bode well,” I said. “It was easy enough for them to find me before this, but now you’re telling me they’re dedicating more Eyes to hunting me down?”

“They’re doubling that number, actually.”

I rubbed my hand across my face, groaning into my palm in frustration. Beyond the protection of Odessa’s force field, I could see that the others were already tucking into their takeout, all of them cautiously avoiding my gaze, mouths chewing or talking noiselessly. Only Herald was staring at me directly, his brows furrowed.

“Calm yourself,” Odessa said. “I will erect wards around Lorica headquarters to disrupt their scrying, to cloud their vision. Scramble your signature, as it were. Everything should be ready by morning. You will then go to your master – the lich – and acquire whatever arcane protections he can provide you.”

“Sounds about right,” I said. “Got it.” I would have to find that ring Carver once lent me, the one that would cloak my spiritual signature, and hide my true face with a glamour. It was somewhere in my bedroom, I was sure of it.

“Then you will leave the city of Valero.”

“But. My father. I can’t just – ”

Odessa held up one hand. “It is only temporary. You will be able to return to the city. That is, if you survive the wrath of the Heart.”

“And how do you propose I do that?”

“Run,” Odessa said. “As far as you can, as fast as you can. The Lorica will find you in time. That is inevitable. But perhaps by working with this master of yours – the man who calls himself Carver – we can indeed find ways of removing the scourge of the shrikes without having to resort to murder. Royce and I have faith that we can stop these incursions from happening.”

“About Royce.” I frowned. “How did he expect me to understand his warning? The Heart wanting what it wants and such.”

Odessa pursed her lips. “I believe he incorrectly assumed that you knew enough about the Lorica’s organizational structure to understand what he meant. Consider it an unfortunate miscommunication.”

I grunted. And he was their director of PR, no less. Still, I did shut Royce’s telepathy out. If I’d left the lines open, he could have given me the details himself. So fine. A misunderstanding, in all.

“Why are you doing all this? I’m grateful, but I don’t understand. Why are you helping?”

“I don’t think like the other Scions. As you may have noticed, neither does Royce. We believe that you may yet be the key to defeating the Eldest. Your death would not bring about peace. That would end nothing. Well. Except your existence, naturally.”

The chill of the beer in my hand was fading, the condensation dripping down its sides, sopping wet. “Thank you. I don’t know what else to say.”

“Give it time,” she said. Something twitched in the corner of her mouth, perhaps her attempt at a smile. “Your life isn’t over, Dustin. Not just yet.”

She waved her hand, and the air shimmered again as her force field lifted. The sounds of conversation returned again, mainly with Bastion clearing his throat noisily, obviously halfway through talking about me and Odessa.

“Everyone,” Odessa said, addressing the room. “I trust you will do all in your power to protect Dustin, not only as a favor to me, but to your friend as well. See that he does not leave the premises, and that none but yourselves are aware of his presence here.”

There was a murmur of assent. Herald nodded once, firmly, in silence.

“Then if there is nothing else,” Odessa continued, “I will be on my way.”

“Wait,” I said. “Won’t you stay for some food? Join us for dinner.”

“That’s very kind of you,” she said. “But I haven’t eaten since the Black Plague.”

I laughed nervously, but Romira gave me a look. Oh? Oh. Odessa wasn’t kidding.

Odessa left, and the rest of us finished off the Thai food in relative, uncomfortable silence. Maybe a smattering of conversation here and there, like gossip about the Lorica that was safe to discuss in front of me, a little talk of office politics. But Odessa’s warning hung thick in the air, lingering long after she’d gone.

I loved Thai food so much, too. It was what Herald and I usually ordered whenever I came over to hang out, but that night, it didn’t matter. Green beef curry, pandan chicken, even the rich, thick Thai tea I liked so much tasted like nothing. Or maybe it tasted like my last meal.

“Cheer up,” Romira told me later, when the two of us had settled on the couch. “It’s not the end of the world,” she said, squeezing my knee.

I gave her a tight smile. Herald and Prudence were clearing the dishes, their overly loud discussion about the Gallery’s newest acquisitions making it all the more obvious that they were skirting the subject of the Heart. Bastion had gone out, to scout the surroundings, he said, but I knew that he felt stifled by that night’s news, too. Lucky him, he could actually go out and breathe. Romira took my hand in hers, patting it.

“It’ll be okay. You’ll see. Odessa will set everything up nicely, and you’ll get to leave Valero safe and sound.” She tilted her head, the room practically lighting up with the brilliance of her smile. “Think of it as taking a vacation, even. Wouldn’t that be nice, Dusty?”

“Yeah, I guess.” It was weird, being so coddled like that, but Romira’s sudden affection was probably exactly what I needed in that moment. “I’m just worried, you know? My dad and everything.”

“Listen. Herald’s warded your dad’s house. Your buddies at the Boneyard will check in on him and protect him, I’m sure.” She tapped the side of her head. “And remember, I’m not just a Hand. I’m an Eye, too. I’ll keep one eye out for him. Don’t you worry.”

I grabbed onto the opportunity to change the subject. “About that, actually. How does it work that some of you guys serve dual purposes? Like Royce, being a Mouth and a Wing at the same time. And you, Hand and Eye, two in one.”

Romira shrugged, her hair gliding smoothly over her bare shoulder. “Overachieving, maybe? Or you know, sometimes, some people are just naturally talented in multiple areas. Some people are good swimmers. Some are good boxers.” She raised a finger, booping me on the end of my nose. “Some people are both.”

“So what does that make you, exactly? Super talented? Lucky?”

“Not quite.” She grinned out of the corner of her mouth, casting a glance towards the sink to check if Herald and Prudence could hear us talking. She leaned in and whispered right into my ear. “I’ve got a contract, Dusty. With one of the entities. I’m a champion.”

I leaned back, my heart thumping, my mouth agape, and my hand clenching so much tighter around her own.

“You’re not serious, are you? I mean, you’re obviously kidding.”

“Not at all.” She retrieved her hand, gathering her tresses as she lifted her hair by the base, tying it into an elegant bun, her eyes never leaving mine. “Patronage, Dust. I gave my soul to the entities.”
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It was Cerberus, Romira said. Cerberus, the fabled three-headed dog that guarded Hades, the Greek equivalent of hell itself, granted her the additional power that made her who she was. Sure, Romira specialized in burning and razing things, throwing balls of fire and manipulating flame.

But she’d mastered the element enough to summon a servant of her own, a sentient construct made out of pure flame who could take over the reception desk when she needed to use the ladies’, or go get some coffee from the Lorica break room. That wasn’t exactly a common talent. Combine that with her ability to scry and use the gift of far-sight, to spy on others or track them down, and she was doubly formidable.

It made so much more sense now, how the other employees described Romira as the actual beast that guarded the Lorica’s gates. It never ceased to amaze me how there was always so much more to learn about the arcane underground, how the acquisition of magical might didn’t simply begin and end with natural talent, or education. I mean, Romira, a champion of Cerberus. Who the hell would’ve thought?

I promised to keep my lips sealed, which she ensured by the end of the night by planting a light, innocent peck right on my mouth. I wasn’t sure if it was some kind of witchery, a minor spell meant to bind my tongue and my lips, or an overly friendly, flirtatious goodbye. All I knew was that Bastion, who’d come back from his rounds, had his eyebrow arched way in the air when he saw it happen. All I knew was that I blushed so hard I could have burst into flames.

Prudence left, too, leaving just me and Herald to tend to the apartment. I hated that they’d already gone, but hadn’t taken the cloying tension with them. Herald and I sat next to each other on his gray couch, not really watching the food documentary playing on his flatscreen, casually avoiding the subject of there being a price on my head.

“Right,” he said, finally. “Elephant in the room. Let’s talk about this. I can barely breathe.”

“I’m okay,” I said flatly. “Honestly. I think I’ll be fine. The plan is solid. I just need to figure out where I’m going to head for, um, for what Romira calls a little vacation.”

Herald just stared at me, his eyes narrowed, judging from behind his glasses. I sighed.

“Dude. I said I’m okay. Okay?”

“If you say so.” He undid the top few buttons of his shirt, which, to Herald, was the equivalent of letting his hair down. “Gonna take a shower. I’ll leave a towel out for you if you need one, and I can probably find you a spare toothbrush.”

I smiled at him, not without fondness. Herald could be intense, and sarcastic, and cruel, but I always knew he was a softie at heart, especially when it came to me. “Thanks, man.”

As the water in the bathroom came on, I pulled out my phone, typing and deleting as I tried and failed to compose a text message to my dad. Would I even have time to see him before I left? I finally gave up, taking another pull of the same beer I’d been nursing since before dinner, wishing Herald would hurry the hell up in the shower so he could freshen up my drink with another chilling spell.

I guess I hadn’t noticed that he’d finished showering, because he reappeared again, somewhat damp and wrapped in a towel. He had his glasses on, but not much else. It was a whole lot more Herald than I expected to see, frankly speaking. Ever.

But I’ll be honest: it wasn’t the worst thing I’d ever seen. I couldn’t help myself.

“Dang,” I said. “You been working out?” 

“Shut up,” he answered, clearly forcing back a flattered smile. He swept away the damp locks of hair clinging to his forehead, the peaks of his cheeks a little red, maybe from bathing in hot water, maybe from blushing. “Anyway. Your turn to shower. I’m not having you sleep on the couch when you’re all filthy.”

“I am not filthy,” I said, forcefully ignoring the fact that I hadn’t freshened myself up since at least morning, that I was probably still all grubby from the fight in Heinsite Park and our impromptu attack on the Viridian Dawn. I sniffed at myself, and winced. “Fine. Maybe I’m a little ripe. Okay. But did you say the couch?” I glanced at his bed, hopeful.

Herald scowled. “Not a chance, Graves. Get the hell in there.”

I went through the motions, scrubbing and soaping. As I dried myself off, I was about to call out to Herald and ask if I could borrow a change of clothes, when I noticed the tank top and shorts he’d neatly laid out for me on a tiny counter by the sink. I smiled. He really was so organized, and he really did think of everything. My little serial killer.

We spent the rest of the night dicking around on video games, which was a welcome distraction from the problem of instantly dying if I so much as stepped out of his apartment. I still go back to that night when I need a good memory to perk me up. I was with my best friend, laughing, frozen in time, safe for as long as I stayed in the warmth of his apartment.

Lights had to go out by midnight. Herald still needed to go to work the next day, after all. I sank into the couch, pulling the covers up over myself and sinking into a reasonably fluffy borrowed pillow. I wasn’t done messing around, though.

“Hey Herald?” I called into the darkness.

He grunted. “What?”

“You sure I can’t sleep in your bed? There’s room for both of us.” I grinned, even though he couldn’t see me. “I’ll even let you be the little spoon.”

He grunted again. “Nothing in that offer sounds like an incentive, Dust.”

“You’re no fun. It’s cold here. Shouldn’t the guest get the bed, and you take the couch? Whatever happened to the milk of human kindness?”

“We’re fresh out. Shut the fuck up and go to sleep.”

I tried. Some two or three minutes later, I realized I couldn’t.

“Hey Herald?”

“Oh my God,” he grumbled. “What is it?”

“Thanks. For everything.”

In the darkness I heard rustling, and through the gloom I spotted his silhouette. Herald was sitting up.

“Why are you talking like you’ve got some terminal illness?” he said, his voice suddenly cold. “Why are you talking like you’re about to die?”

“I’m not. Just. Dude, I’m just saying thanks. For letting me sleep over, for being a friend. That kind of thing. Okay?”

“Right,” he said. “I don’t want to hear any of that doom and gloom shit. You’re going to be fine, Dust.” He went silent, for a beat. “We’ll make sure of that.”

I said nothing else. I didn’t have to.

Some minutes later, Herald’s breathing steadied into the rhythm of soft snoring. My mind drifted to what Romira had told me. So she was a champion of Cerberus, huh? She could channel his power, siphoning as much of it as she needed through their contract. For someone who’d forfeited her soul, hey, Romira seemed to be doing pretty okay.

Maybe Hecate was right, and I could approach the Midnight Convocation, make my bid for the Crown of Stars. Then, just as she said, with the power of the entities, I could see through the heavenly bodies themselves, through the stars and moons of the universe, as if they were my eyes. I could reach through the vastness of night, and one by one, surgically eliminate the cults that threatened to bring the Eldest to our world with their forbidden prayers.

Maybe patronage wasn’t such a bad idea. Romira was living proof, wasn’t she?

Maybe I didn’t need my soul after all.
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Herald kicked me out the next morning, shortly after receiving word from Odessa that it was clear for me to make a move. But “kicked out” was a bit of an exaggeration. Okay, more like a huge one.

He made breakfast – fried spam and runny eggs over white rice, so damn good. He even washed the clothes I was wearing the day before. It was nice, like having a mom, if your mom was a perpetually grumpy Japanese sorcerer with latent anger issues.

“You’re being so nice to me,” I said, smiling between mouthfuls of spam and rice.

“You’re a pain in my ass,” Herald said, handing me a cup of coffee. “There. Is that more like it?”

After breakfast, Herald went through the motions of getting ready for work, slipping into one of those vest-and-tie ensembles he liked to wear, looking like a snazzy librarian, or maybe a really hip bartender. He turned off the lights, shut the blinds, then nodded.

“Right,” he said. “I gotta go to work, and you gotta get the hell out of here. Pick a shadow and go.”

I nodded back, but before I could step into the shadows, he pulled me in for a wordless hug. Herald wasn’t much of a hugger. In fact, he hated being hugged. I wasn’t sure what to make of that, but I hugged him back tighter. It just felt right.

As I sank into the shadows of the Dark Room, I mentally declared my intent to arrive in the Boneyard. I was getting better at this long-distance shadowstepping thing. Soon I had crossed the tunnel of the Dark Room, traversing half a city in a matter of seconds and showing up right by my bed, back in the Boneyard.

I could’ve taken some time to drop in on the boys, if they were even home or awake to begin with, but I knew what I needed. I only came to pick up the ring Carver had lent me, the one that could change my face with its glamour and cloak my energy signature, the unique pattern of soul and vita that marked every being in our reality. Spiritual DNA, in a sense. That covered my bases. The Eyes couldn’t find me then, and the Heart wouldn’t be able to harm me if they couldn’t see me.

Staring into my dresser mirror, I slipped the ring on, watching with only a little wonder at how my face, my eyes, and my hair rippled and warped, like a pebble had been dropped on a reflection in a pond. Within moments my reflection showed the new me, assembled from the ring’s idea of the kind of face I’d need to wear to go incognito: ginger hair, barely-there eyebrows, and bright green eyes. Sure, why not. I could rock that. Still cute.

I unloaded the contents of my enchanted backpack, throwing out loose pieces of lint and a couple of receipts before my hand finally made contact with Vanitas somewhere inside the pocket dimension. He grunted in annoyance as my fingers brushed against him. He didn’t like being touched. Vanitas floated out of the backpack by his own power. I couldn’t tell you how I knew, but he was frowning at me.

“No touchy,” he said. “Unless you absolutely need to use me in a fight. I thought we established that. Also, do you really think this is a good idea?”

I blinked at him. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Vanitas scoffed. “Our minds are linked, you idiot. I can see what you’re planning to do, and I don’t like it one bit.”

Damn it. He got me there.

“Listen. All I’m looking for is information, okay? It’s not like I’m going to do something stupid.”

“Dustin. Selling your soul to the highest bidder absolutely qualifies as ‘something stupid.’ At least talk to Hecate first. Hell, talk to Carver.”

Vanitas was right. I hated that he knew exactly what I had planned. Hecate had mentioned the Midnight Convocation. If I could meet the gods there, if I could offer myself to the right entity, maybe I would find the spiritual fuel I’d need to stop the cults from rousing the Eldest.

It’d be just one step to stopping their horror from infesting our reality, sure, but it was better than sitting around doing jack squat. My soul was a small sacrifice if it meant saving the souls of the hundreds, no, of the thousands who would die if the shrikes broke through the barriers and invaded.

The main question I couldn’t answer, though: where the hell did the Convocation gather? Where would I even find them?

“Fine,” I said. “It’s not like I have the right ingredients to get this done. Do you know what Hecate wants as offerings? Honey. A dog. A black ewe. If you think I have the time to gather those reagents – and no way in hell am I slitting a puppy’s throat just to talk to her – ”

“You’re her fleshling, stupid,” Vanitas grumbled. “You’re obviously one of her favorites. You don’t need to cast a circle or commune to get her attention. Just drop to your knees and pray or something. I’m pretty sure she’ll show up.”

I still can’t believe I did this, but I followed what Vanitas said to do. I’m not really the religious type, so it was especially strange kneeling by the side of my bed, pressing my hands together, and squeezing my eyes shut.

“Please, Hecate,” I muttered. “I need you now. I need to talk.”

I waited, the inside of my chest swirling with hope, and faith, and other emotions I sort of believed would help. Hesitantly, I opened one eye. Nothing. Typical. Hecate showed up when she wanted, not every time some idiot mortal reached out into the ethers and demanded an audience.

“This isn’t working,” I said.

“Okay,” Vanitas mumbled. “So maybe she won’t show up.”

The doorknob turned, and the door to my bedroom swung open. Carver stood there, frozen in the threshold, his gaze flitting from Vanitas floating in midair, then to me, still knelt by the side of my bed. Carver stared at me questioningly.

“Oh,” I said. “Hello.”

“I didn’t knock because I assumed you weren’t home,” he said. “I was hoping to sit here and wait for your return. For the sake of simplicity – I won’t ask what it was you thought you were doing.”

I cleared my throat as I climbed back to my feet, dusting off my jeans. “I was trying to get in touch with Hecate.”

He kept staring. “You do realize that this is not how communions work. This goes against everything I’ve ever taught you, Dustin.”

I stuck my hands in my pockets, giving Vanitas the evil eye. “I fucking told you,” I mumbled.

“What was that?”

“Nothing, Carver. Listen. I’ve got an idea about how to stop the rifts from showing up all over the city. Hecate told me about the concept. Patronage, she said, where I offer myself to become a champion of a particular entity.”

“Patronage?” Carver said, scoffing. “Well I don’t think that we need to go quite that far. Not just yet. Patronage indeed. Did she offer to become your patron? Did she offer to steward you in the arcane arts?”

“Well, no,” I mumbled.

“What did she say when you asked?”

“She laughed, mostly. Said that we weren’t a good fit.”

“Pah,” Carver said, scoffing again. “Entities. To hell with the lot of them. We’ll deal with our problems on our own. Patronage is the very last thing to consider, Dustin. It is dangerous. Surely the goddess told you of the price you must pay.”

“She did.”

“And?”

“And I think it’s worth it. I’m nothing compared to all the lives we could save. Surely you understand that as well. That’s why you’re working towards redemption, right? You gave up your humanity so you could do what you could to keep away the Eldest.”

I didn’t expect Carver’s mask-like face to soften. He unfolded his arms, casting his eyes downwards. “I refuse to believe I can force you to choose right from wrong, Dustin. You have been under my tutelage long enough to know what it is you must do. And I have known you long enough to know how impulsive, how hard-headed you can be.”

“I’m going to find the Midnight Convocation. I’m not asking you to help me, but at least let me try. I can do this.” I clenched my fist. “I have to do this.”

“I know, Dustin.” He smiled sadly. “I couldn’t stop you if I tried.”

“Then will you at least tell me where to start?”

He shook his head. “I cannot help you with that. The entities keep tethers to their homes, but for gatherings as large as a Convocation? A gods-moot? It would be far too dangerous for others to know. You will have to speak to one of your allies to find out. One of the entities.”

The Sisters, I thought immediately. I could head to Silk Road, find their tether and give that a shot.

“But you must know, Dustin. The consequences of patronage are dire, and permanent. If you wear the Crown of Stars, then you will belong to the night forever, your soul surrendered wholly to the entity that accepts your offer.”

“That doesn’t matter,” I said quietly. “I’m nothing, Carver. Nothing, compared to the grand scale of the universe. I’m just a bag of meat that got lucky. A cockroach, like Hecate always said. Just a speck of dust. But I can still help. I can still matter.”

I’m dust, I thought. But I could still change the world, shift the trajectory of the cosmos, away from chaos and ultimately, towards survival. Preservation.

I’m Dust, I thought, and this was my destiny.
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With Carver’s blessing I went boldly into the night, at least as boldly as someone hiding behind a stranger’s face and creeping in darkness could go. I wasn’t going to risk staying away from the Boneyard for longer than necessary, so I shadowstepped in a single bound, all the way from home to Silk Road.

It was Valero’s shopping district, the location of the entrance to the Black Market, the arcane underground’s, well, black market, and to a tether that belonged to a trio of very important entities. If I slid my way into a tight alley, right between two stores owned by some very high-end luxury brands, I could get in touch with the Sisters, three entities with a knack for seeking and providing information.

The trouble was the price they commanded. I figured this time I would make my way in and actually ask what they wanted as an offering. Having Carver’s support meant that he might be willing to shell out some cash to track down the very rare and very expensive reagents the Sisters typically demanded, like spun gold, and lace crafted by a woman gone blind.

I looked to either side of me, checking that I was as inconspicuous as could be. Not that it mattered much. After the stores closed, Silk Road was pretty devoid of shoppers and pedestrians, anyway. All I had left for company were the pale glow of streetlights and the faint rush of an evening breeze as it blew through the district’s colonnade of trees.

“Right,” I said to myself softly, keeping my backpack, and therefore Vanitas close to my body. “Here we go.”

I didn’t go, still hesitating, remembering the stifling fear and suffocation I experienced the last time I squeezed into the alley to speak to the Sisters. But this was about the Eldest, and the fate of humanity, I told myself. Don’t be such a little chicken.

“Right,” I murmured again, sucking my breath in, making myself as physically small as possibly so I’d fit into the alley. I turned sideways, took one step to the left – then launched straight up into the air.

I yelped, panicking, as something tugged on my leg and whipped me upside down. The world went spinning as I dangled in place, as more of a strange, invisible rope worked its way around my ankles, then my knees, and all the way up to my elbows. Within seconds I’d been hog-tied and wrapped in fine, strong threads that were too dangerously close to my neck. They were sticky, too.

“Okay,” I said to the Sisters. “I’m sorry I didn’t come with an offering. I promise I’ll make it up to you. What do you ladies want? Just put me down and I’ll go get it.”

