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Chapter 1





Sometimes the simplest thing in life is a good burger. Veggie, wagyu, angus, hey, you do you – as long as I had the Happy Cow, I was the happiest man on earth.

Two patties, please – bursting with savory juices in every bite, with just the faintest bitter edge of charred beef. Vegetables optional, though I wouldn’t say no to buttered mushrooms, maybe some grilled onions. Put it all on a toasted sesame bun. And melted cheese is compulsory, the salty, creamy finish to every precious mouthful. Cheddar, preferably, as American as a bald eagle. Fuck, throw the eagle on the burger, too, and I’ll eat the shit out of it.

Hi. My name is Dustin Graves, and I’m starving.

I’d brought some of the Boneyard boys out to quell the burger craving. I wanted to give Mason the full Valero welcome, which, in my book, meant shoving an entire Happy Cow hamburger down his throat. We took Asher along, too. I’m not sure if you know this, but necromancers need to be taken on walks every now and then, and with how protective Carver was, Asher was probably pretty damn close to going stir crazy. And Sterling was always nice to have around. He liked to pay for things, and I wasn’t ever going to complain about free burgers.

“Down that corner,” Sterling said, mainly for Asher and Mason’s benefit. Certainly not for mine. Blindfold me, drop me anywhere in Valero, and I’ll still find my way to the Happy Cow. No sweat.

The rotund, smiling face of a cartoon cow greeted us from the Happy Cow’s light box signage, a cheerful and somewhat grim symbol, I suppose, for a place that served some amazing burgers. Mason and Asher entered side by side, muttering to each other at high speed about some video game or another, followed closely by Sterling. A nephilim, a necromancer, and a vampire walk into a bar. A burger joint, more accurately.

I let the three of them walk ahead of me, watching my brothers in arms, taking the precious few seconds to appreciate what counted for normalcy in my life. Just some dudes going out to grab some food. The only way I’d really managed to stay sane all this time was to find the fun where I could, to see humor where others wouldn’t. Keep things light.

And yet – and yet I felt a little unnerved as I walked into the Happy Cow after the others. The people behind the counter were staring at me – one person at each register, three in total, a manager with a toothy smile, hell, even the fry cooks were peering over their shoulders, rubbernecking to look directly at me. Okay. Weird. But weird wasn’t going to get in the way of my regular order.

“A double cheeseburger,” I told the woman at the counter, “and large fries, large onion rings, and a diet cola.”

The diet soda’s a preference. Because it tastes good, okay? Not because I was trying to lose weight or anything.

Mason hemmed and hawed over whether to pick fries or onion rings. “Both,” I told him. “The right answer is always both.” Asher couldn’t decide between blue cheese or mushrooms. I was hungry enough to start impertinently tapping my foot. He got the message pretty quickly.

“Do you make them rare?” Sterling cooed, one elbow on the counter, speaking over his shoulder in a seductive trill.

The girl at the register covered her mouth and tittered. I stamped on his foot to get him to order faster. He growled, threw me a bladed glare, then ended up just ordering a plain old burger, small fries, and a small soda. Figures.

“It’s like you’re eating for two, Graves,” Sterling snarled, carrying his tray and leading the way to our table. “What’s the bloody hurry?”

“I’m so hungry,” I said.

Asher blinked at me. “You ate before we left the Boneyard.”

Mason cleared his throat. “I was there. You had a whole sandwich. I can’t believe how whiny you are.”

“I’m not whining,” I whined, slamming my tray on the table, sliding my butt right into my seat, and hurriedly unwrapping my burger. “I just love the Cow that much, okay? The two of you shut up and eat your damn burgers. You’ll see.”

Mason and Asher watched with mildly revulsed curiosity as I practically unhinged my jaw and shoved what might have been a fist full of fries into my mouth. Sterling tutted and shook his head.

“He’s always like this,” he drawled, mainly addressing Mason. I glared balefully at him out of one eye, crunching down on three onion rings, their grease, breading, and buttery sweetness mingling in my mouth. “Eats like a man possessed, like someone who’s never met a sandwich.” He daintily ripped open a packet of ketchup, squirting it onto his fries, then leaned in to whisper. “You’re making a spectacle of yourself, Dust. Calm the fuck down.”

“Make me,” I grumbled, picking up my burger and getting ready to consume it whole, python-like.

Sterling wasn’t wrong, I suppose. I guess I was drawing a little attention, but again, mainly from the Happy Cow staff. I narrowed my eyes at the manager. Surely they’d seen hungry people before. Their food was so damn good, and they’d seen me eat there enough times not to care.

I shrugged, turning my attention back to my burger. Whatever, right? Maybe my hair was looking especially cute. Maybe they respected a man who could put away a double cheeseburger like it was nothing. I sank my teeth into the edge of my burger, just barely nipping at a corner for a ripe, juicy mouthful of lightly toasted bread, singed beef, and melted cheese. It was like being transported to a different dimension. Better than that, because being transported to a different dimension in my terms came with the very real possibility of getting slaughtered by angry gods.

My tastebuds and my stomach sang with joy. My heart was probably in there somewhere, too, screaming in terror over the impending threat of cholesterol. I could see the headlines in the Comstock News. “Local man chokes on delicious cheeseburger, dead at twenty-five.” But I took a second bite, swallowed, and almost wept from the sheer perfection of it. Death by Happy Cow was one I would happily welcome.

“Mmph,” I moaned, trying and failing to get out a sentence.

“Is this,” Mason whispered. “Is this like a sexual experience for him? The sounds he’s making.”

“Just let it go,” Asher said. “Pretend you don’t know him, it’ll all be fine.”

“Oh God,” I muttered, going in for my third bite. “I love you. I love you so much.”

Sterling sipped noisily from his cup. “I don’t think he even talks to Igarashi that way. I should record this. See if Herald gets jealous.”

“He’d understand,” I slobbered through my fourth mouthful. “You’re all freaks. You just don’t get the Cow, man. Best burgers in Valero.”

I watched as Mason chewed the first bit of his burger – Swiss and mushrooms, if I heard correctly – and studied his expression. He knew I was looking, and I could tell he was controlling his reaction, trying to tone it down.

“I – I mean, it’s okay,” he said, thoroughly unconvincingly. I thought I saw his lip quivering as he stared at the bitten portion of his burger. I knew that look. Burger lust.

“You’re a liar and you know it,” I said. “Look me in the eye and tell me that isn’t the most delicious burger you’ve ever tasted.”

Mason’s mouth twitched some more, his bottom lip wet with – I don’t know, burger grease? Maybe drool? “It’s – it’s the best burger I’ve ever tasted.”

“Fucking knew it.”

“We get it,” Asher grumbled. “You’re obsessed with the Happy Cow. I mean, surely it can’t be that – ”

Hah, that was right. This was going to be Asher’s first taste of the Cow himself. Whatever else he was going to say never left his lips. Asher went in for another bite, the vaguely sexual moan leaving his mouth only muffled by his face full of burger.

“I knew it,” I huffed, triumphant. “You’re all converts. Nothing beats the Happy Cow. Everyone bows to its might. Kneel at the altar.” I gave my burger a quick, loving peck. “Now they understand, baby. Now they get it.”

Sterling groaned. “You’re all insane.”

“You just don’t get it, man. I know it’s not a cigarette, but as soon as you get a taste of your burger, you’ll understand. It’s like magic.” My eyes closed involuntarily as I took my hugest bite yet, chomping off half of what was left in my hands. “Even with your undead tastebuds I’m sure you