Silence. I wriggled, as best as I could, barely making any headway. I could jiggle around as much as I wanted to – I wasn’t going anywhere. The blood was rushing to my head, too.

“Any minute now,” I said. “Please? Hello?”

Something wasn’t right about this, and I was liking it less and less by the second. I knew that my backpack was bundled up nice and tight, too. No way I could tip Vanitas out and get him to cut me free. Ah, but the shadows. I looked around, and up at my feet.

It was risky, but really my only option. I could call on the Dark Room to send blades to cut the ropes binding my feet. I would, of course, fall right on my head and potentially break it open, but if I timed it right, I could fall into the shadows instead, shadowstepping into the Dark Room’s safety, and –

What the hell was that?

As I struggled and writhed, something as thick and as sharp as a spearpoint nudged my ribs. I strained my neck to look down at the weapon poking me. Wait. That wasn’t a spear. It was a leg: spiny, black, and bristled. A huge spider’s leg.

Oh. Uh-oh.

“Hello, sweetling. It has been a while.”

I blinked, and there she was, hanging upside down before me, which is to say, right side up from my perspective. It was Arachne, the queen of spiders, once the world’s greatest weaver, now one of the world’s richest sources of rare and hidden knowledge. Which clearly didn’t bode well for me.

“Oh. Hello, Arachne.”

“Dustin Graves,” she began to say. Arachne blinked all eight of her eyes, the simple biological act of it somehow filling me with so much dread. “Do you remember our bargain from some time ago? From a time, oh, before you decided that you valued the wisdom of the Sisters over the counsel of your good friend Arachne?”

“I – hmm, let me think.” I was fighting to keep my voice calm, not to panic in spite of the rush of blood to my brain – and in spite of the fact that I was seconds away from being envenomated by a spider-woman the size of a small truck. “It had to do with payment, didn’t it? That you were going to collect on your services from then on, since the last favor you did for me.”

“Very good.” Arachne smiled, the jade green of her teeth glinting in the streetlight. “Then you remember.” She frowned, and the world seemed darker. “Then you also understand how I must feel about this. You went to the Sisters for their aid, once. You paid their price. Now you seek them again, instead of Arachne. You spurned me twice, sweetling.” She tilted her head, her eyes glinting with menace. “Now what has poor Arachne done to deserve such poor treatment?”

“Okay,” I blurted. “I’ll level with you. I was afraid of the exact price you’d request. It was a big ask, okay?” I had to choose my next words very carefully. Sure, entities had less power outside of their domiciles, but spiders lurked everywhere in the world. Arachne didn’t need to expend much effort to summon a few hundred of them to bite me, fill me with their venom, maybe even eat me from the inside. Jesus, why do I do this to myself? “I know that your children do excellent work, finding the information you request, but I needed answers, and fast.”

All eight of Arachne’s eyes narrowed, scrutinizing me with their cold, insect intellect. “Very well,” she said.

The strand of spider silk binding my feet snapped. I crashed to the ground, my restraints loosening enough to let me reach for the back of my head and rub it gingerly. I looked up, pouting at Arachne, who was still burning holes through the back of my skull with a glare that dripped with displeasure.

“State your request,” Arachne said coldly. “I will handle this. Forget the Sisters.”

“Look,” I said. “I’m sorry I turned to the Sisters over you, Arachne. I meant no disrespect. It’s just that – ”

“I have heard your reasons, Dustin Graves.” She smiled in a way that was far too saccharine, even for her. “Now. State. Your. Request. Arachne will find the answers you seek. And for a lower price, too.”

I watched her cautiously, hanging upside down on the strand of supernaturally strong silk that attached her to – seriously, where was the web even anchored?

I was brutally aware that she could move lightning quick at a moment’s notice and impale me with any one of her eight sword-like legs. In the back of my head I reminded myself that part of my new thing was to stop pissing off entities so much. Time for damage control, I guess.

“Right. Okay. The Eldest are wearing the walls of our reality thinner and thinner, and I truly think that the only chance I have in this fight is to seek patronage, from one of the entities of darkness and night.” I looked up at her, realizing that my words were sincere. “I need your help finding the Midnight Convocation.”

Arachne smiled. “Is that all? I can help you with that quite easily. But you do know the price you’ll pay for patronage, don’t you, sweetling? You understand the cost of wearing the Crown of Stars.”

I nodded, my lips pressed tightly shut. It was a hard pill to swallow, and the more I thought about it, the less I wanted to discuss it.

“And you must know that I will also extract my price. A fee, for services rendered. Not an exorbitant one, oh no. Not for our little sweetling’s sake.” She grinned. “But one that will be very difficult to pay all the same. Oh. Very difficult indeed.”

“I – what? Difficult? Just for the Convocation’s location?”

“Ah, but this is the price you must pay for breaking poor Arachne’s heart.”

I stopped the corner of my mouth from twitching as I studied her. I knew she wasn’t that hurt. She was just being vengeful. Scratch that: she was being an entity. It was all part of their nature, to be fickle, to be a little mad, a little cruel with the humans they called their playthings. But Arachne had done so much for me in the past that some part of me felt bound to fulfill her wishes.

“Fine,” I said. “Okay. I’ll take the deal.”

“Splendid!” Arachne steepled her fingers together. “Now, as for the Midnight Convocation. You must take a trip, away from Valero. That is where they will gather, on a full moon. You are amenable to a small vacation, yes?”

I was, sure. But that was convenient. Too convenient. I needed to leave the city, anyway. It made me itchy. It made me suspicious.

“There has to be a catch,” I said. “There always is.”

“But of course there is, sweetling. The Midnight Convocation is where the lords and ladies of darkness gather, to plot and to plan, to focus their power. And among those entities is Nyx, the Greek goddess of the night.”

I squinted at her, hating where this was going. “And your price?”

Arachne smiled, her fangs like polished shards of the finest jade. “I demand a lock of her hair.”
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Damn it. I knew Arachne was going to milk me for all I was worth, but a lock of a goddess’s hair? Not just any goddess, either, but the Greek deity of the night. I’d never even met her, nor did I know anything about her temperament.

Was she going to hand it over willingly? Fat chance. Anyone who knows anything about magic would already be careful about going to a barber or a salon, much less willingly giving away a lock of their hair.

You can do so much damage with even just a strand: curse someone, bewitch them, bind their power, and even worse. What if Nyx refused? Did Arachne expect me to steal it right off her head?

Damn it.

I stood outside my dad’s house, my finger hovering stupidly over the doorbell even though I’d already pressed it five times in the past five minutes. He wasn’t home, that should have been so obvious.

Norman Graves might have been out for one of those poker nights he liked to have with the other guys who taught at his high school. Or maybe he was out on a date. He’d mentioned that he was giving the online dating thing the old college go, and I was happy to hear it. I missed mom – every day I missed her – and dad did, too. But he deserved to be happy.

I got on my haunches, digging through my backpack to find a loose scrap of paper, anything to write a note I could slip under his door. Nothing. Vanitas grunted moodily when I knocked him aside by accident. I looked back up at the darkened house.

Maybe I could shadowstep in, then leave a message when I got inside. I threw my hands up. Fuck it, I could just text him, right? He’d be mad that I didn’t personally say goodbye before I left Valero, but hey, he was the one out on a theoretical hot date with my hypothetical future stepmom.

I shrugged on my backpack, pivoted on my heel, then stepped off the front porch, watching dad’s front lawn and trying to figure out the best patch of shadow I might use to enter the Dark Room. I was done for the night. I’d given Carver a call, told him that I knew where to head for the Convocation, and within minutes he’d made the decision to send Gil and Sterling to come along with me. I wasn’t about to say no. Meet them at the bus terminal, Carver said, so that was where I directed my energies as I spotted the perfect shadow and prepared to enter it.

Then it happened. A flash from the sky distracted me long enough that I raised my head, searching for the source of the light. Fuck. No fucking way. A small, white dot was suspended in the air just ahead of me on the street, and it was steadily growing, widening into one of the rifts that the shrikes used to invade our reality.

I fumbled through my pockets, my hands shaking as I struggled to unlock my phone, then scroll through my contacts for Carver’s number.

Then a searing blast of crimson light rocketed from out of the night sky, a pillar of shimmering brilliance as thick around as an old sequoia, slamming into the fledgling rift. The rift exploded into shards of white nothingness – but the crimson beam continued its swan dive towards the earth.

And towards me.

I had no time to sink into the shadows, barely enough time to dodge. I twisted my body, toeing off of the asphalt in an attempt to leap out of the beam’s path, but it wasn’t enough. I gritted my teeth as I jumped, prepared to lose the entire left side of my body to the scorching shaft of light screaming towards me.

Then something the size and speed of a runaway car smashed into my body, flinging me out of the path of destruction.

The air crashed out of my lungs in one huge, painful gust. The unidentified object that had appeared out of nowhere put a deep, cold ache in the bones and muscles precisely in my side where it had hit me. I slammed heavily into the ground, eating a mouthful of dirt.

But it was better than being where the beam had struck. An explosion smashed the asphalt, cratering the street and sending out a massive boom that shattered the air – and the nearby street lamps, and a bunch of car windows, as well as the enormous block of ice that had saved my life.

Wait. A block of ice?

I coughed as I reached for my side, hissing when my fingers made contact with the raw, bruised flesh just around my ribs. Footsteps rang across the asphalt, and I would have panicked if I hadn’t known that it was Herald, somehow miraculously come to assault me bodily with a literal iceberg in order to save me from being annihilated by an actual orbital strike.

“What the fuck just happened?” I yelped. “What the fuck was that?”

“That,” Herald said through gritted teeth, “was the Heart.”

He knelt by my side, his hand swirling with coils of purple mist as he directed slow, delicious pulses of healing magic against my bones and my muscles. I sighed in relief – then yelped in pain when Herald cut me off from the healing magic and smacked me upside the head.

“I knew I would find you here, you idiot,” Herald growled, his glasses glinting menacingly in the moonlight. “Carver said to head straight for the bus terminal, didn’t he? You have limited time to get this done. But do you ever listen?”

“How do you know about that?” I muttered, still winded.

“They’re called cell phones, Dust. You may have heard of them.”

I blinked, confused. “When the hell did Carver give you his phone number?”

Herald frowned. “Are you kidding? Ages ago, when we all met up for that seafood dinner. We talk, swap notes on spells sometimes.”

“What the – how did I not know about this?”

“It’s not like we talk about you.” Herald shrugged. “Why would you need to know?”

“You guys don’t talk about me?” I said, weirdly crestfallen.

“Shut up. Not the point.” Herald gave me his hand, pulling me up off the ground. “Come on, we have to go.”

“One more thing. How did the Heart find me?”

He shook his head. “They aren’t Scions for nothing, Dust. They’ve given up on tracking you for the moment. They know you’re hiding. So they’ve changed tacks. Now they’re tracking the rifts, and whenever one appears, they blast it with a beam of energy from right out of the sky. Just like you saw.”

“Like an orbital strike,” I said. Just as I thought, too.

“Correct. They just need an approximate location. There’s a specially constructed room somewhere in the Lorica. It’s the nerve center. The Heart’s chamber. If enough Scions gather there, if enough of them channel their forces into the Heart – ”

“They blow shit up wherever they want, whenever they want.” Damn. The Lorica didn’t play around. “You saved my life, dude.” I dusted off my clothes, brushing blades of grass off my jeans. “Thanks.”

Herald nudged his glasses up the bridge of his nose, his expression grim. “Wouldn’t have been the first time. Come on. Bus leaves soon.”

“I can make it to the terminal on my own.” I raised an eyebrow. “It’s okay. I’ll get there safely, I promise. No more detours. Not after that – whatever the hell that laser was.”

Herald dug his heels in, then raised his chin, doubling down. “Nope. Gotta make sure you get there in one piece. Carver said so.”

“What are you, my bodyguard now? How much is he paying you?”

“Sterling and Gil are meeting us there,” he added, ignoring me. “Let’s go. The Wings will be here any minute to check on the aftermath.”

He tugged on my jacket, and, somehow feeling entirely helpless, I tagged along.

“I could shadowstep us there in a minute,” I said.

“Quit bragging,” Herald said. “I don’t want to risk getting killed in that death chamber you call the Dark Room.” He pulled tighter with one hand, then adjusted the straps on his backpack with the other.

Wait. His backpack?

Was Herald coming with me?
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“Yes,” Herald droned. “I’m coming along. How is this a surprise to you?”

It wasn’t, at that point, since we were already on the damn bus. But it was pretty weird at first, considering Carver had specifically pinpointed that I was going to be traveling avec vampire and werewolf. Asher was pretty disappointed about being asked to stay behind, but I had to agree with Carver on that one.

This was way too dangerous to have someone as powerful and as valuable as Asher being with us on the field. The Lorica was already scouring the city for me. We didn’t want to give them a twofer bonus if they did end up killing me, then capturing Asher in one fell swoop.

“So Carver put you up to this, right? He doesn’t trust me enough to take care of myself, so he asked you to come and provide support. Warding, maybe, keep me extra hidden from the Eyes.”

Herald leaned his chin on his fist, staring out the window. “Nope. Came on my own.”

I blinked, my gaze flitting from his face to the scenery rushing by outside. “Didn’t know you cared,” I said, chuckling.

“I don’t,” Herald grumbled. “I just don’t like the idea of my friends dying. Especially the dumb ones who can barely take care of themselves.”

I rolled my eyes. “That’s the sweetest thing anyone’s said to me,” I mumbled. Herald chuckled, still staring at the landscape.

Sterling and Gil sat side by side a couple of rows behind us. Gil was snoring quietly, a cap pulled halfway over his face, and Sterling’s fingers smashed away at a device he held in both hands. Was that a gaming console? Huh. Asher’s influence, I guessed.

I dozed off a couple of times, my head lolling about, and more than once I woke up with a bit of drool running down my chin. The second time it was because the bus had stopped moving. We’d made it, then. Silveropolis.

At least by the light of the evening, very little of the town’s name made sense. Damn near nothing was very silvery about the old, though admittedly charming buildings that surrounded the terminal. As for “polis,” it wasn’t quite big enough to qualify as a city, either.

An odd choice for the Midnight Convocation to gather, certainly. I’d have thought that the entities would prefer to meet somewhere more convenient, maybe a little more modern. The gods, as far as I knew, weren’t opposed to a bit of technological progress. I’d met one that even had wifi access in the dimension she called home. 

But as the boys and I meandered through the streets, heading towards the bed and breakfast that Carver had helpfully rented for the duration of our stay, I began to understand. Silveropolis was sparse in multiple senses of the word. The streets were pretty empty, of both cars and people. What few civilians we did spot seemed to be on the upper side of middle aged, which did fit in with the name of the town.

Almost every establishment we passed seemed to be another version of the same mom and pop store, their popularity owing, perhaps, to the existence of so many moms and pops per square mile in town. It felt like the kind of place where people would gasp if they saw someone with a nose ring, or a tattoo. A little old lady waiting to cross the street nodded at us primly, waiting for our group to pass.

Silveropolis was quiet, in short. Mundane, and low-key, and out of the way, not at all the kind of place where a powerful entity’s enemies might think to look, or pick a fight. It was so relaxed that I could barely imagine anyone getting into any kind of scuffle there. It was pleasant. Very, very pleasant.

And that made me nervous.

“It’s here,” Sterling said, nodding at a freestanding two-story building just off the town’s central plaza. This thing was adorable: a swinging loveseat on the patio, old-timey shingles, little planter boxes under every window that were just overgrown enough to be lush, but not enough to look shabby. And squeaking very, very gently in the light breeze of the evening was a swinging wooden sign with a crescent moon carved into it.

“The Twilight Tavern,” I read.

“Cute,” Sterling added. He elbowed Gil in the ribs. “You can have my breakfast. Pretty sure I won’t be up for it.”

Gil chuckled, holding the door for the rest of us. We filed in, with me heading in last – which was when I felt a very strange, and very familiar shiver in the air. A faint buzzing almost, as I passed the threshold, the same odd, numbing sensation I felt around my head when I handled the Null Dagger, a weapon designed to neutralize magic.

“Whoa,” I said. “Something’s off.”

Herald raised an eyebrow. “Not quite. I know what you’re talking about, but that’s exactly why we’re staying here. Neutral ground. There’s an enchantment over the entire place that quells all magic.” He bent in closer to whisper. “The Eyes won’t find you here. It’s perfect.”

“Holy crap,” I said. “Does the Lorica know about this place?”

Gil shrugged. “Practically everyone does, but it isn’t likely that anyone will come looking for you here. It’s like the Switzerland of the Californian supernatural community. Neutral ground. No one fights at the Twilight Tavern.”

“No one?” I watched him expectantly, impressed and maybe a little perplexed by the very concept. “Or else – what?”

“Or else,” a booming voice called out from the lobby. “Or else I destroy them utterly.”

Our heads whipped around, and there, manning the reception booth, was the tallest woman I had ever seen, all seven or so feet of her. Amazonian. That was the word to describe her. She was dressed like a barmaid, which might have been strange anywhere else but Oktoberfest, yet somehow it made sense for someone running a quaint, themed bed and breakfast.

“I am joking,” the woman said, laughing in a voice that thundered around the lobby. The perfect blond coils of her hair bounced as she guffawed, as did the ample curves of her – um, let’s just say that she had the proportions to go with her height. Apparently Sterling thought so, too, his eyes practically bulging out of his head. “Please. Come up to the desk. Let Olga check you in.”

Sterling strutted up to reception, squeaking the whole time in his leather jacket, his chest puffed out. He rested one elbow on the counter, watching Olga out of the corner of one eye.

“Olga,” he said. “That’s a beautiful name. Is it French?”

Dumbass, I thought. Herald just barely restrained an amused snort. Olga, though, was tickled. She laughed again, the tavern practically shaking from its volume.

“It isn’t, and you know that, you silly creature.” She leaned over the counter, and I did my damnedest to be polite and keep looking her in the eye. Sterling didn’t. “But in truth, it is the Russian version of my true name. Helga.”

“Nordic, then,” Herald said, his voice surprisingly buttery, the way it sounded in the rare instances when he felt like turning on the charm.

“Correct,” Helga – or was it Olga? – said. “We keep the Twilight Tavern safe for all comers, you see. It is like a mead hall, one where only merriment is permitted. No fighting.” I jumped as she banged her fist on the counter. “Never any fighting.”

“Well, we’re certainly not here to fight,” Sterling said smoothly. “I’m a lover, not a – ”

“Please,” Gil said, effortlessly elbowing Sterling out of the way before he could finish his horrible sentence. “If you could help us check in?” Gil smiled broadly. “It’s been a tiring trip.” From behind him, Sterling quietly grumbled.

“But of course.” Olga ran her finger over a huge guestbook spread across the counter. “Now, let me see. We are expecting a party of four tonight. Gilberto Ramirez, Herald Igarashi, and Justin Braves. Correct?”

“Y-yes,” I said.

“And the fourth member of your party is a – ” Olga placed some keys on the counter, then looked up at Sterling with a smile. “Mister Sterling, I presume.”

“That’s right,” Sterling said. “No last name. Like Prince.” He raised his eyebrows. “Or Madonna.”

“Or failing that, Casanova,” Gil grumbled, tugging on the back of Sterling’s jacket with one huge hand. “Come on, lover boy. Time for bed.”

Sterling’s boots scraped across the floor as he tried – and failed – to resist Gil dragging him along. “See you soon, Olga.”

Olga smiled broadly, waggled her fingers at us, and winked.

“Upstairs,” Gil said to Sterling, like an order. “Now.” He tossed me a set of keys. “Carver booked us rooms next to each other. I’m sharing with Sterling. Regrettably.”

Sterling finally disengaged himself, brushing off his jacket and adjusting it as he gave Gil a fanged scowl. “What was your problem? I was doing so well, too.”

Gil narrowed his eyes. “Now is not the time to be hitting on valkyries, Sterling. We’ve got serious matters to deal with.”

Wait. Olga was a valkyrie? Holy crap.

Sterling folded his arms and sulked.

“Don’t give me that face,” Gil said. “You know tonight’s going to be a rough one, too. We talked about this. You have to chain me to the bed.”

Herald went red at the cheeks.

“You guys,” I said, staring between Sterling and Gil. “I have so, so many questions.”
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“Full moon,” Gil offered by way of explanation as we headed up the stairs. “Remember?”

“I totally spaced on that,” I said.

It was crucial, too, just as Arachne warned me. The Midnight Convocation only met on full moons. Not every full moon, either, just when they felt like it. Entities, am I right?

“So what does that entail, exactly?” Herald said, his head tilted. “What happens to you on a full moon?” I would have asked just to be a gossip, but he had his chin in his hand, his gaze intent, like he was asking out of intellectual curiosity.

Gil sighed. “Full transformation. It’s the worst. The tavern’s enchantment cancels out all magic, sure – but lycanthropy isn’t magic. Not exactly. I’m gonna need Sterling to keep watch over me and make sure I don’t trash the place.”

“Not like the last time,” Sterling muttered through a pout, arms still folded.

“Hey,” Gil barked, finger upraised. “We promised not to talk about that.”

“What happened then?” I asked.

“Different town,” Sterling said. “Different hotel room. Tore up the mattress, and I’m pretty sure he ate half the couch.”

Gil scoffed and threw up his hands. “You didn’t tie me down well enough. I was constipated for weeks.”

Sterling chuckled. “Good times.”

We stopped outside a pair of doors that I assumed opened to our rooms. Before Gil could disappear into theirs, I figured I’d ask what was on my mind, it being a full moon and all.

“I’m curious, though.” I squinted, my gaze going to Gil’s fingers. “You can do that trick with getting your wolf talons to burst through your skin, right? And I’m pretty sure we’ve seen you go full dog even when it isn’t a full moon.”

Going dog was how me and the others at the Boneyard referred to Gil’s lycanthropic transformation. I’d only seen it a couple of times, but as viciously powerful as Gil could be in his human form, nothing quite compared to his destructive brutality when he transformed and wore a wolf’s skin.

“That’s right. That’s not exactly normal for my kind.” He frowned, scratching the tip of his nose in annoyance. “Actually, I’m kind of shunned for it by some of the others. They say it isn’t natural. But it makes me versatile. Keeps me useful. Carver taught me how to break the cycle and transform whenever I wanted. Hurts like fuck, which is why I don’t do it too often, but it helps.” He grunted. “Wish he could teach me to ignore the full moon, though.”

“Holy shit,” I said, eyes wide. “Carver taught you?”

“There’s lots to pick up from centuries of studying grimoires and supernatural lore, and he used what he knew to give me an upper hand.” He smiled broadly. “I know he’s not the best at showing it, but he really does want the best for each of us, you know.”

I nodded. “He’s a good boss.” I meant it, too.

“He’s a great boss,” Gil corrected. His massive hand landed on my back, making a meaty slap against my skin. “You take care of yourself, now. He’ll never say it to your face, but Carver worries about you more than you know.”

I rubbed my shoulder, massaging away the sting of what Gil surely thought was a friendly clap on the back. “I know,” I said sheepishly. “We’ll leave soon.”

“Soonest,” Gil said. “Cloudy night, but the full moon is going to be up there shortly. You don’t want to stick around for the show.” He grimaced. “It gets ugly. And loud. We’re gonna get noise complaints. Plus the two of you still have to climb up to the tether.”

That was a good point. Herald nodded. “We’ll freshen up a little, then we’ll get going.” He clapped Gil on the shoulder. “Good luck with tonight, man.”

Gil smiled. “Same to you. Take care of Dust.”

“Hey,” I said. “I’m right here.”

Herald unlocked the door to our room, saying nothing.

“Guys. I can take care of myself.”

Sterling patted me on the back of my neck, his fingers cold as ice. “Watch out for werebears and werelions.”

“Wh-what?”

“He’s kidding.” Gil tugged on Sterling’s arm, all but bowling him single-handedly into their room. “But seriously, though, you’re passing through some rough terrain. Look out for the wildlife.”

I did not sign up for that shit. We needed to head to the Convocation, sure. But evading a mountain lion?

“Least of our problems,” Herald said later, leading the way back out of the tavern. Olga waved at us with a huge smile on her lips, as if she thought nothing of the fact that two of her guests were heading out for a night hike that potentially involved getting eaten by bears. “We run into something, I’ll freeze it in its tracks. It’ll thaw by morning. No harm done on either end. So, win, win.”

The air vibrated again as I walked out of the front door. It was like moving through one of those giant carwash brushes, only invisible ones. Also it tickled a little.

In silence, Herald and I headed to the trail, which led into the woods at the base of a hill that overlooked Silveropolis. It was a chilly night, made even colder by the damp of being surrounded by so many dewy trees. I pulled my collar up around my chin, shuddering. The woods smelled gorgeous, though. Like bark, like wet earth, like life.

The trail ended shortly around the bottom of the hill, in an area marked with wooden signs strongly suggesting that it wasn’t a great idea to head into the hills after sundown. Unfortunately, that was exactly where we needed to go.

I guess I’d expected the hike to be less uneventful, but it was borderline boring. Almost pleasant, actually, going up at a reasonable incline, kicking rocks as we followed an old, seemingly abandoned rope trail that wove around the hill. So far, so good. No bears in sight.

“Damn it,” I wheezed. “I shouldn’t be getting this worn out so fast. I’m too young to be tired.”

Herald frowned. “Quit your bitching. It’s all those damn burgers you eat. Plus we need to move fast before the Heart tries to track you down again.”

“I love burgers,” I mumbled. “Anyway. I thought the rest of Silveropolis was protected, like the Twilight Tavern.” I cocked an eyebrow. “Are you saying that this hill isn’t?”

Herald looked around nervously. “Can’t say. I mean I feel magical emanations throughout the place, but you never know with the Lorica.”

We crested the peak, finally. It was flatter than I’d expected, and very sparse. Almost unnaturally so. Dead trees sprouted out of the few patches of earth interspersed among so much smooth, weathered rock. Something made it so that they grew in a circle around the plateau, like sentinels watching over the cairn in the center, just as Arachne had described.

And the cairn was just that – a mound of smooth pebbles and rounded rocks, piled into a miniature mountain in the dead center of the trees. It almost looked as if the plateau grew this way by design. It did, of course, probably crafted by the gods and entities of night themselves into the perfect, conveniently laid-out setting for a communion, complete with a circle, and an altar for the offering.

Herald and I approached the cairn, and by the light of the moon it was easy to spot the dried, rusted drops of blood that had been offered and dripped onto the stones over the years. Herald extended his hand, mumbling softly to himself.

I watched as wisps of violet energy curled from his fingers, then solidified into a shimmering, glassy blade. The Midnight Convocation demanded blood of all who climbed its sacred plateau, whether or not they came to present themselves as candidates for patronage.

“You first,” Herald said, holding out his hand.

I bit my lip, then reached out my arm. It always surprised me how Herald could move so fast, how agile he was. In a flash of purple the blade had already pierced the tip of my finger, its bite drawing a perfect, dark bead of blood, which fell onto the cairn and smoked as it hit the stones. I hissed, sucking on my finger until the bleeding stopped, the taste of copper lingering on my tongue.

Herald was too focused on drawing his own blood to care, expertly flipping the arcane knife in his hand, then without even wincing or hesitating, stabbing himself cleanly in the tip of his ring finger. He squeezed it, the blood still clinging stubbornly to his skin.

“Come on,” he muttered. “Damn it.”

Above us, the sky flashed red.

I threw my head back. There it was again, soaring through the night like a falling star, a comet. A streak of red light, the dreaded pillar of the Scions, the lashing, far-reaching beam of its vengeful Heart. But it wasn’t headed for the plateau. The light was flying far from Silveropolis, maybe several dozen miles away. The pillar struck ground somewhere beyond the hills, a fact only made clear when the earth rumbled with the impact of the explosion.

“What the fuck,” I said. “You saw that? Who is the Heart attacking now?”

Herald stared at me with severity in his eyes, still squeezing the tip of his finger. “This place must be protected. That means the Heart and the Eyes can’t find us. But that also means that rifts are still opening all over the place.” He shook his head. “This is bad, Dust. The Eldest were using you as a beacon, but now that they can’t see you, any rifts their worshippers open with their prayers can appear anywhere, anytime. And we would have zero warning on the matter.”

“No way,” I said. “This is fucking nonsense.” There really was no better choice, then. I would have to wear the Crown of Stars to have even the slightest chance of stopping the shrikes, and ultimately, the Eldest.

“Fuck this,” Herald hissed, wincing. He stopped squeezing, resorting to just smearing his blood directly against the rounded stones with his finger.

“Dude, what are you – is that even going to work?”

Apparently not. Herald cried out when the contact made his blood sizzle, and he pulled his finger away, his hand shaking. The dark stain on the cairn said that it had accepted his blood offering. The whitish burn mark on Herald’s finger, however, said that it had been the wrong thing to do.

“Fucking ouch,” he said, his lips pursed as he carefully applied healing magic to his finger with his free hand. I watched, but the scorch mark didn’t seem to be improving.

“Is that going to help?”

“The hell if I know,” Herald said. He craned his neck back, searching the sky for – something. And then there it was.

The full moon peered out from behind the clouds, and like a searchlight it cast a massive shaft of light right onto the plateau, drowning the cairn and the copse of trees in cold, purifying silver. I looked down at my fingers, marveling as they disintegrated before my very eyes, as they began the journey of crossing over from our world to whatever domicile the gods of night called their meeting place.

But Herald was still there. His body wasn’t dissolving the way mine was. Wait. Had we done something wrong? What if I wasn’t being transported? What if I –

“Dust,” he shouted, sprinting towards me and reaching for my hand. 

But Herald vanished, or perhaps I did, taken by the light of the full moon to a different place, a different world. I shook my head, clearing the fatigue of interdimensional travel from my body, and looked around myself.

My eyes went wide as saucers. Oh, our communion worked all right, even if Herald got left behind for whatever reason. I just wasn’t expecting the venue of the Midnight Convocation to be quite so – well, familiar.

It was the moon. I was standing on the moon.
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I was in one of the moon’s craters, specifically, or a place that looked like it. Its surface was stark and silvery, the atmosphere above me pitch black and flecked with distant stars. I whirled in place, my heart thumping as I searched for any signs of the earth, of familiarity. Nothing.

But I did see the palace. Holy shit, did I see the palace, all its towers reaching up into the darkness, twisting minarets that seemed to grow out of the rock itself, like impossibly tall fingers of pure alabaster. And amidst the forest of silver-white spines and turrets, this nest of fangs and teeth, was a huge, squarish hall with an enormous silver door.

“Wow,” I muttered to myself, only then remembering that this wasn’t how sound was meant to work in space.

I mean, was I actually even in space? I should have frozen to death already. Maybe there was a magical barrier in place somewhere, a rare instance of the entities being considerate to us insignificant, tiny humans.

The physics weren’t right, either. I could walk normally, just as if I was moving around in Heinsite Park, or anywhere on earth. But don’t think of logic, I told myself. Whatever you do, don’t think about physics, science, the laws of the universe. The entities had strange ways about them, being lovers of riddles and mystery, of bizarre games to play on humans. Cruel ones, too. I didn’t want something even more terrifying to happen – for the moon to begin crumbling away under my feet, for example.

I also didn’t question why I could breathe on the moon, somehow fearing in the back of my mind that simply wondering would trip something magical in the system and cause me to suffocate instantly. Any second my eyeballs might explode. Gravity could reverse, and my feet would lift off the surface of the moon-thing I was standing on, letting me drift off to become hopelessly lost in the deep vacuum of space.

What a shame, my obituary would say, for Dustin Nathaniel Graves to vanish into the uncaring maelstrom of the void, lost, alone, with nothing but his pretty face to accompany him. He was so young, so handsome, and so totally ripped. But kidding aside – I was terrified. What’s it called when your blood vessels all pop? Explosive decompression? Wasn’t that how it worked in space? Hell if I know, I’m not a rocket surgeon.

I only noticed the woman standing in front of the hall when I was a few dozen feet away. At first I wasn’t entirely sure how I’d missed her, looking so conspicuous against the pure white of the moon with her light armor crafted from the hides of sleek, brown animals, or the verdant vines and leaves that adorned the hunting bow and the quiver of arrows slung across her back. Ah, but that was exactly why she was so hard to spot, wasn’t it? Artemis, the Greek goddess of the moon, was also the goddess of the hunt, and therefore a grandmaster of camouflage, even when standing in plain sight.

“Well?” she said, tapping her sandaled foot impertinently against the marble steps of the silver hall. “You’re late. Hecate said you’d be here sooner.”

“She did?” I blinked, stopping just short of the great flight of steps. “Funny, she wouldn’t even talk to me about this.”

“Well did you slit a black ewe’s throat? Give her honey?” Artemis rotated her hand at the wrist, like she was trying to conjure up a memory. “And something about a dead puppy.”

“No!” I blurted. “No way I could do any of that. Except for the honey.”

“Then how do you expect her to show up if you don’t prepare the correct sacrifices?” Artemis pushed her hands into her hips, taking one step down the stairs. “It’s bad enough with you coming here with just drops of blood. Pssh. I’ve had enough blood over the centuries. Give me something fun, you know?”

I shrugged. “Listen. If this works out for everyone, I get the Crown of Stars, and you guys get my soul. You still win.”

“Fair point.” She leaned to her side, peering over my shoulder. “I see your friend didn’t make it.”

“He’s – he’s safe, isn’t he?” I said. “It was just a glitch in the system? Like he didn’t have enough to pay for a ticket, so he got left behind?”

Artemis shrugged, an annoyingly accurate and possibly mocking mirror of my own. “Sure. Why not. Don’t worry, the sorcerer is safe. Assuming he doesn’t get eaten by a bear while he waits for you.”

Seriously, with the bears. I raised my finger, about to protest, but before I could even speak Artemis had soundlessly drawn an arrow from her quiver and fired it straight into the sky. It burst in the air, like a firework, only instead of sparks and light, the arrow exploded into a shower of shimmering silver petals.

“To let the others know you’re here,” she said, slinging her bow across her back once more. “Come on. Let’s head inside.”

And inside we went, past the balustrades that supported great swathes of heavy crimson drapes, past massive columns that reached into the heights of the vast, vaulted ceiling, all hewn from the same unpolished white stone that made up the hall’s exterior. Nothing about the architecture pointed to origins in any single culture or style, as if explicitly designed to be as neutral and as generic as possible.

As we approached the grand table where the entities of night were seated, I quickly understood why. The Midnight Convocation was formed of beings drawn from every pantheon and place that had a deity devoted to the energies of darkness, of shadow, of the night. Yet even with those commonalities we found them leaned over the great table, pounding their fists on its surface as they bickered and bellowed. Typical entities.

Artemis scoffed, speaking to me out of the corner of her mouth. “It’s like doing Christmas or Thanksgiving with the worst parts of your extended family, only it happens on a full moon.” She shook her head. “Immortality is nice, but having to show up to witness all of this so often genuinely makes me want to die.”

I recognized some of the gods and goddesses, some from the symbols of their station, others purely based on their appearance. Carver’s library was immense, after all, and when all else failed, I always had online wikis to help nudge me in the right direction. While most of the entities had occupied seats at the massive table, some were still streaming in through archways arranged around the halls, appearing from distant corners of the palace – or, far more likely, arriving from their various domiciles.

One was a man with copper skin and obsidian eyes, his chiseled face partly hidden by a headdress in the shape of a falcon. Khonsu, I thought, the Egyptian god of the moon. Beside him sat a woman who wore opulent silken robes and a stern expression, her skin glowing with the pallor of moonlight, her hair as dark as the night sky. This one was Chang’e, the Chinese goddess of the moon.

Across them a figure sat issuing wisps of black smoke from his very skin, his sunken eyes filled with dormant malice. Chernobog, the Slavic god of darkness, only looked at me in passing, but I swear the flit of his gaze felt like the slash of a dagger across my soul.

Many more I didn’t recognize, like the obvious angel with pale hair, wings of silver, and a halo that shone like the ring of light around a full moon. A horned woman sat a few chairs away. I couldn’t tell if she was a demon. You really never know with entities.

At one end sat a hooded figure, its face and its hands exposed, but as black as midnight, like holes cut out of reality. It had no eyes, no features to mark it as humanoid. And down another way was a man wearing a circlet topped with a crescent moon, a sword that glowed with the soft pulse of moonlight strapped to his belt.

Artemis stopped at the head of the assembly, and I waited behind her as she cleared her throat and banged her hands on the table, calling for order. It took some time, but all the entities of the Midnight Convocation, even the rowdier ones, sat quietly at attention.

“The petitioner has arrived,” she said in a powerful, booming voice that rang across the hall. “This one wishes to wear the Crown of Stars.”

“A boy?” said one of the entities, to the snickers of the others. She locked gazes with me, her eyes twinkling with mirth, her teeth bright. From her headdress and clothing I guessed that it was Metzli, a night goddess of the Aztecs. “We’ve been waiting for a boy all this time?”

“He is so thin, so insubstantial,” said Chernobog, his voice rasping, like great slabs of stone scraping against one another. “Not even fit for a snack.”

Fucking entities, man.
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The hall rang with resounding laughter. I couldn’t stop my cheeks from reddening, so I just toed the ground and scratched the back of my neck. Besides, being a smart-ass with an entity one on one always meant unpleasantness, as I’d learned many, many times in the past. I wasn’t about to flap my mouth in a hall full of – geez, I hadn’t even counted them. Two dozen, maybe?

“Come, let him speak,” a woman said, in a soft, sonorous voice that fell over the table like a cool, soothing mantle.

I stared across the table to find the source of the voice. It was a woman with skin and hair all the same lush shade, like dark indigo, like a deep evening sky, flecked with moving, twinkling stars. Her body was the night itself, every gem that sparkled in her hair another distant star, her eyes like galaxies made of diamond dust. I couldn’t look away.

Metzli tittered. “You always did have a soft spot for the pretty ones, Nyx.”

So this was Nyx?

“Don’t be ridiculous, Metzli.” Nyx rose to her feet. “I know potential when I see it. Now that we’ve assembled, we should begin.” She nodded towards us, towards the head of the table. “Artemis? Brothers and sisters?”

Assent rippled across the table, like the rush of an evening breeze through the reeds on a river bank.

“Then we leave the Lunar Palace for now,” Nyx said.

The entities all stood from their seats. I blinked, and suddenly, the chairs, the table, the entire palace disappeared, leaving only myself, the entities, and the massive, heartless vacuum of the universe.

I glanced around myself, my heart thumping with panic. No moon, no great table, no hall. Only black, empty space, and the distant, alien song of burning stars. It was all I could do not to piss myself. I was doing my sincerest best not to freak the fuck out. I mean the entities had such a low opinion of me already, and I didn’t blame them.

Sure, to the casual onlooker, I might seem scrawny, but they didn’t know about my connection to the Dark Room, or my ownership of a super bad-ass talking sword, or my incredible charm. Or, for that matter, my massively unpublicized talents in the bedroom, not that those would help me in dead space.

But yeah. Space. Holy crap. This wasn’t what I was expecting out of the Midnight Convocation at all. Hecate said it was going to be a meeting, and meetings generally took place in rooms that had normal, logically graspable concepts attached to them, like walls, and furniture, and gravity.

Imagine, if you will, standing in a dark room filled with nothing but black. I realize the similarities are there, but no, this was nothing at all like being in the Dark Room itself. Imagine there’s no floor, no ceiling, that you can, at any moment, hurtle into a random direction and be lost forever, swallowed by the uncaring void of the cosmos.

That was what floating in space felt like. And I had to internalize all this shit because no way in hell was the Convocation about to grant patronage to someone who purported to be comfortable in darkness and night, but started screaming the very moment they were exposed to the truth of the abyss. So I grinned, unnatural as it felt. I grinned, and puffed out my chest, and waited.

“Stop doing that,” Artemis whispered close to my ear. “You’re overcompensating and it looks really weird.”

“I don’t know what you mean,” I murmured back through a jaw clenched so tight that I could have shattered my teeth.

“It’ll be fine. You’re tethered to the rest of us. You’re not just going to float away and die.” She tugged on the strap attaching her quiver to her back. “Well, you know, unless you tick off the wrong entity.”

“Thanks. Super encouraging.”

“Well just don’t piss anyone off then,” she said, scowling. “Don’t think I haven’t heard of you, Graves. The gods talk, but the Greek pantheon? All gossips. I know everything, and more.”

I rolled my eyes, sighing. “Did you hear about the one where Dionysus poisoned me?”

“Yep.”

“What about Arachne hogtying and basically blackmailing me?”

Artemis chuckled. “She’s a riot. Great sense of humor on that one.” She leaned in. “Don’t worry. None of us have mentioned to Nyx that you’re supposed to bring back a lock of her hair.” Artemis slapped me on the back, so hard that I jerked from the impact. “Good luck with that one.”

“Now if everyone would please pay attention,” Nyx said, the pale orbs of her eyes staring searingly in our direction. “Then perhaps we can begin.” She shrugged. “It’s mostly pomp and ceremony, of course, but it is what it is, Dustin Graves.”

Silently, the entities arranged themselves into two ranks, forming a kind of corridor for Nyx to pass through. It was pretty amazing to watch. No one actually pedaled or swam their way through the atmosphere to get into position. They just sort of leaned, then locked into place effortlessly.

I hated to admit it, since he was so aggressive about making fun of me, but Chernobog looked extra cool doing it, the wisps of black cloud and the drapes of his dark cloak wavering and wafting impossibly in an invisible breeze.

Nyx floated towards me very, very slowly, her hands spread apart.

“So the child of man named Dustin Graves has come in search of our aid. What is the Midnight Convocation’s answer?”

Only silence. None of the entities said a word.

“And the child of man seeks our power in aid of his fight against the Old Ones, the very Eldest themselves, who have turned their sightless eyes on the plane we call home, who threaten our authority, nay, our very existence. Will the Midnight Convocation answer?”

Silence again. I wondered if it was part of the ceremony Nyx mentioned, or if the clanging quiet meant bad things.

“So the child of man has come to claim the Crown of Stars,” Nyx said.

The space between her hands glimmered with tiny stars, and the spaces between those stars filled with thin filaments of white brilliance. Like a cat’s cradle the threads wove and wavered, until they created the shape of a circlet, out of purest light. The Crown of Stars shone and shimmered. From the edge of its corona hung a veil of blackest midnight, one that would hide its wearer’s face.

Nyx was only feet away from me now, bearing the Crown in both hands like a totem, like a precious treasure. And surely it was, being a collaborative relic, the sum of the many fractures of power that the entities of Midnight Convocation had channeled into its creation. She stretched her arms up high, lifting the Crown above us, hovering so temptingly close to me, as if she was about to place it on my head.

I licked my lips in anticipation, my chest a tumult of excitement and fear. I was selling my soul. But for power, for the good of humanity.

But I was still selling my soul.

My breath came in jagged spurts as I waited for my doom, my coronation.

“And is the child of man worthy? Is his head deserving of the Crown of Stars?”

Finally, the Midnight Convocation answered, their voices sounding as one.

“No.”
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Wait. What? I thought this was in the bag. Wasn’t a soul more than enough payment?

“A price,” Metzli said. “The boy must pay a price, whether in gold or in gore.”

Chernobog spoke, too. “He must prove his worth, in battle and in blood.”

Nyx looked to her siblings, and I followed suit. I couldn’t negotiate my way out of this one, change that many minds. She must have known, too. So why did she offer me the Crown of Stars? To tease? To test?

“It’s the way of things,” Artemis said when I threw her a questioning look. “And I have to say, the trials we set for potential champions are much tamer by comparison.” She rolled her eyes and whistled. “You should see what the Conclave of the Sun demands.”

I threw my hands up. “It couldn’t be worse than giving up my soul, could it?”

Nyx lowered her hands, and the Crown of Stars vanished from between her fingers. “A trial it is.” She turned to her brothers and sisters. “Who shall set the challenge for the child of man?”

The man with the glowing sword spoke up. “Why not a melee? I have heard of your unusual talents, Dustin Graves. And your unusual friends. You have with you a talking sword, do you not?”

“I do,” I said. “Forged from star-metal.”

Murmurs went up from the gathered gods, some of them uttering hushed curses, others making curious noises as they scanned my body for Vanitas’s scabbard.

The man spoke again. “This will prove interesting. Very interesting indeed. I have heard that you have defeated gods, demons, even angels in battle.”

Where the entities murmured before, now they were openly talking amongst themselves, throwing me glances of renewed interest. A couple of them even looked somewhat impressed. I held back a grin, but I puffed up my chest. And sure, practically all of my body was wrapped in denim and a snug jacket, but maybe I flexed my muscles, too. Just because.

“I mean, I do my best,” I said, somehow managing to seem even cockier as I struggled not to brag.

“Bring the sword, then. Bring as many friends and warriors as you wish. My siblings and I will meet you on the field of battle. Lose, and I take your head. Win, and you shall wear the Crown of Stars.” He smiled at me, then bowed. “Until then, Dustin Graves.” He turned away from our gathering, then vanished.

I leaned over to Artemis, muttering under my breath. “Surely he doesn’t mean I have to fight all of you?”

“No,” she said. “He means his actual siblings. Still more of a challenge than you’d think.”

“And who is he – who is this family, exactly?”

“You really don’t know?” Artemis cocked an eyebrow. “You’ll find out soon enough.”

Nyx waved her hand, and all the stars went out. The meeting was over. Only the faint, ambient auras of power surrounding the entities cast any light – that, and the strange pattern of moving, blinking stars that shone from within Nyx’s skin itself. 

“We shall send a messenger to fetch you when the time is right, Dustin Graves,” she said. “For now, you will adjourn to the Twilight Tavern.”

“I hope it won’t take too long,” I said, as politely as I could. “This is about the Eldest, after all. It’s why I approached the Midnight Convocation in the first place. For your help.”

I wondered if she would take the hint. One by one, as if they hadn’t heard a thing, the gods and entities of night and shadow turned their backs, then disappeared into darkness. Artemis waved at me, then left herself, walking off into empty space and simply winking out of existence. That left only me, and Nyx.

“Some things, Dustin Graves, are best left to humanity,” she said.

I scoffed. “Surely this affects all of us. Not just mankind. If there’s no earth, then there’s no humanity to worship you, to give you power.” Now that we were alone I’d somehow rediscovered my confidence, along with my absolute lack of impulse control. 

“Perhaps you will consider saying the same thing to the rest of the pantheons, the infernals, the celestials, to all the powers of earth. We are not so different than you, after all. The entities are fickle. Some may answer the call. Others will slam the door in your face.” Nyx lifted her head. “How much time do you have to speak to all of them, to rally so many limitlessly powerful beings who possess the maturity and impetuousness of children?”

I was frowning, but that last thing made me chuckle with the bitterness of its truth. “Point taken,” I muttered. “Oh. I just remembered something.” I may as well ask while we were alone, I figured. “Could I maybe, possibly, if it’s not too much of a bother, ask you for a lock of your hair?”

Nyx covered her mouth to stifle a chuckle. Her laughter was beautiful, how you might imagine the twinkling of stars to sound. “My hair? Why, your audacity is amusing, child of man. Would you ask the sky for a strand of stars? Would you petition the heavens for one of its constellations, too?”

I blushed. It really was a demanding request, let’s be honest. And how, exactly, was I supposed to transport a lock of Nyx’s hair, anyway? Her tresses really did look like living, animated segments of the night sky.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I know it’s a lot to ask. But I owe someone a favor, you see, and – ”

“Arachne really can be such a vengeful sort. Still, it isn’t in her nature to be so spiteful that she would use my hair to bewitch me, or to lay a curse. The spider-queen is powerful in her own ways, but I do not think she would risk angering yet another of the Greek pantheon in her lifetime.” She folded her arms, what little light remaining in our void dimming even more when she squinted her eyes. “I will consider it. If you survive your trial, then come and speak to me again.”

I scratched the back of my neck. “Right, right. I just hope this is all going to be worth it. The Eldest are coming, and they aren’t shy about announcing their intentions.”

“The Crown of Stars is your best option, Dustin Graves. And in short order, you should have your opportunity to wear it. That is, of course, if you win.”

“Any tips?” I asked her.

“Why, yes. It’s simple.” Nyx waved her hand again, and I began to slowly descend from space. “Try not to die.”

My descent quickened, faster and faster, until I was falling, sucked back into the gravity of our world. As I fell, Nyx shrank in the distance, until she was nothing but a pinpoint of starlight. As I fell, I reached out to clutch at something, anything, finding nothing but the abyss. I screamed, and I screamed.

And smashed heavily onto dry earth.

“Fuck,” I shouted, arching my back, my bones aching, my muscles absolutely furious at the disrespect they’d been shown.

“Relax,” Herald shouted back. “Dude, relax. You’re okay.”

My eyes flew open. I was back on top of the hill, right next to the cairn. The dead trees surrounding us stooped over, watching, like a circle of spindly, judgmental beasts. I frowned at them, pushed myself off the ground, and yelped when I wrenched a muscle.

“Jesus,” I sobbed. “Oh Jesus, help me, please.”

Herald slapped my hands away from my body. “Don’t be such a damn baby. You fell two feet, tops.”

I scowled at him. “I fell from outer space, you absolute monster.”

“Then you should be nothing but cinders, you stupid idiot. You should be nothing but dust.”

“But I am – ”

“Don’t you fucking say it, Dustin Graves, I am not in the fucking mood.”

No kidding. Herald looked extra grumpy, even for Herald, but despite his irritation, he began to incant silently, weaving threads of violet light across my body. Tendrils of purple power sank through my clothes, reaching into my skin, and I sighed from the immediate relief.

“Bit of healing magic to make you stop your whining,” Herald said.

“Thank you,” I sighed. “And don’t be so pissed, you’re not the one who ended up on the moon and had to deal with the emptiness of outer space.”

He raised a skeptical eyebrow. “Tell me all about it when we get back to the tavern. I’m tired as hell and we still have to trek down this thing.”

“All you did was sit here. What have you got to be tired for?”

Herald’s eyes narrowed, and I swear they flashed with a tinge of red. “I’m tired because I’ve been freezing my ass off on this barren rock since you disappeared.” He flung his hand at the horizon, at the rising reds and oranges of a new sun. “It’s tomorrow, you idiot. You’ve been gone for eight hours.”
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I’d forgotten that time tended to bend in strange ways when crossing between our world and the domiciles of entities. The rules were never very consistent. Sometimes a minute in their world stretched to hours in ours.

Herald said that in one ancient Japanese myth, Urashima Taro, a fisherman, was rewarded for saving a turtle with a trip to the Dragon Palace, a majestic kingdom at the bottom of the sea. He thought he was gone for less than a week. Apparently, in our world, three hundred years had passed. I shuddered to think.

I did feel bad for making Herald stay up so late, with nothing to do to pass the time – but that was because I’m so quick to make assumptions about people. I forgot that he was always prepared and well-organized, almost pathologically so. He had a small stock of protein bars with him, enough for the two of us, just in case, along with several bottles of water, a handheld gaming console, and even a paperback.

“Then why were you acting so pissed with me for being gone for eight hours?” I said, noting the irritated whine in my own voice. “It sounds like you had a great time communing with nature, minus the nature.”

“Shush,” he said. “Shut up. We’re here.”

I grumbled, but Herald sighed happily as he pushed open the door to the Twilight Tavern. Again the warm, fuzzy magic of the bed and breakfast’s nullification field took over our bodies. My feet were about ready to carry me up the stairs to take me to bed, but Herald tugged on my jacket and pointed me towards the dining room.

“Oh, hell yeah,” I said. Even from the stairs I could smell wonderful things wafting out of the kitchen. Breakfast was served.

We found Gil already tucking into a huge plate of assorted breakfast treats as we stepped in. Sterling was with him, massive sunglasses covering his eyes, his hair bedraggled, his cheek scored with fresh, shallow cuts.

Herald pulled up a chair at the table, and I followed suit. I chuckled at Sterling, who looked like a has-been rockstar who had ended up on the losing end of a bar fight.

“Rough night?” I said.

“Don’t ask,” he grumbled, sticking a thumb out at Gil. “This one kept me up. I don’t know how I’m still alive, frankly. At least Olga was nice enough to keep the blinds shut down here. I needed some coffee.”

I gave him a questioning look. “I’ve wondered about that. Coffee doesn’t affect you. Does it? You don’t process calories, so by that logic – ”

“Fuck logic. Shut up.” He brought his mug up to his lips, slurping noisily, looking thoroughly miserable.

“I don’t know why he’s so worn out,” Gil said. “I had a great night.” He elbowed Sterling cheerily. “Buck up, buddy, it’s okay. Just a few more nights of this and we’ll be all clear. You won’t have to chain me up and babysit me anymore.”

Sterling frowned at him. “Yay.”

The french doors to the dining room swung open, and something came thundering out of the kitchen. Without even being asked, Olga had brought us two massive plates piled high with steaming hot food. Whatever Carver had paid for our time at the Twilight Tavern, it was more than worth it. She dumped the plates in front of me and Herald, and I swear the earth moved a little when they hit the table.

“I’ll be back with your drinks,” she boomed, sweeping gracefully away.

I didn’t wait to get started, barely breathing in between bites of everything the cook had arranged on my plate. Two kinds of eggs, rashers of bacon, sausage, something blackish that Herald told me was meant to be blood pudding, fried bread, heaps of baked beans, scorched mushrooms, fried tomatoes – I mean, I could go on, but I’ll stop there.

We were having the full English that day, it said on the handwritten card at our table. I was chewing an enormous mouthful of food anyway, so I took some time to peruse the menu. It was confusing, to say the least. It had all sorts of things on it. Too many sorts, like the menu had been designed by someone who had never actually eaten at a restaurant. 

The full English was listed, sure, as was an American breakfast, and a continental variant, but then the menu went way off the rails, listing entries such as “one bottle of warm ketchup,” something called a “twig salad,” and “a goat.” Just the goat. No description of how it was prepared, either, or whether it was served alive. Twilight Tavern had no idea what it wanted to be.

Olga swept over to our table, a steaming pitcher of coffee in one hand. “And how is everyone enjoying breakfast?” she said, a suspiciously friendly grin on her face, as if to imply that a negative answer would result in a trip to the hospital.

“Excellent,” I said, meaning it in all honesty. “I’ve never had an English breakfast before. It’s the best. Though I do wonder, there are so many different cuisines on the menu. Is it meant to be fusion?”

“The decor as well,” Herald added, as politely as he could. “It’s quite – eclectic.”

“Oh, that is about normal,” Olga said, a finger on her chin. “That it seems as if the house cannot decide what it wants to be, how it wants to look. There are so many options, you see? And the All-Father cannot make up his mind about the direction he wants this bed and breakfast to go.”

Herald choked on his orange juice. He swiped at his lips with a serviette, adjusting his glasses, as if seeing better would help him understand. “Sorry,” he said to Olga. “Did you say the All-Father? Odin himself owns this place?”

Olga nodded, nonplussed. “Oh yes. Immortality takes its toll on the entities, you see.”

“I hear that,” Sterling droned, stirring his coffee with the tip of his finger.

“Gone are the days of glorious battle, when man would kill man, at times for conquest, at others for the sheer joy of it.” Olga sighed, her eyes gazing into the distance. “That leaves the valkyries with very little to do, you understand. There is only so much merriment to be had in Valhalla. And with the boredom of eternity comes a desire to seek other pursuits.”

“The Sisters run their own fast fashion empire,” I offered, trying to contribute to the conversation.

“That they do,” Olga said, doing a little spin. The building vibrated as she did, as the folds of her incredible dress spun to reveal so many panels of color, like the world’s biggest, loveliest pinwheel. “They designed this for me themselves.” She sniffed. “Custom-made, you see. Not off the rack.”

Sterling golf clapped approvingly, as did Gil. Olga made a little curtsey – which, for a valkyrie, apparently wasn’t very little at all – then sashayed away, pitcher in hand.

“That really bothers me, if I’m honest,” I said, my voice lowered. “How the entities don’t seem to be taking any of this Eldest business very seriously. It’s like the Scions. Don’t they see what’s going on? Even the Midnight Convocation didn’t make a big deal of it.”

“How did that go, anyway?” Sterling said, resting his chin in one hand. “You two seem to be mostly alive, at least.”

“About that. They’re setting a trial. I won’t get their favor that easily. This one guy with a glowing sword issued a challenge, says we have to fight him and his siblings.” I looked at Gil and Sterling pointedly. “They said I could bring allies if I wanted.”

Gil set down his utensils, then cracked his knuckles, his muscles taut. “Bring it. Did they say when this was happening? We could call for backup.”

Herald took a sip of his coffee, then shook his head. “Knowing the Convocation? Any time now. And I don’t think we can afford to distract our friends from what they’re doing at the moment. Carver needs to stay in Valero to handle all the rifts he can, and the Lorica is hunting down the cultists, priests, and worshippers of the Eldest. Plus, there’s been another attack directly from the Heart.”

Gil frowned. “Yeah. I heard from Prudence. She says Royce and the other Mouths are scrambling to shut down the bad press on that one. They hit a log cabin. Pretty big one too, those fancy places rich people like to keep for weekends. No one was in it, but the blast radius was big enough for a hell of a lot of normals to see.”

I shook my head. “I really don’t envy Royce right now. Where would you even start trying to clean up a mess like that?”

“Whatever,” Sterling drawled. “He’s got his problems, we’ve got our own.” He waved vaguely at his face. “Like all these cuts on my face. I should be able to heal out of them, but it’s gonna take time.” He coughed loudly. “It’s not like anyone’s volunteering any blood to help me speed up the process.”

“It’s just some cuts,” Gil said, somewhat wounded. “I said I was sorry, man. They’re not gonna leave scars, anyway. It’ll just be a couple more nights.” He patted Sterling on the back. I swear I heard Sterling’s skeleton rattle.

“Well if that’s all it is,” Herald said, getting up from the table and crossing over to Sterling’s side. He held a hand up to Sterling’s cheek.

“The hell is this?” Sterling said, his eyes flitting to either side of him. “Guys? What’s he doing?”

It shouldn’t have been possible. Coils of glistening purple energy were radiating from the palm of Herald’s hand, crossing the gap to Sterling’s face and stitching the cuts back together right in front of our eyes. Within seconds his cheeks were returned to their dead, alabaster perfection.

“This place is warded,” I said, barely holding back my amazement. “The nullification field. How did you get past that?”

Herald winked at me. “I’ve got a few tricks up my sleeve. It’s not just ice magic all the time, you know.”

Sterling stroked at his cheek, his eyes lighting up when his fingers met smooth, unblemished skin. He looked up at Herald, as excited as a Christmas puppy right out of the box. 

“I’m pretty again.”

Herald laughed.

“Thanks, man.” Sterling jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “This guy’s cool in my book. Good choice, Dustin. He’s a keeper.”

I blinked. “Excuse me?”

“Welp,” Herald exclaimed, stretching his arms out and yawning exaggeratedly. “Oh boy. I’m beat. Been up all night. I should really get some shuteye. See you guys in a few.”

Within seconds he had scooped up his belongings and bolted up the stairs.

Gil turned back to his breakfast, and Sterling slurped noisily at his coffee, his eyes laughing, piercing me through his massive sunglasses. I frowned.

“What?” I said.

Sterling kept silent, only giving me a sharp, sardonic smile.

I finished the rest of my food, gulped down some OJ, then trudged back up to our room. My legs ached as I climbed the stairs – I guess the hike up the hill had been more strenuous than I thought. I made a reminder to get some more exercise in. 

At the top landing I peeked into my backpack to check on Vanitas, not entirely surprised to see that the pocket dimension had reverted into the inside of a regular, ratty old leather knapsack under the Twilight Tavern’s influence. Vanitas sat there, quiet and unmoving, like the tarnished old sword that he was. Honestly, I truly must have underestimated Herald all this time. Breaking through a nullification field to cast healing magic, on undead flesh, no less? Nothing short of impressive.

Carefully, I pushed the door open, just in case Herald was already asleep. I’d woken him once before, and it almost ended with me dead and pinned to the wall with six icicles stuck out of my chest. Just as I thought, he was already curled up under the covers, breathing softly. I gazed at my own bed longingly, but knew that I needed at least a quick shower to get the grime of the evening off me. Hey, even I have my limits, okay?

It didn’t take long to scrub and soap myself off, after all, and soon I was ready for bed, too. I threw myself on top of the covers, sighing. It was weird going to sleep at, what, nine in the morning? But it wouldn’t have been the first time. We needed all the rest we could grab for whenever the Midnight Convocation would arbitrarily decide to summon us for their trial by combat. Probably the same night, even.

But no sense dwelling on all that. I closed my eyes and settled my breathing into the same, singular rhythm. Carver had taught me to do that, to help regulate the rare but dangerous tendencies for violence and brutality that bubbled up in my blood, no doubt a byproduct of the shard of star-metal that had been left lodged in my heart. I was too tired to think, regardless, and soon I’d drifted off to sleep. I dreamt of a woman made of stars, of the diadem in her hands. I dreamt of a coronation.

My eyes fluttered open. The sunlight beyond our bedroom blinds wasn’t so bright anymore. I guessed it must have been some time in the early afternoon. Still tired, though. I looked down at myself, surprised to find that a blanket had been pulled exactly halfway up my chest. Smacking my lips, I realized I was thirsty. I reached for my side table to pour myself some water out of the pitcher that Olga had set out for us, only to find that a glass had already been poured for me.

Groggy, though oddly giddy, I smiled to myself. Herald must have done all that, woken up midway through his nap the way I had. I chugged down half a glass of cool, crisp water, then staggered to the bathroom for a quick pee. I washed my hands and came back out to find Herald still asleep on his back, snoring gently, his hair an artful mess on the pillow. His blanket had tangled around his legs somehow.

I slowly made my way to Herald’s side, so as not to wake him. Before I crept back to bed, I fixed his covers, so that they were pulled exactly halfway up his chest. I poured him a glass of water.



Chapter 24





Might be that I slept for hours, but it truly only felt like minutes. That journey to the Lunar Palace really had taken so much out of me. Was I really on the moon? Was I really in space, or was it simply how the Midnight Convocation designed their shared domicile? It had all felt like a dream.

“Wake up,” a familiar voice cooed in my ear. “Dustin, time to wake up.”

“Five more minutes,” I grumbled. Fuck off, was what I really wanted to say. I was riding on a dragon’s back, fighting the Eldest, and I was winning. I didn’t want my dream to end.

“No, seriously. You have to get up.”

I ruffled my hair in annoyance, rubbing my eyes to clear my vision. I looked around for the source of the voice, perplexed, until I saw him sitting on my side table. With his shiny copper skin, Scrimshaw blended in too well with the polished wooden furniture of the Twilight Tavern, looking more like a very ugly lamp, or a tiny statuette. He stood with his hands at his hips, his belly thrust out.

“Well? Come on. You’ve got work to do. The Convocation is calling.”

I sat up immediately. “The entities want me now?” I panicked, feeling around my bed for my phone. “What time is it, anyway?”

“Calm down,” Scrimshaw said, holding up his hands. “They want you to assemble an hour before midnight. The cairn, on the peak of the hill. It’s only seven-thirty right now.”

I frowned at him. “Then why are you waking me up?”

Scrimshaw huffed and folded his arms, insulted. “Well excuse me for thinking that you might want to grab some dinner before your big fight, or maybe a light snack.” He sniffed, staring down the end of his hooked nose. “Might want to pump those flimsy muscles too, scrawny.”

“Hey man. We talked about body shaming.” I grunted and rubbed my forehead. “And okay, thanks. Food isn’t a bad idea.” I looked around, realizing we were alone. “Where are the others anyway? Herald?”

“The sorcerer? Downstairs. They’re talking tactics, which is part of why I decided to wake you up.” He rubbed his sharp little claws against his chest, as if polishing them. “The Midnight Convocation didn’t say anything about me giving you a little extra boost.”

I grinned out of the corner of my mouth. “That’s – awfully decent of you, Scrimshaw. And they sent you?”

“Don’t get any ideas. I figured I’d help you out a little after I shortchanged you the first time around. And yeah, they sent me,” he said, puffing out his little chest, proudly snapping on the suspenders he wasn’t actually wearing. “I’m freelancing.”

“Wow. Nicodemus is pretty generous about letting you take on extra work, huh?”

Scrimshaw scoffed. “That old fool? What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him. I have days to spare. The moron’s developed a taste for smoking wizard weed. He’ll be astral projecting to the stars, whether he likes it or not. He won’t even know I was gone.”

I cocked an eyebrow. “Scrimshaw. Admit it. You planted that wizard weed in with his regular herb, didn’t you?”

He snorted, then gave the tiniest, evilest grin. “I have no idea what you mean. I’ll meet you downstairs.”

Scrimshaw disappeared in a puff of farts, and I started retching and coughing. A cloud of brimstone and fire, if you want to be technical about it, but it always smelled like rotten eggs. I could never get used to it. Mammon, conversely, didn’t make such a smelly fuss when it entered and left our reality. But frankly speaking, farts and all, I think I’d take a visit from Scrimshaw over one from the demon prince of greed any day of the week.

I washed up, jumped into a fresh change of clothes, and slung my backpack over my shoulder, hurrying through the corridor and down the stairs. I could only hope that the nullification enchantment across Silveropolis wouldn’t apply during the trial. That would be completely unfair, and not just to Vanitas. I wouldn’t be able to resort to casting flames or shadows, either.

“They’ll probably have a special arena or something, right?” I said, bursting into the dining room. The guys looked up from their discussion, Scrimshaw sitting cross-legged at the table, like he was part of the team.

Herald cocked an eyebrow. “They’ll have us cordoned off from the rest of this reality, if that’s what you mean.”

“No, no, of course they will. I’m just worried they’ll dampen our magic to give them an edge.”

Gil shook his head sternly. “The entities are many things, but I wouldn’t think they’d stoop to those sorts of tricks. The Midnight Convocation is mostly made up of gods, too. Fickle as they are, I’d say they’re still above that kind of underhanded trickery. I wouldn’t say the same for demons.” He shot Scrimshaw an apologetic look. “Present company exempted. No offense.”

“None taken,” Scrimshaw said, licking at his fingers.

He was scooping up tiny handfuls of clotted cream, a dish of scones sitting nearby, what the Twilight Tavern’s menu said were baked in-house especially by Olga. Scrimshaw casually ignored them, his other hand dipping into a separate little bowl of marmalade. It was mesmerizing, watching him go to town on what was essentially bread spread.

“We’re going to be fine, Dust,” Sterling drawled, leaning lazily against the table, his hand cupping his chin. “Remember what I told you ages ago? Carpe noctem. Seize the night. We already work best in darkness, and now you’ve got a full moon in the mix? This’ll be a cakewalk.”

I eyed Gil cautiously. “You’re going to be fine fighting full dog, right? I mean, it’s not like you’re going to go berserk and turn on us.”

Gil scratched the back of his neck. “Well, you see – that’s not impossible. So make sure to let me dive in first and stay out of my way.”

“So, hypothetically, let’s say you somehow eliminate everyone we’re fighting. All our enemies go down, and only Team Boneyard is left standing.” I folded my arms and fixed him with a leveled gaze. “There’s a possibility you’ll turn right around and start slashing and biting us, isn’t there?”

Gil sighed. “Sterling will bring the chains, just in case.”

“Listen,” Sterling said, an unlit cigarette clamped between his fingers. “You’re making a huge fuss out of nothing. What we have here,” he said, slapping Gil on the back, “is a whirlwind of fangs and fur. The big dog. And he’s going to tear all those entities brand new assholes. The rest of us are just gonna hang back and watch. It’ll be that easy. You’ll see.”

“I wouldn’t get that confident about it, exactly,” Herald said, nudging his glasses up his nose.

Sterling clucked his tongue and shook his head. “And I was just starting to like you, Igarashi.” His chair scraped as he stood up. “I’m gonna go smoke this outside. The rest of you stay here and stress out over nothing.”

As the door to the Twilight Tavern creaked shut, Scrimshaw wiped at his mouth and burped. “He’s right, you know. You have an advantage, just as much as the Convocation does. Full moon and using the shadows to bolster your magic and all that.”

“Right,” Gil said. “Listen to the imp, he speaks the truth. And we’ve got so many other things to fall back on. You’ve got Vanitas, you’ve got both shadow and fire magic, and Herald here can freeze stuff faster than I can blink. We’ve got this.”

“If you say so,” I said.

I picked a slightly dry finger sandwich out of the huge tray that Scrimshaw was still working his way through, what I was now realizing held leftovers from afternoon tea. I bit into it. Hmm. Not terrible, as far as tuna and cucumber sandwiches went. Maybe it was taking some time to fine-tune, but Odin might have something going with this whole bed and breakfast thing after all.

“Don’t fill up on those,” Herald said. “Olga and the others are preparing dinner.”

“The others?”

Gil leaned it, jerking his thumb towards the kitchen. “Turns out there’s a whole team of valkyries in there. I chatted with a couple while you guys were sleeping. Typically these ladies are all about battle and retrieving the souls of the heroic dead, but when Odin mentioned the possibility of opening a business to pass the time, a lot of them volunteered to work here. Olga wasn’t kidding. Apparently immortality really is that damn boring.”

I leaned back against my chair, almost angrily chewing at what turned out to be a pretty decent margarine and sardine sandwich. “See, this just proves my point. The entities just don’t give a damn about the Eldest.”

Herald shrugged. “Then maybe it really is up to us humans to defend our home. Our plane of existence. It’s the only one we’ve got.”

I blinked at him, chewing thoughtfully. “You know, that’s what Nyx said. But it’s not just our home, and that bothers me. We’re all affected by this. If the Eldest raze the planet, what’s left of the playground for gods and demons to frolic in? It’s like they know, but just don’t care. It’s selfish.”

“Maybe they’ll be more willing to listen if we win this fight tonight, Dust. We’ll do our best to dominate, and maybe then the Convocation will give you the time of day.” Herald took a slow sip of his tea – cream and two sugars, I noticed – then settled his dainty little cup back down on its saucer. “They might not pay much attention to the words of just another human mage. But someone who wears the Crown of Stars? Someone they selected as their chosen, their champion? Maybe then.”

“Maybe,” I said. 

A champion. That’s what I needed to become. A hero. That’s who I needed to be. And then, maybe then, even the gods themselves would listen.
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We stood on the peak of the hill, just me, the Boneyard, and that one dude who makes lots of ice. I was ready to fight, ready to kill. My belly was full of fire. Also dinner. We had sausages, and some schnitzel. It was delicious.

On my back was my enchanted leather knapsack. Vanitas wriggled impatiently inside it. He’d been dormant long enough, and he’d come to life just as soon as we’d climbed our way back to the cairn. The gods had loosened something in their nullification field, creating a gap centered around the hill.

The four of us stood with our backs to the cairn, watching for signs of the entities. Nothing, for some minutes, but as the clouds parted and revealed the fullness of the moon, I started to see a change come upon the plateau. 

“It’s happening,” Herald muttered.

The circle of dead trees around us rushed away, moving further and further from the center. The plateau was widening, somehow, growing, as if to create room for battle. And the trees themselves creaked and crackled as they stretched ever upward, reaching dead branches like fingers to the darkened sky.

“Children of man,” a voice said behind us. “Welcome to your trial.”

As one we whirled and backed away from the cairn. Nyx hovered above it, the deep midnight of her skin and the twinkling of the stars within her body almost camouflaging her against the night sky. Light poured from her mouth as she smiled.

“Don’t be afraid,” she said. “This is not an ambush. If you will take your positions,” she added, gesturing to one end of the newly-formed arena, “then your opponents may prepare themselves as well.”

We did as we were told, standing to one side of the cairn, which remained where it was even as the plateau expanded, marking the arena’s center. I looked across from our team, squinting, but not catching sight of the entities we were meant to fight. I did see shapes moving in the darkness, just among the dead trees. I recognized some of them, too. It was the members of the Midnight Convocation, gathered at intervals around the arena. They’d come to watch.

The beating of wings heralded the arrival of other, more diminutive guests. A pair of ravens lighted on the branches, their eyes gleaming. Were these Odin’s companions? Muninn and Huginn, the ravens that spied for him and brought him knowledge. Had they come to witness as well?

The four of us stood in a rank, Sterling to one side of me, Herald to the other. Gil was off to the edge, making it easier for him to launch into the fray uninhibited once the transformation took him. I clenched and unclenched my fingers, watching the field for any sign of movement, readying myself to wield either flame or shadow as the situation called for it.

I heard Herald muttering under his breath, thin streamers of violet light emanating from his fingers as he bathed our bodies in protective cocoons. It was good to have him around, almost like having a copy of Carver to fight with us, one that wasn’t quite as cruel, yet somehow had more significant anger issues.

“They’re here,” Sterling hissed, pointing somewhere among the clouds.

My back stiffened as I saw them, three beams of light piercing the night sky, each a different color, all moving at the same speed. One was made of fire, the second of lightning. The third shaft looked very much like moonlight.

As the tunnels of light struck the arena, vaguely human silhouettes formed within them: two men, and one woman. The beams cleared, leaving only the figures. Each of the four of us gasped, but only Herald spoke.

“This is not good,” he muttered. “Dustin. Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I didn’t know it was going to be them,” I muttered back. “Who the hell is the third one supposed to be, anyway?”

The three figures stepped forward, each wearing a similarly smug expression. I knew there was something familiar about the man with the glowing sword. He was going to fight alongside his siblings, he said. I hadn’t expected his siblings to be gods that I’d already faced in mortal combat.

Gods of the Japanese pantheon, to be specific. Out of the pillar of fire walked Amaterasu, goddess of the sun. From the bolt of lightning came Susanoo, god of storm and sea. And the last god, his smile hugest and most radiant of all, strode from out of the brilliance of a shaft of moonlight.

“Tsukuyomi,” Herald said. “The god of the moon.”

“Wait,” Sterling snarled. “I thought we were fighting members of the Midnight Convocation. Nobody said anything about a damn sun goddess.”

“I’m just as surprised as you are,” I said. “But this is the deal. We bring them down, or this Tsukuyomi character takes my head.”

“These were the rules set out by Tsukuyomi from the very beginning,” Nyx said, as if she’d heard us talking. “As Dustin Graves was permitted to bring allies of his selection to battle, so is the moon god free to choose his fellow combatants. In this case, his siblings.”

“How kind of you to explain,” Tsukuyomi called out across the field, beaming. “Dustin Graves. I know you have met both my wife and my brother.”

What the – wait, did he say wife?

“I thought she was your sister,” Sterling yelled back.

Amaterasu wore the same enormous raiment she preferred to don for battle, the thing that was half-kimono and half-battle armor. The ambient fire coating her like a mantle burned even brighter as she frowned.

“Listen,” she said, her arms folded. “It was a different time.” She nodded at me, speaking again with more than a hint of haughtiness. “Well met, shadow beast. I see that you’ve brought your sorcerer friend once more. The frostbringer.”

“I’d say something nice and polite,” Herald said, his hands cupped around his mouth like a megaphone, “but I know you guys are just going to be snippy with me again.” He waved limply at Susanoo. “Hey, man. Nice to see you again, I guess.”

Susanoo gave a little salute, the light of the full moon reflecting in his sunglasses, his hair swept up and dyed electric blue. “Sup,” he said, grinning. He wore an outfit very similar to the one he had on when we first met: a leather vest with no shirt underneath, tight jeans, and steel-toed boots.

“I like his sense of style,” Sterling said, leaning towards me.

“I figured as much.” I reached over my shoulder, loosening the flap of my backpack. “You two can swap style tips if we survive this.”

Vanitas floated out of his pocket dimension, and in my mind he made a strange sucking sound, something like a gasp. “Ooh. Three gods? Really? This is going to hurt for all of you.”

“You’re getting better at this understatement of the century thing,” I thought to him. “Worse? Yeah. I meant worse.”

“On the plus side,” Vanitas said, “I’m three times as likely to taste some god blood tonight. This should be interesting.”

“When the hell did you get so bloodthirsty? And I mean the question in the most literal way possible.”

Vanitas hovered for a moment, his garnets dim as he thought in silence. “I don’t know what you mean.” He slid his sword out of his scabbard, and Vanitas’s two halves flanked me, my very own verdigris security detail.

“So the shadow beast unsheathes his blade,” Amaterasu said. “See, brothers, how shameless he is about exposing the taint of the Old Ones in the face of our divinity.”

“Yeah, about that,” I shouted. “Maybe we should be focusing less on this silly trial and more on stopping the Eldest, huh?”

“Nothing silly about this,” Tsukuyomi said, his smile so friendly that I could almost believe he meant me no harm. “This banter is greatly amusing, shadow beast. But you have bared your metal, and so we must do the same.”

The three gods extended their hands to their sides, each at the exact same angle, like three copies of the same silhouette. They snapped their wrists, and three swords flashed from out of the darkness, appearing in their hands, one wreathed in fire, another in lightning, and the last in the alluring glow of moonlight.

I curled my fingers, readying a steadily burning ball of flame in the palm of my hand. Beside me, Herald grunted under his breath, then flicked his wrist, producing a sleek, razor-sharp sword of his own, one formed out of a huge sliver of pure ice.

Sterling bared his teeth and hissed, his eyes watching Amaterasu’s every move with the intensity of lasers. Vanitas’s garnets glimmered in the moonlight, but he stayed at my side, watching, waiting. Further down the line, the sound of bones snapping and cracking interspersed with Gil’s groans and cries of agony: the transformation was beginning.

And midnight had come.

Nyx raised her hand above her head, the Crown of Stars appearing in her palm for the briefest moment, then vanishing once more to rejoin the twinkling constellations above us.

“Brothers and sisters of the Midnight Convocation: so begins the battle for the destiny of one Dustin Graves.” She looked to either side from her perch atop the cairn. “To the death, then.”

I swear I could hear the witnessing stars singing, whispering madly in the corners of my mind. Murderer, they called me. God-slayer. Sure. I could live with that.

Nyx dropped her hand.
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And with the battle begun, Nyx disappeared in a glimmer of stardust. I waited, watching for the gods to make their first move, crouched low and prepared to vanish into the Dark Room, where I could plan my steps.

“Brothers,” Amaterasu cried out. “Handle the others. I’ll take the vampire.”

“Like hell you will,” Sterling snarled, hooking his arm under Herald’s. “Igarashi, you take this one.”

“What are you doing?” Herald said, but he hurtled across the field, propelled by Sterling’s strength.

The self-satisfied grin on Amaterasu’s face dropped. Herald’s feet skidded against the earth, and the two came face to face, barely yards away from each other. Issuing fierce battle cries, Herald and Amaterasu lifted their respective swords, then brought them down against each other in a crash of shards and sparks.

It was for the best. Amaterasu could have fried Sterling in a second flat, but Herald’s command of ice magic meant he had a fighting chance against her arsenal of sunlight and flame. With frost left to fight against fire, Sterling zipped across the battlefield in a blur of silver and leather, heading straight for Susanoo. The storm god smiled cockily, his body wavering as he disappeared in a flash of lightning.

Sterling sped onwards, thrusting his fist out for a vicious, velocity-driven punch – and where his knuckles should have met with thin air, they instead made a thunderous smash. Susanoo reappeared, laughing and rubbing at his cheekbone. The god was fast, but Sterling’s heightened senses and preternatural reflexes evened the playing field.

“Nice threads,” Sterling said, shaking his hand loose.

“Likewise,” Susanoo answered, slashing his sword in an electrified arc. Vampire and storm god collided, and the resultant flash forced me to look away with its brightness.

So that left Gil, Vanitas, and myself to deal with the moon god. Three against one? I was perfectly okay with those odds. I like it when I walk away from fights with my ass in one piece and my appendages intact.

Gil’s bloodcurdling howl gave away his intent, but it didn’t look like it presented Tsukuyomi with any real advantage. Our werewolf was exactly as Sterling had described him, a tornado of claws and lupine fury. Gil’s fur glistened a sleek black in the moonlight, the same color as his human hair.

His eyes, however, glowed a horrible red. I bode my time, watching as Gil took the frontal assault, and as each half of Vanitas flew in to smash at Tsukuyomi, a three-pronged attack that should have been powerful enough to flatten any enemy.

I’ll keep this simple. Tsukuyomi wasn’t just any enemy.

Still beaming his huge, infuriating smile, the god of the moon stabbed the end of his sword into the earth. White light shone around him in a momentary pulse, a faint bubble that faded as quickly as it had appeared. And as werewolf, sword, and scabbard hurtled into that bubble, they were summarily repelled, recoiling as if they’d struck an iron wall.

Vanitas’s halves rebounded at such an angle that I crouched even lower to the ground, barely avoiding his scabbard as it flew so close past my head that it ruffled my hair. Gil yowled like a wounded dog, tossed several feet away by his impact with the force field. But within seconds he had picked himself up off the ground, snarling, frothing, angrier than ever.

He sprinted for Tsukuyomi once again. I shouted after him, but the skin of the wolf had taken Gilberto Ramirez. He wouldn’t listen to reason, whether it came from friend or foe. In fact I suspected that turning into a werewolf destroyed his capacity for language altogether.

It didn’t end well. Even without my saying so Vanitas was prudent enough to hang back and regroup, but the berserk fury of lycanthropic transformation had sunk its hooks deep within what was left of Gil’s brain. He slashed at the empty space just feet away from Tsukuyomi’s face, and was once again brutally rebuffed. This time I definitely heard something break. Gil bounced off the force field again, limply clutching his wrist, which had been bent at an odd, horrific angle. He sank to the ground, and howled.

Tsukuyomi laughed good-naturedly. “You there. Shadow beast. You really must stop your friend before he attacks again. He can keep going, but he’ll only break every bone in his body.” He shook his head, tutting. “And what a terrible fate that would be.”

I scowled at him, unsure of how I could even hold Gil back. I wanted to call Tsukuyomi out for cheating, but the accusation hardly seemed fair. The problem was that I was far more accustomed to having the guys with the force fields play on my team. The last time we had to fight anyone who used shields was when Bastion’s mind had been controlled. Gil had broken off his talons then, but at least he was still human at the time, still possessed of enough sense and intelligence to stop.

The werewolf wasn’t. It kicked off the ground in a cloud of dust, then shot straight for Tsukuyomi again. The god laughed.

“I am so sorry, Gil,” I whispered to myself as I sent Vanitas’s scabbard rocketing towards him.

This wasn’t going to be pretty, but it was better to take Gil out of the fight than risk letting him hurt himself even more. With a sickening crunch, Vanitas met the side of Gil’s face. Gil thudded heavily to the ground, then stopped moving.

Tsukuyomi laughed even harder, clapping his hands. “Brother, sister. Do you see this? The mortals have turned against one another. They’ve taken their greatest, most spirited warrior out of the fight.” He raised his sword, its blade flashing in the moonlight. “And that leaves three scrawny humans and a flimsy flying blade. This should be far more manageable.”

I caught a glimpse of Herald leaping out of the path of a dozen birds made out of pure flame, which was Amaterasu’s idea of artillery fire. He flicked his wrist towards Gil’s prone body, and a blast of frost lanced from his fingers, rapidly forming a dome of protective ice. Without missing a beat, Herald whirled, dodging another salvo of Amaterasu’s fire-birds, then countered with a lethal spray of knife-sharp icicles.

Damn. Okay, that was slick. Plus it proved that he supported what I’d done. No sense letting Gil beat himself to death against Tsukuyomi’s force field. My turn to play my hand, then.

“He’s down for the count, Tsukuyomi,” I called out. “The werewolf’s injured. Let’s leave our friend alone.”

“Fine by me, shadow beast. Now show me what you’ve got. My siblings say you defeated them in battle, Amaterasu twice.” He raised his hand to the sky. “So far all I’ve seen is cowardice and a reluctance to fight.”

He was baiting me, trying to get me all pissed so I’d do something impulsive. I hated to admit that it was working, my anger threading its way into the ball of fire hidden in the palm of my hand. But as I watched Tsukuyomi’s upraised hand, I realized that he was really only distracting me from what he was doing. The moonlight was filtering through his fingers, cascading into a spray of thin rays, as if passed through a prism.

And each of those rays had transformed into a solid javelin, all headed straight for my throat.

“Holy shit,” I shouted, leaping into my own shadow as the javelins struck the earth and cratered the ground just inches from my feet.

I dashed through the Dark Room, quickly thinking over where I could reappear next. Tsukuyomi was using the same tricks that Thea once did, transforming light into solid shields and weapons. Moonlight, specifically. And here we had stupidly thought we’d outgunned him on the night of a full moon. It turns out we’d decided to fight a walking cannon with an unlimited supply of ammunition.

The worst thing about it? His shit-eating grin.

I jumped out of the Dark Room, reappearing behind Tsukuyomi just as Vanitas screamed directly for his throat. The god tapped his sword against the ground just in time, the moonlight surrounding him hardening into another protective bubble.

Maybe if I timed it right. I waited for the clang that indicated Vanitas had struck his shield, and threw a fireball towards the dead center of Tsukuyomi’s back. As if he had seen it – without skipping a beat – Tsukuyomi spun in place and brought his sword sideways against the oncoming fireball, snuffing it out into a puff of nothing.

I blinked, shocked at how he’d completely neutralized my magic. “You’re joking,” I said.

“I do love to laugh,” Tsukuyomi answered.

I hadn’t expected him to slash his sword again so soon, this time taking a rapid step forward. I twisted away just in time, the edge of his katana biting into my cheek with a glancing blow. Hot blood welled up on my skin, the wound stinging.

“Dust!” Herald shouted from somewhere across the arena. He had seen the attack.

“I’m fine,” I shouted back, praying he could hear what I really meant to say. Don’t worry about me, I thought. Focus on fighting Amaterasu. Don’t get hurt. “I’m fine,” I said, this time to myself. “This is better.”

I fell to one knee, smashing my fist into the ground. In hooks and blades and daggers the Dark Room emitted its terrible might in our reality, spikes as sharp as steel erupting from the shadows that Tsukuyomi himself cast on the ground.

Checkmate. I grinned at him, almost enjoying the comforting warmth of my own blood as it dripped down my cheek. Tsukuyomi smiled back – and before the Dark could claim him, he disappeared into a shaft of moonlight that fell instantly from the sky.

“You can’t fool me, shadow beast,” his voice called out. “The moon is my eye. I see everything.”

Turning on my heel again and again, I scanned my surroundings for his location. I spotted everyone else in the process. Gil was still unconscious. Herald and Amaterasu were still duking it out, locked in the elemental push and pull of ice and fire. Sterling’s hair looked frizzier, and he’d somehow wrested Susanoo’s sword away from him. But where the hell was Tsukuyomi?

I should have looked up.

Roughly nine javelins slammed into my body all at once, knocking me off my feet, and knocking all the air out of my lungs. The combined force tossed me like a rag doll, and I skidded across the ground roughly, skinning the palms of my hands.

Tsukuyomi floated gently back down to earth, clucking his tongue, his sword rested over his shoulder. “And here I thought you would be more of a challenge, shadow beast. See now. The Midnight Convocation is watching you and your mortal friends break under our assault. Who are you to wear the Crown of Stars? What good would you be against the Eldest?”

Metal clanged as Tsukuyomi waved his hand and casually deflected Vanitas again. Deep in my head I heard Vanitas cursing. All I could do was leave him to fight on his own. He definitely knew a lot more than I did when it came to tactics.

Plus there was the matter of me trying not to vomit my guts out. I clutched at my stomach and groaned, twisting into the earth. It was like being punched by someone wearing brass knuckles, nine times, all at once. I felt all over my body for the points of impact. Some of the missiles had struck me bluntly. Others had drawn blood.

Maybe that was a good thing. Maybe the solution was simpler than I thought. But simple isn’t always easy.

I slammed both my palms into the ground, roaring at the very top of my voice as I called on all the writhing denizens of the Dark Room to sprout from the shadows. Somewhere nearby Tsukuyomi chuckled, and when I turned to look, he only stood there, feet away from me, crafting another of his force fields. That was how he grew more powerful, after all, by siphoning directly from the light of the moon.

“You tried that once,” Tsukuyomi said. “It hardly makes sense for you to try again.”

But I didn’t want the Dark Room to harm him. I hadn’t called on them to slash and raze. I told the shadows to rise, to surge in a massive wave, to reach their fingers and tendrils to the night sky.

I told them to blot out the moon.
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The shadows burgeoned and grew, reaching for the heavens, their spines and sabers thickening as they formed a canopy of darkness around us, as the blades of the Dark Room whirled in a vortex of black swords.

That was when Tsukuyomi panicked.

“You can’t do this,” he said, his sword hand falling from his shoulder, his face etched with worry. I kept my smile to myself.

I strained even harder, little cuts ripping open across my skin as the Dark Room collected its price. Blood seeped into my shirt, down my legs. It dripped from the palms of my hands, its warmth tracking across my fingers. I watched the sky, grinning as the shadows made solid closed around us in an ebony sphere, blocking out the moon, the Convocation, my friends, even Vanitas.

Darkness prevailed. The glow of Tsukuyomi’s sword faded. He couldn’t see me, but because of my bond with the Dark Room, the shadows weren’t a hindrance. I could see how he was glancing around him with increasing anxiety. I could see the uncertainty in his eyes.

Tsukuyomi chuckled, but this time nervously. “Who will come to save you now?” he taunted. “You’ve locked your allies out.”

I couldn’t help myself. I had to say it.

“Actually – I’ve locked you in here with me.”

Tsukuyomi bared his teeth, his eyes flashing with something like fear. “Then let’s finish this,” he said, brandishing his sword.

“Gladly.”

I sprang at him with everything left in my body, using the darkness to my advantage, wreathing my hands with fire, pelting him with bolts of bloodied flame. God that he was, Tsukuyomi still dodged flawlessly, but I could see his defenses withering, his energies fading. Without the moon, he was nothing.

“You can’t defeat me,” he said. “It isn’t possible.”

“I’ve beaten gods,” I said. “I’ve bested demons. I’ve destroyed angels. You underestimated me from the start.” Where the hell was this all coming from? My chest swelled with pride, with power.

I took a risk. I bathed my right fist in flame, the way I’d only done a few times in the past, and aimed a punch directly at Tsukuyomi’s face. That should have ended it. But it had slipped my mind, somehow. God or no god, Tsukuyomi was still a warrior – and a better one than I was.

And as with all displays of bravado, as my head swelled with the whispers of my ego – so was it easier to send me crashing down. He dodged my blow, and in a horrible, flashing arc, sent his katana slicing deep into my thigh.

I cried out and fell to the ground, clutching my leg, grimacing against the searing pain. Tsukuyomi strode over me, raising his sword, grasping its hilt with both hands. The killing blow.

My fingers dug into the earth, my soul desperate to use the Dark Room as an escape hatch, but I’d already taxed it so much. It had taken most of my power to generate the massive sphere of darkness around us, much less the blasts of fire. Damn it. Carver was always right. I was too brash. Always too impulsive.

When Tsukuyomi spoke again, he was no longer afraid, but neither was he laughing. It felt like a hunter mumbling an apology, a prayer to its fallen prey. In some ways, it reminded me of how a man might swat an insect.

“This is the end,” Tsukuyomi said, his head bowed in reverence. “It was a good fight, shadow beast.”

Something rustled out of my backpack, bolting through the gloom. Tsukuyomi screamed. In the darkness he staggered away, one hand still barely holding his sword, the other groping shakily at his neck. I squinted my eyes to make sure I was seeing things right. He was reaching for something that had been stuck in his throat. It was –

Jesus, was that a butterknife?

A shimmer of copper flitted around the moon god’s head as he kept on screaming and swatting at the air, and a familiar voice told me it was time to put an end to the fight.

“Kick his ass, Dust!”

Scrimshaw. Fucking Scrimshaw.

I wasn’t going to ask why he’d decided to hide in my backpack with a butterknife. We’d figure out the technicalities of him getting involved in the trial later. I sprang to my feet, shoulder checking Tsukuyomi to throw him off balance. We crashed heavily to the ground. Before he could maneuver again with his sword, I thrust my open palm at his throat, my body acting purely on instinct. At first I wondered why.

Then I saw it: the black blade that had sprung directly out of the wound in my palm. I had conjured a dagger of pure darkness right out of my own blood. My bond to the Dark Room had quickened, somehow. My blood was acting as a conduit for the swords of shadow.

I pressed the dagger against Tsukuyomi’s throat, the hellish black of its blade in glaring contrast to the moon-like pallor of his skin. I watched as a silvery drop of the god’s blood beaded at the blade’s tip. Tsukuyomi grunted. I won’t lie. The sound of his fear and defeat gave me pleasure.

“Concede,” I said. “And you live.”

Tsukuyomi bared his teeth, but he went limp, and he shuddered. “It is ended. The others have lost, anyway.”

An odd clang like the ring of a hollow glass bell sounded through the night, and Nyx’s voice carried over the noise.

“The mortals have won. The Convocation will crown its champion.”

I released my hold on the Dark Room. The blade emanating from my wound dissolved into nothing, the pressure of its connection between my body and Tsukuyomi’s blood fading, but remembered, like a phantom limb. The world brightened as the sphere around us receded. I gazed at the moon, still straddled across its master’s chest, and grinned.

“Get off me,” Tsukuyomi grunted.

“Right,” I said. “Sorry about that.”

Scrimshaw landed on my shoulder, tittering softly to himself. I had every intention of interrogating him later, but I realized that the Convocation had no objections regarding his presence. We’d followed the terms of the trial, after all: I was allowed to bring any allies. There was nothing in the rulebook forbidding the involvement of imps who had snuck their way into my backpack.

Nyx had reappeared over the cairn, and she was smiling. I guess she decided Scrimshaw’s participation was fair, too. Around us, still partially hidden among the trees, were the members of the Midnight Convocation, some angered, some seemingly pleased, but most with unreadable expressions. The two ravens were gone.

Across the arena Sterling was sitting on Susanoo’s twitching body, the god’s own lightning blade piercing his back and pinning him to the ground. It looked like they were having a remarkably friendly chat. Sterling was licking at his fingers. I didn’t want to ask why.

Vanitas returned to me in silence. I could best describe the tangle of his emotions in my mind as disappointment, mixed with concrete frustration. He hadn’t gotten his fill of blood, it seemed.

“Hey,” I thought to him. “Maybe next time, buddy. Okay?”

He harrumphed in response.

Herald was standing about a foot away from the goddess of the sun, his hands poised to blast her if she moved. Amaterasu was encased in a solid block of ice, save for her head and her shoulders. Her sword was stuck in the ground some distance away.

“I swear it’s okay,” Herald said, consoling her. “We just got lucky is all. Besides, you would’ve killed us if you won. Please. Please stop crying?”

Amaterasu blinked away tears of frustration. “I’m not crying,” she said. “You’re crying.”

And closer by, his protective dome of ice half-melted, Gil was stirring, his clothes ripped, already returned to his human form. He planted his elbow in the earth, trying to get off his back, then yelped in pain. “Holy fuck, what happened?” He gritted his teeth as he clutched his wrist, glancing around him. “Did we win?”

I gazed across the battlefield, at the patch of my own blood where I’d left Tsukuyomi. The god remained on his back, staring at the moon, perhaps questioning one or two things about himself. I clapped Gil across the shoulder. He grunted in pain again.

“Oh yeah,” I said, glancing at the wound in my palm. “We won all right.”
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One by one, the gods faded from the hilltop, and slowly the arena shrank again, the ring of dead trees closing in around the cairn. Amaterasu had melted Herald’s ice prison off her body. Her battle raiment was ripped in places, and soaking wet, but apart from some cuts and gashes, she looked none the worse for wear.

“Come on,” she hissed, nudging at Tsukuyomi with her toe. “Time to get out of here. We’ve lost to these humans again. I never would have imagined.” She shook her head, frowning. “If the Conclave of the Sun ever hears about this, I swear to our mother – ”

“Imagine,” Susanoo said, coughing as he clambered to his feet. “Imagine if the Riders of the Storm found out.” He shook a finger in our direction. “Well played, mortals. Perhaps another time.”

I shook my head violently. “Nuh-uh. No way. Not for a long time coming.” 

Especially not if this Conclave, or the Riders – by my guess the little book club to which the entities of thunder and the elements belonged – came calling for some kind of special vengeance. I didn’t like that mention of their mother, either. Izanami was essentially the matriarch to the Japanese pantheon, a supremely powerful goddess of the underworld. If she ever took interest in us – yeah, best not to think about it.

Tsukuyomi took his brother’s outstretched hand, getting to his feet at last. The handsome, laughing god from the beginning of our fight had sloughed away, leaving this dispirited creature. I almost felt bad about it.

“We’ll meet again, Dustin Graves,” Tsukuyomi said. “You have earned my respect, and the right to wear the Crown of Stars.” He raised his sword to the sky, then vanished into a shaft of moonlight.

“See ya,” Susanoo said, throwing a finger gun salute at Sterling, who, to my surprise, returned it. What the hell had gone on between the two? A bolt of lightning struck the ground, and Susanoo reached out to it. When the flash cleared, he was gone.

“One of these days, shadow beast,” Amaterasu said. A beam of pure sunlight tore out of the heavens, bathing her in its golden radiance. The clouds closed up again, dispelling the brightness, and with that, the last of the warrior gods disappeared.

And that left only Nyx.

“So we won, apparently,” I said. “And I guess you being the last to remain means that you’re my sponsor. My matron?”

“That is correct.”

I shrugged. “You were my first choice, anyway. You seem pretty cool, as far as the night gods go.”

Nyx smiled. “Consider me flattered. Permit me time to channel my power into the Crown, child of man. Dustin Graves, rather. I’m sorry. Perhaps I should begin addressing my champion by name more regularly.”

“There is one other thing,” I said, my head bowing instinctively out of reverence. “The lock of your hair that Arachne wanted.”

“Yes. Yes, of course.”

Nyx tugged loosely on the end of her hair, measuring out a lock of it near her scalp, then closed two fingers at the root. Somehow her fingers made the faint snipping sound of scissors, and shaking loose in a twinkle of stardust and a swirl of night sky, her tresses fell from her head, landing gently in the palm of my outstretched hand.

Her hair felt as cold as a winter’s evening, like the smooth surface of a leaf that had lived through the spring, and every star in every strand burned with the pale, sharp heat of summer. I stored her hair in one of my enchanted backpack’s many pockets, sealing it for safety.

“I hope she doesn’t have any truly horrific designs for what she plans to do with it,” Nyx said, her eyes narrowed.

“Honestly, knowing her? I bet she meant it as a challenge. After this she’ll throw it on her pile of treasures and forget about it forever.” I half-smiled out of the corner of my mouth, frankly surprised I could still manage it considering the fight we’d just been through, plus the blood loss. “So when do you suck my soul right out of my body?”

“Ah, yes. That unpleasantness. On the last night of the full moon, you must go to a clearing, in a forest, just beyond your city’s largest cemetery.”

“Latham’s Cross?” I said. “You want me to go to the woods near there?”

“I will send further instructions before then.” She gestured vaguely in Scrimshaw’s direction. “Perhaps I will send the imp. I understand it will not be such a distant jaunt from your home in Valero, Dustin?”

I raised an eyebrow. “Does it have to happen there? Can’t we just do it here, and now?”

“Patience, champion. You seem too keen to surrender your soul to me. I strongly recommend the forest. It is beautiful, teeming with both life and death: the verdant abundance of nature itself, and rich, ancient soil grown thick and fertile from the corpses of both man and animal across the centuries.”

I grimaced. “Charming.”

“Indeed,” Nyx said, nodding. “Also there’s a lovely twenty-four hour diner just off the main road that does this exquisite pecan pie. Ask for the Midnight Special. Trust me.” Nyx winked, and I could swear it was as if the moon itself had blinked its enormous eye.

I frowned. “You just want to have some pie after eating my soul. That’s it, isn’t it?”

Nyx flipped her hair over her shoulder, the stars in her tresses twinkling. shimmering. “Hey. A girl gets hungry, and I happen to love pie.” She trailed her fingers across my cheek, then, like the other gods and entities before her, began to fade into the darkness. “The last night of the full moon, Dustin Graves.” As she faded, as only her brilliant eyes and teeth remained, she said one last thing. “Bring cash, they don’t take credit.”

“What kind of restaurant doesn’t take credit cards these days?” I glanced around for anyone who would listen. “And does she really expect me to pay for dessert after she chows down on my soul? It’s like I’m the main course and she just wants – hey, is anyone listening?”

The others had started their descent from the peak, Gil with one arm slung over Sterling’s shoulder, Sterling happily puffing away at a cigarette, a katana sheathed at his waist. A gift from Susanoo? Dang. Herald held a hand to his hip, tapping his foot expectantly, as if telling me to hurry up.

“Will you hurry up?” he said. “I can’t wait to get off this damn mountain and jump in the shower.”

“It’s a hill,” I offered helpfully.

“Whatever, Dustin. Amaterasu burned me to a crisp. I smell like smoke.” He lifted his arm and sniffed. “Okay, worse than smoke.”

As I walked up to him I did notice that the ends of his hair were somewhat singed. I brushed at them, my eyes going wide when his hair made a strange crunching sound, its deep-fried tips crumbling to dust under my fingers. I laughed.

“Holy crap, you weren’t kidding,” I said. “Still, not the worst look for you.”

“Shut up, Dust,” Herald said, half-smiling despite his protestations. “Seriously though, we need to head back and get some rest. I’m gonna need to do a little healing on everyone, it looks like, and I want to grab some sleep before we bus it back to Valero tomorrow.”

My feet skidded across the rocks on the trail as we negotiated our way downhill. “Tomorrow? Why so soon? The tavern’s doing a pho night and I kind of wanted to hang around for it.”

“They really need to figure out their branding. Vietnamese? Doesn’t make sense.” Herald shook his head. “And no, we can’t stick around. Nyx did say you had to perform the ritual on the last night of the full moon. That’s tomorrow night.”

“You were listening?”

Herald narrowed his eyes. “News flash. I’m always listening.”

“So am I,” Scrimshaw cut in. “Hi. Still here.”

“As if I could forget.” He was still sitting on my shoulder, after all. I fixed him with an even, sincere look. “Listen. Thanks for what you did back there. You actually kind of won the battle for us.”

“Aw, shucks. It was nothing, Dustin.” He scratched the back of his neck. Whether or not he was blushing, I couldn’t really tell. Kind of hard to spot on someone with skin that shone like a copper tea kettle. “So that makes us even. I’m off, then. Call me any time you’ve got some good grub sitting around. Maybe offer up some Italian next time, I love meatballs. You know where to find me.”

Scrimshaw gave us a little salute, clicked his heels, then vanished in a cloud of brimstone. I sputtered at the horrific smell, waving at the air and coughing. That little bastard.
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We made it back to Valero some time the next day, but not before savoring what we could of our last breakfast at the Twilight Tavern and bidding Olga goodbye. The journey home was, thankfully, uneventful.

Gil gave us an update on the cultist situation, passed through to him courtesy of Prudence. Apparently no more rifts had been recorded opening, and therefore, no further attacks from the Heart. That should have been a good thing, but it only got me more nervous. It was like the calm before the storm. I had a hunch that something awful was coming, only that I had no way of telling where or when it would strike.

Carver had greeted us as warmly as Carver could, waving us into the restaurant and physically inspecting our eyeballs and cranial orifices one by one, as if he was checking for parasites. He never did explain why he did it, exactly, but it was the closest thing to affection as he ever showed, so we were mostly glad to let him take a look.

Asher was much more enthusiastic about welcoming us back, especially when he caught sight of Sterling’s new plaything. “That’s so awesome,” he murmured, running his hands over the length of the strange, electrified katana Sterling had earned as a souvenir from the Japanese god of storms.

Later, Asher confessed that staying behind hadn’t been so boring for him after all. Apparently, Carver had used that time to teach Asher to shut the shrike rifts on his own, in case we needed a second person to do that.

“More importantly,” Asher said, “we’ve been spending a lot of time at Latham’s Cross. Just sort of communing with the dead. It’s been fun.”

Gil and I exchanged wary glances as Asher gushed on and on about chilling in a graveyard. But Sterling, ever the supportive friend, clapped Asher on the back and took in his every word. Maybe something in their common undead interests and origins made Asher’s excitement more relatable to vampires.

Strangest of all, however, was how warmly Mama Rosa welcomed us back. Me, especially. She took both my hands in hers, asking an oddly formulaic series of questions as she stared unblinkingly into my eyes. “Have you been eating well?” was one of them. “Did they feed you enough rice?” was a personal favorite, and was basically the same question, only reframed to help Rosa determine whether Gil, myself, and the others were properly fed the fifteen or so bushels worth of rice she habitually attempted to shove down our gullets at mealtimes.

“I have to admit,” I said to Rosa, attempting feebly to retrieve both my hands from her vise-like grip. “I’m surprised that you’re so concerned.”

“Dustin,” she said, her voice deep and serious. “Mama Rosa is always concerned. Maybe I am not good at showing it.”

She let go of my hands, and I rubbed my fingers against each other, grateful that I could return the circulation to them. Rosa reached for something behind the restaurant’s counter: a hot pink women’s leather wallet, one of those huge zippered ones that always looked loaded with spare change and could probably be used to a beat a man to death.

I should have known that Rosa was only part of her full name. Stamped across the outside of the embossed wallet in weathered golden letters was the name “Maria Rosaria Josefina Muñoz.” When she had finally properly unzipped and unclasped the monstrosity, it flipped open to unfurl a series of photographs that had been lovingly slipped into collapsible plastic pockets.

They were pictures of boys of different ages, some in their middle teens, others looking like they were in their twenties. From out of a few of the pictures stared Mama Rosa’s stern, stony face, posing amidst the boys like a perpetually grumpy statue.

“These are my sons,” Rosa said. She paused for a moment, then sighed heavily. “They are back home, in the Philippines. I send them money. One day I hope they can come join me in this country. For now, you are my sons.”

That hit me hard. I hadn’t expected that from Rosa, not then, not ever. I took my shot. I reached my arms over her shoulders – no small feat – and hugged her as well as I could. Rosa went as stiff as a boulder as soon as I touched her, but she didn’t shove me off or snap me in half like a twig, which I took as a good sign. When I pulled away, she looked me dead in the face, the corner of her mouth twitching. In all the time I’d known her I knew that meant that a smile was fighting to work its way out of her body. I smiled back.

We spent a little time chatting after that, and I took the chance to ask about her magical background. She was a bruha, she explained – a witch – the Filipino name taken from the Spanish word that meant very much the same thing. Rosa was educated in the tradition by her mother, who was taught by her mother before her, and so on.

It was fascinating to hear her talk about the art, which appeared to be based on sympathetic magic, allowing her to use common kitchen implements and ingredients to cast potentially very powerful spells. I could have listened to her all day, but the lecture had to be cut short by Scrimshaw’s sudden appearance. Mama Rosa tried to swat him with a newspaper, only relenting when I assured her that he was a friend, and not, quote, “an ugly devil baby.”

Scrimshaw had come to relay the Convocation’s instructions. Just as Herald said, my dedication ritual for Nyx was to happen that very night. I just couldn’t catch a break. But the more I thought of it, the more I wanted to get my coronation over and done with.

That meant we could put a stop to any future summoning attempts by the priests and worshippers of the Eldest. My soul was a small price to pay for the world’s protection – but I will admit that the thought of snuffing out so many of the wicked sent just the littlest jolt of excitement tingling up my spine. In a way it would be like becoming a superhero. A vigilante. I tried not to digest that this was my brain’s way of processing what it meant to surrender my humanity.

The full roster of the Boneyard, Asher included, escorted me out to the forest beyond Latham’s Cross. That meant Vanitas, too, held close in my backpack. Rosa had declined to join us, explaining that she had to catch up on a whole bunch of recorded Filipino telenovelas. That was as good an excuse as any, I thought. Carver had removed his false eye and sent it soaring into the sky to search for the clearing that Nyx had indicated. It didn’t take very long to find it.

Herald had made me promise to take him along, and he showed up, just as he said. Prudence came along as well. Basically everyone I knew had turned up. It was weird. Really, really weird, as if this wasn’t some bizarre ritual meant to signal my total devotion to a goddess of the night, but something more like a birthday party.

Or a funeral.

Either way I was glad to have them around, just in case something went awry. You never know when it comes to entities.

The others stood close to the trees, watching, waiting for the minutes to tick down to the time that Nyx had proclaimed was right. Midnight. Someone’s watch went off, and a hand pressed on the middle of my back, nudging me towards the center of the clearing.

“It is time,” Carver said.

“Right,” I said, my mouth dry. “Right. Here I go.”

I shrugged off my backpack, pushing it into Asher’s hands, but not before I retrieved a dagger, something I’d borrowed from Carver. Just as I expected, the dedication ritual involved a little bit of blood-letting. I stepped into the glade, my feet on autopilot, my hands lifting the hem of my shirt up over my head. The cold of night ran its fingers across my bare skin. Somewhere behind me, someone wolf-whistled.

“Shut up, Sterling,” Gil hissed. Sterling grunted, probably from being elbowed in the gut. I wasn’t mad about the interruption, if I’m honest. It helped lighten the mood a little. I mean, as much as I didn’t want to admit it, I still had reservations about surrendering my soul to the gods.

But hey, Romira seemed to be living a pretty normal life. It didn’t look all that terrible from the outside. But you can say that about anything, really. Getting your head chopped off at the guillotine is pretty effortless, too. No one ever complains about it.

I got on my knees, the damp of dewy grass and earth seeping through my jeans, and held my head up to the sky, watching for my next step. It didn’t take very long. The full moon blinked at me, as if it was a single, enormous eye. And just as Scrimshaw described, as Nyx herself had explained to him, a beam of brilliant moonlight descended from the heavens, making its way slowly down to earth.

It was time, then. I glanced down at my chest, at the whitish, ragged tissue of the scar over my heart. With the cold tip of the dagger in my hand, I sliced myself open, a shallow gash that ran parallel to the scar. As long as it was close to my heart. That was Nyx’s demand. And as small as the incision was, the blood fell freely from the wound, running warm down my chest and my torso. It almost felt comforting.

I looked up into the sky again, my hand squeezing the hilt of my dagger with crushing force. Could have been nerves, excitement, or outright fear, but I should have known then that there was no stopping the ritual. I clenched my teeth and set my jaw, watching as the shaft of moonlight flew closer and closer to the forest –

Yet it never came for me. It struck the ground a fair distance away, a soundless collision that bathed the tree line in an ominous, radiant silver. I looked down at my hands, then up at the moon again. Was I in the wrong place? Had I performed the ritual incorrectly? Had the beam struck nothing after all?

But there was a scream, a man’s voice, emanating from the exact location where the shaft of moonlight was still focused. The light held there for some horrible seconds as the screams went on. Nocturnal birds fled from the trees, fluttering and squawking in their panic. Then the moonbeam vanished. The forest went silent.

Who the hell was that?

I got to my feet. “Something’s wrong,” I breathed.

Carver was already stalking past me. “That is very much an understatement, Dustin. Come.”

I was swept up in the crowd, my friends headed unerringly, determinedly for the source of the screaming. Sterling and Gil ran ahead of the pack, the hunter instincts thrumming in their bodies jolting them forward. I sprinted to keep up, the blood on my chest cooling as it met the night air. I shivered and gasped as I ran. I wasn’t cold before.

We burst into another clearing, a short distance away from where we’d started, this one smaller. The grass here was luminous somehow, as were the leaves on the trees, as if the touch of the moon had left smears of lunar essence across nature itself, the traces of Nyx’s power. Standing in the clearing was a lone figure.

His shirt was missing, just as mine was. He bled from a wound over his heart, the way I did, slick crimson trailing in a glistening, dark pattern down his chest, down the ridges of his stomach. In his hand he grasped a verdigris dagger – a blade made out of the Eldest’s star-metal. 

As the man approached, I realized why I couldn’t see his face. He was wearing a strange mask, or a kind of headdress that twinkled and glimmered in the darkness. It covered his head and his face with a veil that moved slowly with the breeze, its cloth black as night.

No. It wasn’t possible.

The man was wearing the Crown of Stars.
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The bile rose in my throat. How could this have happened? Had Nyx crowned the wrong person? I searched the skies, looking for any sign of the goddess, but nothing. The moon stared coldly down on the forest, silent, uncaring.

“Halt,” Carver shouted. “Come no closer. Who are you?”

The man in the mask said nothing, but walked towards us. Something about his body, something about his gait was terribly familiar.

“No more warnings,” Carver said.

A harsh string of phrases ejected from his mouth, and pale fire lanced from his fingers, exploding into a wall of fire at the man’s feet. That should give us time to think, I figured, to strategize. But the man stepped through the flames, unburned and unfazed, his bare feet padding in the grass.

Sterling snarled and rushed forward, a streak of silver and leather, his new sword still sheathed at his waist. Without pausing, without missing a step, the man hurled a ball of flame directly at Sterling’s chest. Sterling twisted and dodged just in time.

Asher started fumbling with my backpack. “Who the hell – what the hell is going on?”

Gil went next, his wolf talons erupting from the tips of his fingers as he charged the man with a horrible, inhuman growl. From the opposite direction, swift and deathly silent, Sterling swooped in as well, this time with his katana upraised. They had the man flanked, and it should have been a sure bet –

But he melted into his own shadow, vanishing. Sterling and Gil stopped just short of slashing and stabbing each other, katana and claws held perfectly still.

The man reappeared just before me, his body reforming rapidly out of the shadows at my feet. I staggered backwards, fearing for the worst.

Bursts of orange and green light filled the clearing as Carver and Asher each launched a spell at the man, but his body only wavered, the bolts of magical energy passing harmlessly through his torso. The man waved his hand, and shapes of shadow made solid surged from the ground, slamming Carver and Asher with so much force that they were blown completely off their feet.

I held my hand upward, a globe of fire at the ready, my mind already reaching towards the Dark Room, ready to conjure the blades of night. “Who are you?” I demanded.

The man stepped even closer, so close that I could recognize the jagged pattern of white tissue under the blood that coated his chest, the scar over his heart that matched mine. He tilted his head.

“Don’t you recognize me, brother?” He reached for his mask, lifting the Crown of Stars off his head. The twinkling light and the midnight veil of the headdress vanished – and I saw my own face staring back at me with a horrible, grotesque leer.

A homunculus. No. It couldn’t be. One of Thea’s creations, made through blasphemy and profane alchemy from my own blood. One of them had survived.

“We killed all of you,” I said, the night suddenly so much colder. “None of you should have been left alive.”

Other Dustin raised his eyebrow. “Truly? None of us? Did you scour every inch of the city? Did you check every mausoleum in the graveyard?”

This one could speak, too, not just in parroted phrases the way Thea’s other homunculi had done, but perfectly, in my voice, conveying its own thoughts. My skin was crawling, knowing that this thing was better than the others, stronger. It even had access to my powers. The same body, the same voice, the same face. And it had its own soul, one that Nyx had claimed in exchange for the Crown. This wasn’t just another homunculus, but something almost human – a thing perfected. The only difference: its eyes, black as pits of night.

“You shouldn’t be wearing the Crown,” I said. “That belongs to me. I need it, to stop the Eldest.”

Other Dustin smiled. “Oh, but I need the Crown’s power too, brother. Some of our goals are not so different as you think.”

He held out one hand, and my heart leapt up my throat when something metal clanged against his palm. It was Vanitas, and Other Dustin had caught him cleanly by the hilt.

“What the hell is going on, Dust?” V thought into my mind.

“I wish I could tell you,” I said, noting that even my telepathic voice was trembling.

Another blur of green and gold streaked through the night – Vanitas’s scabbard – but Other Dustin was ready for it. He swung Vanitas’s blade in an arc, batting the scabbard away, then hurling the sword after it. Trees shuddered and shattered into splinters as both sword and scabbard sped through the forest, propelled by Other Dustin’s demonic strength. Was this the Crown’s gift?

Then he turned his attention on me. Instinctively I rushed to leap into my own shadow – but nothing. The Dark Room wasn’t budging. The homunculus smiled out of the corner of his mouth.

“Mine,” he said. “I need the Dark Room’s power. Lend it to me for a moment.”

“Never,” I said, triggering the ball of fire in my hand to encase my entire fist in flames, then bringing it down like a hammer on the homunculus’s face. His body wavered again, and he reappeared a foot away, unharmed, shadowstepping even faster than I ever could.

I bared my teeth at him, hoping that talking would buy time for the others to regain their bearings and launch another assault. “How did you know about the Crown of Stars? Who told you?”

Other Dustin chuckled, his soft laughter so awfully reminiscent of mine. “How I found out about the Crown’s power is irrelevant, brother.” He raised both his hands, fingers upturned like claws, and I watched as he rose above the canopy of the forest, lifted by a tide of shadows that formed into a geyser at his feet. “What matters is what I intend to do with it.”

Those shadows, the very same ones from the Dark Room, propelled him into the sky in a torrent – but more remained on the ground, lashing and whipping at us like swords.

“Control them, Dust,” Sterling shouted, fending off the blades with his sword, leaping back into the trees.

“I can’t,” I cried out. “He’s hijacked my power. I can’t.” We retreated as the pit of shadows widened, flailing and scything at everything within reach, ripping up trees and widening the glade into a meadow of splintered wood and crushed vegetation.

Roaring with fury, I threw another fireball at the homunculus, but it only tore through the shadow of his body. More flashes of arcane energy lit up the flattened clearing, spells from Carver, Herald, and Asher, but they too barely touched the homunculus.

Other Dustin gestured, and the Crown of Stars reappeared on his head, shrouding his face with its darkness and its light. “The worshippers of the Eldest don’t truly understand what they’re doing, expending the power of the Old Ones in little bursts, wasting it on opening little gaps. On tiny, worthless doorways.” Other Dustin raised his hands to the sky, his face turned up to the stars. “They must die. As many as I can slaughter. They must all die.”

As if in answer, just as Hecate and Nyx had described, the stars across the midnight sky shone harder, brighter. I watched as they seemed to swivel – like eyes, searching the earth for the homunculus’s victims. And I watched as they fell, as faint flickers of light trailed to earth from the heavens, like shooting stars.

But for each star that streaked from the sky, I knew that the homunculus was claiming one life. I thought that I’d been prepared to do the same, to use the Crown’s power in the same way, but I strained my neck and looked on in rapt, helpless horror as the stars fell slowly, at first – then in the dozens. The sky filled with horrible starlight, a spectacle of slaughter set to an awful, familiar alien music that played from somewhere in space, a distant, discordant flute.

Maybe this wasn’t so terrible after all. Other Dustin had destroyed the cultists, snuffed out anyone who had access to the prayers and black rituals that could open doorways for the Eldest. But he lifted his hands again, and shimmering little motes rushed at him from out of the darkness, from far across the forest, far across the city. They glistened, like tiny beetles, like little drops of black water. No. Not water.

Blood.



Chapter 31





The homunculus had initiated his own communion, cast his own circle in blood from the corpses of so many dead cultists, siphoning from far beyond the bounds of the city – hell, maybe the country. This was what he meant: the worshippers of the Eldest weren’t looking at the bigger picture.

The blood gathered into a globe, encasing Other Dustin’s body in an immense sphere of gleaming, living crimson. I gagged as I watched, as the blood stretched into a pillar that shot into the night sky, disappearing into the heavens – claimed as an offering by the Eldest.

As if to clarify my theory, a voice spoke out of the night itself, thundering across the earth with words I had never heard before, that had never been uttered by mortal tongue. A hand clutched at my arm, fingers digging into my skin. It was Carver.

“Something is coming,” he said, his voice trembling.

As if in answer, as if in response to the tremendous blood sacrifice, a white rift tore open in reality, glowing and swirling amidst the flailing meadow of blades and tentacles still gathered at Other Dustin’s feet. The Eldest had answered his prayer.

“We have to shut that thing down,” Gil shouted.

Carver and Asher were way ahead, already chanting and weaving their hands in unison. But another flicker of light illuminated the clearing. I reared back, already dreading what the night had in store for us next – but it wasn’t a threat. It was Royce. He clutched at his hair, staring open-mouthed at the surrounding devastation.

“This is a fucking nightmare,” he said. “A total fucking nightmare.”

“Heads up,” I shouted, “but we’ve got other problems.”

He shook his head, balling his fists. “Fine. Priorities. Fine. I brought backup.”

They stepped out of the shadows behind him. It was Odessa, as it turned out, as well as Romira, who was dressed in something black, sleek, and chic, like she had been in the middle of dancing at a club – a theory supported by the pink cocktail she held in one hand. At their rear followed a very groggy and very confused Bastion, who appeared with wildly tousled hair, a pair of boxers, and very little else.

“Odessa and I came as fast as we could,” Royce said. “I pulled these two along for the ride.”

“Ladies’ night at the Amphora,” Romira said, casually tossing back the rest of her drink, then setting the glass down on a stump.

“I was asleep,” Bastion cried out in frustration, his hands trying to cover his body. “What the hell is so damn important that you people had to drag me out of bed and – ”

“That,” Odessa cut in. “That right there.” We followed her finger.

“Are you joking?” I shouted. “On top of everything else. Are you fucking kidding me right now?”

A beam of brilliant crimson energy was falling from the sky.

The Heart.

A rift hadn’t opened in days, but the Heart’s response told me that the Scions had been watching and waiting for another to appear. And this one promised to be huge. The budding oval portal lit up what was left of the clearing, its size and the blinding clarity of its emanation filling me with dread.

This looked way more intense than the rifts that allowed the shrikes to cross over. Bad news indeed. And the forest was already thick with that familiar humming, the buzz and keen that heralded the arrival of the shrikes.

“Scorched earth,” Odessa said, her face made even paler by the light of the opening rift. “That’s the plan. Royce and I received word that the other Scions were channeling their power through the Heart. A disturbance was sensed in this location, so they launched a strike immediately.”

“But we need to shut that thing down,” Gil shouted, thrusting his finger at the rift. “Is the Heart even sure it can destroy it?”

Odessa cast her glance over the rift. “It worked once before, but this rift is different. Larger, stronger. The collateral damage would be immense, and even then there would be no guarantee of success. Carver. In case the rift survives, I strongly suggest you prepare to seal it.”

Carver nodded, already muttering, and he nudged Asher, who began to echo the same incantations.

“I have other concerns just now.” Odessa raised her head to the reddening sky. “Ensuring our survival, for example. Bastion. With me.”

It was almost comical, seeing Bastion barefoot in just his boxers rushing to the side of the ageless sorceress who called herself Odessa. For a moment I nearly forgot that he was considered one of the Lorica’s strongest Hands for a reason. The two of them raised their arms, palms out, against the red beam of the Heart. White light pulsed from somewhere between them, like a circuit had been completed, and from Hand and Scion blossomed the largest force field I’d ever seen in my life. 

The glassy dome appeared several feet above us, formed wide enough to cover the combined forces of the Lorica and the Boneyard. I watched, my stomach in knots, as the Heart’s attack plummeted towards our location.

Please let it destroy the rift, I thought. Please let us survive.

The world turned red. The beam of the Heart struck the bubble, its hideous energy running like scintillant blood around the outside of the force field, bathing the night in crimson. It roared like a dragon, smashing against us like a massive, unending hail of ruby fire. Odessa remained steadfast, but Bastion screamed, the veins in his neck bulging. Hairline cracks appeared all over the dome, and I held my breath.

But the shield held fast. The red light of the Heart disappeared just in time. The two mages lowered their hands, Odessa falling to her knees, Bastion scrambling to help her. I blinked my eyes quickly, clearing the haze of red away from my vision, and my heart sank.

Faint red sparks shimmered in the singed grass of what had once been a clearing. The expanse of forest around us had been all but obliterated in a huge, perfect circle, trees splintered and smashed into the earth, the ground itself pummeled and flattened by the force of the beam.

But the rift was still there. The Scions’ attack had failed.

Ancient, powerful words sang through the night, hissed and sputtered by two voices. Carver and Asher raced forward and slammed their palms against the rift, their hands wreathed in plumes of arcane energy. They’d successfully used the time Odessa and Bastion had bought us to prepare a dispelling, to destroy the rift.

Any minute now, I thought. Any minute and the rift would shatter into a hundred tiny shards, the way the other portals had, before disintegrating into nothingness. But its energies only kept on swirling and shimmering. Worse: it was widening. Larger than we’d ever seen.

“I thought that your spell was supposed to shut those things down, Carver.” Prudence had called on her own power, her fists covered in blue flames, ready to fight. “And this time you doubled the effect. What’s happening?”

“I don’t understand it,” Carver said, one hand held to his forehead, rubbing at his temples. “This simply isn’t possible. None of the rifts we’ve encountered thus far have resisted the dispelling. Unless – ”

He stroked at his beard, his eyes going distant, and to my chagrin, filling with something that resembled fear. I followed his gaze to the portal, as something that wore the shape of a woman stepped through. No, not a woman, exactly, but the caricature of one.

In place of hair she had a corona of horns growing out of her skull. Her eyes were huge and black, insectoid. The thing-woman wore no clothing, but something that resembled a carapace, like plates of gleaming, white armor.

“That can’t be her,” I breathed. “She’s dead. They took her, they killed her. That can’t be Thea.”

Carver’s fingers dug into my arm once more. When he spoke, his voice was small, and distant.

“Dustin,” he said. “That isn’t Thea.”
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“Yelzebereth,” Carver said. “The White Mother. The womb of corruption. Mother of legions.”

“Could have fooled me,” I hissed back. “She looks a hell of a lot like Thea.”

“That is no coincidence. The Eldest like to twist their servants and worshippers into shapes familiar to them. It stems from sheer egoism – from wanting to make everything in their image.”

A shiver ran up my spine as I watched Yelzebereth cast her baleful glare across the clearing, her eyes cold, unblinking. “Is there a reason they call her the White Mother, then?”

Carver’s lips tightened. “You’ll see. Everyone,” he shouted. “Fall back.”

And we did, just in time, as Yelzebereth walked further out of the portal, her steps careful and precise. As she entered our reality, I understood why her movements seemed so slow, so deliberate: attached to her back was a massive, glistening capsule, black and segmented, like the abdomen of some huge insect queen. She walked, and kept walking, until the heaving bulk of the thing attached to her – about the size of a damn bus – slithered and wriggled along with her body into the clearing.

“Oh, hell, no,” Sterling said.

“Oh God,” I murmured. “Is that why?”

Carver didn’t answer. He didn’t have to. It wasn’t just some bizarre feature of Yelzebereth’s alien physiology, after all. It was an egg sac, used to deliver her twisted children, bringing them into her world, and into ours, across dimensions. So this was what one of the Eldest looked like. The mad being’s slimy belly quivered. My stomach turned.

The White Mother’s lips parted, and I held my breath as I listened for her words. But she never spoke. She coughed, sputtered, then lurched over, her mouth opening wider, ever wider, until her cheeks split at the seams as her jaw came off its hinges completely. The White Mother retched and heaved, and from her perfect mouth spilled the first of what appeared to be wriggling, black snakes.

But I knew that shape. The slithering thing speeding towards my feet looked like just one piece of the shrikes that my allies and I had come to know and hate, a singular tentacle. The White Mother kept up her horrible, guttural vomiting, spitting a ghastly quantity of her spawn onto the grass.

Other Dustin had halted his assault with the blades of the Dark Room, as if to accommodate these new guests. Against the dark green of wet grass, it was incredibly difficult to make out the creatures as they snaked their way through the undergrowth.

That didn’t stop me from launching a fireball at the one closest to me. The flames exploded in a burst large enough to fry five or six of the larvae, but there were more where they came from. The forest was awash with furious arcane energy, flashing blue and green and white as my companions fire spells to obliterate the White Mother’s offspring. 

Distant leaves rustled and trees swayed as Vanitas, in blade and in scabbard, came rushing back through the forest, ready to join the fight. Not just join, in fact. It looked like he was interested in ending it as quickly as he could, sailing in a direct, unwavering line towards the White Mother’s head.

“She’s the one who killed me,” Vanitas thundered in my mind. “I recognize her. I’m gonna gut her. Split her open, then cut out her insides.”

“It isn’t her,” I thought back. “But hurt her as much as you want. If you can. And be careful.”

Hah. I should learn to take my own advice. I danced away from another of the White Mother’s larva, vaulting out of its path in time to reposition my dagger in my hand, then falling to my knee to stab the little fucker straight down its middle. It was the kind of slick, surprise move I didn’t even know I was capable of, the kind that made me swivel my head around looking for approval, but everyone was too busy fighting their own quota of monsters to notice.

The White Mother’s stock had run out, though. That, or she was far too busy fending off Vanitas’s attacks with her bare hands, the fingers of which ended in massive, razor-sharp talons. Yelzebereth’s lips were curled far back enough to show her fangs, smeared as they were with the slick black liquid that accompanied the birth of the shrikes.

Surely she hadn’t penetrated our reality just because Other Dustin called for her, just to puke out several dozen mostly harmless ground slugs. And as if hearing my thoughts, the White Mother’s obsidian eyes locked with mine. With black, sharp teeth, she grinned.

“Out the other end,” Sterling cried out. “I am so tired of this shit.”

The White Mother’s enormous abdomen was quivering harder, this time because it was ejecting the fully-grown form of the things it was vomiting out of its mouth. A shrike burst wetly from out of her egg sac, its body glistening in black slime, and it picked itself up off the grass, stumbling, shambling. The White Mother brought her hands to her cheeks in grotesque ecstasy as she birthed another shrike, and another, until the clearing was filled with the shrill, high-pitched ululations of her corrupted brood.

And before I could even gather enough of my energies to form a fireball, a sphere of flames exploded just by my feet. The heat itself was enough to scare me away, but it was the sheer explosive impact of the projectile that threw me off balance.

I looked up, scowling, already aware of the fireball’s source. Fucking Other Dustin. “Get down here so I can rip you apart,” I shouted.

The homunculus only smiled and said nothing. He raised both his hands, and at first I thought that he had gathered two large fireballs in them. How wrong I was. The light came from the dozens of little spheres he’d effortlessly created. They hovered in his palm, like fireflies – then zoomed towards the ground, scattering in different directions.

The forest turned bright orange from the sheer quantity of Other Dustin’s grenades. That asshole had a direct line to an insane amount of spiritual force, tapping right into Nyx’s supply. He wouldn’t be able to pull off these feats otherwise. If only I could take the Crown of Stars from him, wear it myself. Then I could take down the White Mother. At least then I would have a chance of –

“Fuck,” I shouted again, dodging another salvo of Other Dustin’s flaming bombs, three of them slamming into the ground in succession. I scrambled away from the fires they lit in the brush, gritting my teeth as I tested my connection to the Dark Room, like some fucked up magical version of resetting my wifi router and hoping for the best. No response. No signal.

But I still had my brain, didn’t I? Maybe I was taking the wrong approach. I dashed in a wide arc around the White Mother and her shrieking children, looking for the first telepath I could find – Royce, as it turned out.

“Distract the homunculus,” I said, pointing up at Other Dustin. “Tell the others.”

“No, you tell the others,” Royce said, lobbing his own fireball at one of the shrikes, turning it into a writhing mass of tentacles and flames. “If you haven’t noticed I’m kind of busy at the moment and – ”

“Royce,” I said, clutching him by the shoulder. “Please. You gotta trust me. You gotta trust in – ”

“Don’t fucking say it.” His eyes flicked up and down my body. “And I don’t know why I’m listening to you when you’re half-naked and covered in your own blood, because you look completely insane, but fine. Consider it done.”

He touched two fingers to his temple, like he was activating some unseen electronic device. From around the clearing heads turned in our direction, if only briefly. At least half of them nodded, understanding. That was good enough for me.

I broke away from Royce as he covered his entire fist in flames and punched the living daylights out of a shrike. I ran until I was close to Prudence, who was kicking shrikes into exploded giblets that burned blue from her arcane fire. Next to her was Gil, who used his talons to shred anything that came too close. Asher, I noticed, and Romira were doing what they could to pelt Other Dustin with magic missiles.

Okay. He was preoccupied, and I’d found good enough cover. I took off my shoe, sucked in a heaving chestful of air, then ran my dagger across the sole of my foot. I hissed at the pain as black blood bloomed on my skin, but hey, we were running out of options, and I had to get creative. So the Dark Room wouldn’t listen? I was bloody well going to make it.

I winced at the initial pain of moving around the glade not only barefoot, but with a gash cut into my sole. I grimaced as I felt every blade of grass that made contact with my open wound, but after a quarter of the way the cold air and the sheer adrenaline pumping through my blood numbed the pain. Plus I still had to hurl fireballs of my own making to help with the tide of shrikes the White Mother was pushing out of her horrible womb.

Yelzebereth’s eyes snapped towards me, even through the thick of battle. I couldn’t have been imagining things. She could hear my thoughts. How else was she picking up so quickly on everything? Again she said nothing, only grinning at me. Then the White Mother threw her head back, and screamed.

The sound was horrific, as terrible and as alien as the shrill keening of the rift that she had used to enter our world. It mixed the discordance of flutes with the screeching of metal – and what sounded convincingly to me like the voice of a woman screaming as she was being flayed alive.

From above her, Other Dustin descended gently, the shadows at his feet lowering like a moving pedestal. He shrugged off the magical projectiles the others flung at him, ignoring them as if they were as harmless as flea bites.

“You call, and I come, White Mother,” the homunculus cooed, commanding the shadows to recede until his feet were planted firmly on the ground. Then he went to his knees, embracing his mother by the thigh, planting a kiss on one of her cruelly taloned hands. “You call, so I am here.”

And all the while Yelzebereth screamed, like a siren to signal the end of days, like a trumpet meant to herald the apocalypse. And from the ground at her feet, from all around her, erupted tentacles as black as night, flailing and whipping indiscriminately, bashing her own shrike children, swatting them into the forest, and striking Gil and Sterling hard enough to send them both flying.

I looked on in mounting terror as a creeping familiarity came over me. The White Mother was conjuring shapes and swords from out of the darkness, using them as weapons to smash and to slash at her enemies. It looked very much – too much like how Other Dustin had taken full control of the shadows of the Dark Room to create his own meadow of cutting black grass.

It looked too much like the power that dwelled in my very heart.



Chapter 33





Cold sweat ran down my neck. So this was it, then. All this time I’d been using the Dark Room I had never once paused to consider that I was tapping into the same unholy energies that powered the Eldest. At least on a visual level, it was clear to me that the White Mother was using the same horrible shadow magic that I had access to.

It was clear to everyone else, too. Prudence had retreated far enough to safety, but her face, illuminated in the azure fire burning at her knuckles, was rapt in shock. She looked between me and the White Mother, recognizing the field of spears, the storm of swords. I caught Carver staring as well, his expression, perhaps mercifully, unreadable in the moment.

But this wasn’t the time for doubt. Shouts of renewed vigor rang across the battlefield as Romira and Royce sent balls of flame sailing towards Other Dustin’s vulnerable body, as Herald shot huge, lethal icicles to pierce him from stem to stern. Across the way I caught the glow of pale green energy as Asher executed a spell of his own.

Wicked spires of sharp bone rose from the earth by the White Mother’s feet, but she smashed them with a single slash of her talons. Yelzebereth only shrieked harder, flicking her hands in a strange, jerking gesture. As her fingers turned up, so did the shadows, the tentacles of darkness forming a cocoon around Other Dustin, a sheath made of blackest midnight.

The spells meant to destroy and assail Other Dustin crashed against the ebony shield, dissipating into wisps of elemental nothingness. The White Mother recognized one of her own brood, and she was protecting him. And even she knew that the homunculus wasn’t as expendable as the shrikes. Surely she knew what it meant for him to wear the Crown of Stars.

And what would the Eldest do with such power?

Fuck that. No more hesitation. I kept on running, my bleeding foot aching with the contact, hurting ever more as the White Mother continued her horrific, wordless song. In my mind I summoned Vanitas to return to me, and without hesitation he sped through the darkness, whistling and screaming through the air towards my body. Then I took the final step, that last bloody footprint the one thing I needed to complete the sigil. I looked across the clearing, seeing none of the redness of my blood against the wet, black grass, but I knew it was there, seeping into the ground.

Vanitas stopped precisely as he made contact with my palm, and I clenched my fingers to grasp him by the hilt. The star-metal was rough, cold, and ancient within my hand. I fell to one knee, stabbing Vanitas into the earth.

I closed the circle.

The world around me exploded in blood, wisps and whorls of crimson gushing from the circle that I had drawn with the traces of my own vitality. The red transformed quickly into black, blood turning into shadow, cascading wetly across the top of the circle to create a dome of midnight. I heard my friends shouting in alarm as my ritual came to completion. As the final threads and tendrils of shadow closed a gap somewhere in the roof of the sphere, I heard Herald call my name.

The White Mother stopped screaming, and even Other Dustin rose to his feet, glancing about in alarm. In the gloom I felt comfort, even with the cold of the Dark Room’s shuddering, hungering mists. This chill penetrated to the bone, but it was familiar enough to think of as home. I’d done it. By giving enough of my blood, by casting a circle, I had seduced the Dark Room back to me. And with that surge of renewed power, I had brought both Other Dustin and the White Mother to the very source of my dark magic.

In the darkness I could see the White Mother’s black eyes grow wet with something like fear. She glared around her, calling out in a sibilant, alien tongue as she pushed shrike after shrike out of her tainted womb, summoning more of her offspring. Glimmering pinpoints of white light appeared in the air above Other Dustin’s head. He’d reengaged the Crown of Stars, to call on its power again. But he couldn’t wrest control of the Dark Room from me, not anymore.

Here, within the Dark Room, I was home. And here, within the Dark Room, I was the master.

Voicelessly I called for the starving denizens of the Dark Room to clamber out of their black corners, to creep out of cyclopean corridors long forgotten within that shadowy chamber’s huge, twisting mazes, out of its tenebrous tunnels. And so they came, rushing, reaching out with spiraling talons, with jaws and fangs shaped out of smoke, these apparitions that had served me for so long.

Vanitas stayed silent as he witnessed the coming rush of destruction. Other Dustin whimpered. The White Mother screamed, and screamed, yet the shadows would not obey her.

But I knew that they would obey me. I gave them the simplest suggestion, hardly even a command.

“Feed.”

The White Mother screamed ever louder, the piercing, shrill howls of the shrikes blending with her suffering, an unholy dirge. And Other Dustin sobbed, the light of the Crown flickering as it went dead, the flames he was so desperately summoning between his fingers guttering out as the shadows came to claim the largest bounty of blood I had ever delivered to them.

Still on my knees, my hands both wrapped around Vanitas’s hilt, I watched through the darkness as the shadows slashed and fed on the White Mother’s yowling, quivering bulk, as they tore the shrikes apart. I couldn’t even imagine what they were doing to the homunculus. Vanitas said nothing, but I could taste his emotions in the back of my mind. It was a strange, dizzying mix of many things: of fear, of satisfaction, and pride.

The screaming finally stopped. I rose to my feet, one of my soles still bloody, and I grasped Vanitas loosely in the fingers of my right hand. For once he didn’t complain about being held. He knew the circumstances were extraordinary. This wasn’t a fight, after all, but an act familiar to him as one of the Eldest’s star-metal instruments. This was ceremonial magic, a true ritual, an offering to the Dark Room itself. It was a sacrifice.

My feet met with cold wetness as I approached what was left of Yelzebereth. The black sludge beneath me was a mix of her own alien blood and the remains of her shrike children. Huddled among the viscera, cradling the severed head of his beloved White Mother, was the homunculus.

I severed the connection to the Dark Room, and slowly the features of the forest beyond Valero took shape around us. What I’d removed from our reality the Dark Room returned in its defeated, destroyed form, and everything it had consumed – the shrikes, the blood, the desiccated husk that was once the White Mother – reappeared in the forest clearing. From around us I heard gasps. Someone very loudly vomited.

Vanitas hovered away from me as I released him, and with bare feet and bare chest both smeared and caked with my own blood I approached the homunculus. I knelt, and I took his shuddering, weeping body in my arms.

“Let go,” I said. “She’s gone now.”

With black eyes, weeping warm, wet tears that could have been almost human, Other Dustin released Yelzebereth’s head, letting it fall among the torn remains of her ruined carcass. It was strange, how much the homunculus was mourning. It made me think of my own mother, of how her murder at Thea’s hands was the very catalyst that had brought me to this exact place in my life.

“Nothing,” Other Dustin murmured. “I have nothing. The White Mother is gone.”

I wondered, for a moment, if he meant Thea, if he was confusing one mother for the other. “Do you think that the White Mother created you? Was it this creature, or was it the woman who made you in the graveyard?”

Other Dustin wept, and choked, grimacing. I looked down, only then noticing the severity of his injuries. The Dark Room had gone lightly on him, but that really wasn’t saying much. He was going to bleed to death soon enough.

“Doesn’t matter,” the homunculus sobbed. “Nothing left. You were always the lucky one. Always the best.”

I shushed him, still not understanding why any part of me was giving him pity. “Not the best,” I whispered. “I was only the first.” I stroked his hair, my palm meeting with matted blood, with sweat gone cold.

“You should have worn the Crown,” the homunculus said. “You deserve the power. Because they will come. Our fathers and mothers. The Old Ones. And they will keep coming.”

“I know they will,” I said. “And I’ll be here to stop them.”

Other Dustin smiled weakly, his skin seeming to go paler with each breath. “If you can.” His lashes fluttered as he searched the sky for something I couldn’t see. His eyes were like the smoothest onyx, like black mirrors. I could see the stars in them. “What now, brother? Nothing left for me.”

“Now, you can rest,” I said. “You’ll never have to fight again.”

The homunculus blinked, fresh tears running down his cheeks, washing through streaks of drying blood. “Was I good? Was mother proud of me?”

I held him tight, close to my chest. 

“You were perfect,” I muttered.

I beckoned to the Dark Room, and again it obeyed. Blades of pure, solid night burst from every wound in my body, skewering the homunculus like an iron maiden. He croaked, his throat gurgling, and he shuddered against me, but I held him tighter.

Other Dustin died slowly in my embrace. I held my brother until every breath had left him. The life ebbed from his body, his blood dripping down the spines of the Dark Room, running thick against my skin.

It felt warm. It felt familiar. It felt like home.
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  “And he defeated them?” The man with the beaded dreadlocks paced up and down the clearing, his face twisted with disbelief. He thrust a finger out at me, hardly restraining a grimace, as if he was pointing at a slab of day-old meat. “This one?”


  Old habits die hard. I clenched my fists, thrust my chest out, and turned up my lip. “Yeah. Me. I did it. With my friends. No thanks to you Scions and your precious Heart.”


  The ring of people gathered around me muttered to each other, aghast, but here and there I caught flashes of teeth as some of the Scions grinned in apparent amusement. I scowled at them all regardless, straining to memorize their faces, but it was no use. Their features kept shifting, the way that Hecate’s would. Clever. All of the Scions were wearing an unusual sort of glamour to hide their true faces, perhaps in some effort to shroud the true nature of the Heart and of the Lorica’s leadership.


  Royce and Odessa got in touch with the Heart when the battle ended, and the Scions arrived even faster than their Wings did. They’d surrounded us at the glade, only letting the others leave the circle they had formed after they identified me. The shadow mage, they called me, like they already knew who I was. I did have a dossier at the Lorica, after all.


  Hi. I’m Dustin Graves, and I’m a celebrity.


  “I didn’t think he’d be so scrawny,” one Scion whispered to another.


  “Rude,” I mumbled, folding my arms across my chest and shaking my head. “So disrespectful.”


  Apparently the Heart only wanted to know the details of how I’d actually killed Yelzebereth and Other Dustin. It still hadn’t truly settled in for me, the fact that I’d destroyed one of the Eldest. I’d killed a primordial being that was as powerful – no, more powerful than a god. As the Scions prattled on, I gazed up at the stars, wondering what they thought of me. God-slayer, they seemed to whisper.


  I thought it had a nice ring to it.


  The grilling didn’t take all that long, and I was let out of the circle to rejoin the others soon enough. Herald and Asher took turns to heal my wounds, but especially the one I’d gashed into my foot. It really stung to walk, and while casting the circle seemed like a good idea at the time, I didn’t like that I was leaving so much DNA all over the place. Not very hygienic, let’s be honest, and super incriminating.


  One by one my friends and allies gathered in the clearing disappeared. Bastion just wanted to go back to bed, and Romira looked completely done with everything. She stood with her fingers splayed out, aghast. “I’ve got shrike all over my shoes. I’m going to need nine showers to get rid of this. Minimum.”


  Royce hung around for the cleanup, and while we didn’t exchange words after the battle, I made a mental note to buy him a beer at some point. Okay, fine, maybe a nice bottle of whiskey, too. He did try to warn me after all, and he did help out. A lot. I didn’t believe that I could think of him as a friend just yet, but calling him an ally was a start.


  Gil and Prudence had wandered off earlier, and Carver had teleported himself home almost as soon as the Heart had shown up. The Lorica had plenty of reasons to be more lenient about the Boneyard’s activities, considering how much work we were inadvertently doing for them. 


  Still, I knew that Carver distrusted them. I did catch the look of triumph on his face when the gathered Scions finally spotted the White Mother’s remains, though. Vindication. I felt the same way, too. Maybe now the Lorica would sit up and pay attention. Our next objective was to get the entities to see things the same way, too.


  And speaking of which – not a peep out of Nyx the entire night. She must have felt the connection sever when Other Dustin had died. It was his soul that tethered them together, after all, but with him dead and gone, Nyx still had what she wanted. A profitable exchange that weighed heavily in her favor, in all. The Crown of Stars had disappeared, too, probably returned to the Midnight Convocation, to await a new champion, someone worthy enough to wear it.


  As for the lock of Nyx’s hair, I was kind of surprised that Arachne hadn’t been more demanding about taking it from me. Maybe she wanted me to ferry it over directly to her domicile. I wasn’t exactly looking forward to heading into her lair – not when she was probably still pissed at me – but if it was the first step to getting back on her good side, I was more than happy to swallow my fear. I mean pride. Okay, both.


  “Here,” Sterling said, materializing out of the undergrowth. I jerked away, but tried not to act too surprised. The only thing stealthier than me at the Boneyard was our vampire. He would have made a fantastic Hound. Sterling held a weird lump of something out towards me, nodding. “It’s your shirt. I went back to grab it.”


  “Hey, that’s really cool of you, Sterling.” I liked that shirt a lot, too. Nice and soft. I grasped it in a bundle in one hand, my lips pressed together. “But I can’t exactly put it on right now.” I looked down at my blood-stained torso and gave myself a cursory sniff. “I look like a cannibal.”


  Asher snorted. “You look like you ate a cannibal.”


  I chuckled. “So Sterling, basically.”


  Sterling held a finger up. “That’s prejudiced. You’re a jerk.” He tipped his head up to the sky. “Sun’s coming up soon, so I guess I won’t be coming with. You guys go ahead.” He nudged Asher in the ribs. “Bring a slice of pie home for me.”


  “Sure, sure,” Asher said, waving him off. “Get out of here. I don’t wanna see you getting barbecued by the sun. So gross.”


  “Douchebag,” Sterling said, taking off into the bushes.


  Asher cupped his hands around his mouth. “And you’re an asshole,” he called out. 


  Herald shook his head and tutted. “You guys are weird.” He traced his finger in a circle. “All of you at the Boneyard.”


  “Listen. Igarashi. You’re way meaner to me than Asher and Sterling could ever be to each other.”


  Asher stuffed his hands back into his jacket pockets, then smiled broadly at the two of us. He elbowed Herald in the ribs. “It’s just tough love. Right, Herald?”


  “Yeah,” Herald said, nudging his glasses up his face. “S-sure.”


  “I hate this,” I muttered, scratching at my chest. “I feel super gross. And it’s cold, too.”


  Herald frowned. “We’ll hose you down or something. I’ll loan you my jacket. We’re about the same size anyway. Big deal. Listen. You can come with us, and we can pretend that for a blip in time, things in our lives can be totally normal. No mad elder gods from outer space, no blood sacrifices to be made.”


  I twisted my shoe in the dirt, biting my lip.


  “Quit pouting,” Herald growled. “Your other option is to shadowstep home to the Boneyard and mope all on your own, and Asher and I will drink terrible coffee and grab some of that pecan pie that received a five-star review from an actual goddess.” He folded his arms. “So. Which will it be, Graves?”


  I wrinkled my nose, trying to get rid of an itch. “I can borrow your jacket? Really?”


  “Just make sure it’s nice and clean when you give it back.”


  The diner was a fair distance away from where we defeated the White Mother. The original plan was to hang out there and get some pie after I acquired the Crown of Stars. The guys figured I’d need a little cheering up after I gave up my soul, but as we all know, things don’t necessarily go quite as planned in our world.


  To my surprise, the diner had a small complement of early morning customers already huddled over the counter, regulars, by the looks of it. Either the Lorica had already sent Mouths there to wipe their minds clean, or no one in the diner had taken notice of the huge pulsating white rift in the woods.


  Or the massive beam of crimson light sent to destroy that rift, or any of the other exceedingly noisy and flashy things we’d done to yet again prevent the world’s wanton destruction. I peered into the restaurant, only just catching sight of a pair of men in black suits disappearing into thin air. Aha. A Wing and a Mouth, most likely. Mind wipes it was, then.


  Asher and Herald did as they promised, mercilessly spraying me clean from a pipe behind the diner. I didn’t know that Herald could manipulate water, too, blasting me with a powerful, freezing-cold jet that could have ripped my skin off. But that’s all that ice is anyway, isn’t it? Water in a solid state.


  I dried my clothes and my body off by gathering a smoldering, low-temperature clump of fire in my hand and passing it over myself. Got me nice and toasty, too. I put on my shirt, then the jacket Herald promised. 


  And fine, Herald was right. I didn’t think of the Eldest for at least the entire span of time we spent at the diner. A couple of hours was a welcome reprieve from the fucked up reality of what my life had become, and I was glad I had Asher and Herald to keep me company.


  For two hours, we were just three guys in a diner, cracking terrible jokes and talking video games as the sun lazily picked its way over the treetops. A little shaft of sunlight struck our table, the first real sign of warmth after a cold, wet night.


  And okay, the pie was amazing, too.


  We took the long way into town. Sure, we could have called for a rideshare, but it was a nice day out. Plus at that point I felt that safety wasn’t that much of a concern anymore, considering the battle we’d just gone through, and, not to brag, considering the amount of arcane firepower we carried between the three of us.


  I guess I wanted to be sure I’d be dead tired by the time we got home. I didn’t want to think anymore. I just wanted to throw myself into bed and sleep for, oh, maybe three consecutive days. But my legs were aching, the sole of my foot still sore despite healing magic closing it up. By the time we made it to Herald’s apartment, I felt just about ready to call it a day.


  “We’ll see you around,” I said, clapping him by the shoulder. “And don’t worry, I’ll make sure to wash your jacket for you.”


  He stood back, tilting his head to appraise me, then shrugged. “Actually, you know what? It suits you. Keep it.”


  I mean, I won’t lie. It was comfy, and I looked good in it. Then again, I look good in everything. Right? Right. Plus it was a gift from Herald. I wasn’t going to say no. I puffed my chest out, grinning. “Thanks, man.”


  Herald stepped into Parkway Heights’s lobby, scratched the back of his neck, waved a last goodbye, then slipped into an elevator.


  “I kind of feel like the third wheel here, but I really wanted to stick around for that pie.” Asher scratched the tip of his nose. “So. Where to now?”


  I shrugged. “Home, I guess.” I reached for my phone. “Let me call a car.”


  “Or,” Asher said, placing his hand on mine, lowering my phone back into my pocket. “Or, we could take the express train through the Dark Room.”


  “Sorry, I must have misheard you.” I stuck a finger in my ear and wiggled it around. “You can’t be serious.”


  Asher lifted his hand to mime tugging on an invisible chain, then grinned. “Toot, toot.”


  “You’ve got to be kidding,” I said. “After what happened in the forest? The Dark Room betrayed me. You aren’t scared at all?”


  He shrugged. “Hey, maybe that’s why I’m curious. You seemed a little scared back there, too. Maybe that’s an even better reason for us to give it a shot. Exposure therapy, you know?”


  I narrowed my eyes, squinting at him warily.


  “And if you think I’m bothered at all about, you know.” He waved his finger around my general head and torso area. “All this? About you constantly being seconds away from turning into a murderous psycho? I’m not worried at all.”


  “Oh. Sure.” I folded my arms. “You aren’t?”


  “Not a little. Double-edged sword, you know? It all comes down to how you use your power, and I’m pretty sure you have an even stronger hold over it now.”


  I could barely see anything from squinting so hard at Asher, but he just stood there on the sidewalk, beaming at me. Most days it comforted me to know that this deceptively vacant man-boy formed the emotional backbone of the Boneyard, how he was basically a living, breathing pep talk.


  “Come on,” he said. “What’s that you’re always saying when you’re about to do something stupid? Always asking us to trust in Dustin. Pssh.” He chucked me on the shoulder. “Dust. When are you going to trust yourself?”


  I pressed my lips together, but the idiot was right. “Damn it, Asher.”


  He smiled even harder, his grin as bright as the sun. “Come on,” he said. “Under this tree. Is this shadow big enough?”


  I ruffled my hair, chuckling. The kid wasn’t going to take no for an answer. “Yeah, that should be about right.”


  “Okay,” he said. “Quick. While no one’s looking.”


  I sighed and stepped into position, placing my feet squarely in the center of the tree’s shadow. Asher was right. It was terrifying, seeing my command over the Dark Room waver, having it ripped away from me. But knowing that I could win it back brought me some small comfort.


  And really, it all came down to power. If anything tried to wrest control away from me, then I simply had to be stronger. I’d come a long way from merely using the Dark Room for transportation, to actually using it as a weapon – and now, to bonding its power with my blood. Like a muscle, really. And like a muscle, the only way to get better was to keep using the Dark Room, over and over.


  So I did. I threw my arm over Asher’s shoulder, checking his face for hesitation. All I saw was bright-eyed excitement, maybe mingled with the slightest, most distant hints of nervousness, like a thrill seeker about to go on a rollercoaster.


  “Are you ready?”


  Asher nodded, his head going so fast I thought it would snap right off his neck.


  I knocked on the Dark Room’s door, and Asher’s body went tense as we sank into the shadows. Ironic, considering it was his little speech that got me all confident about using my power again.


  There was no doubt in my mind that we were going to be fine. I already knew that. So maybe I wasn’t meant to wear the Crown of Stars. Fine. I had something better. I was, after all, the Dark Room’s lover, its lessor, its lord and master.


  As Asher and I faded from reality, my intention crystallized. It was time to dig deeper into the Dark Room, to navigate its nameless, nightmarish corridors, to truly learn to call it home.


  I never needed a crown, you see. I had a kingdom all along.


  ––––––––
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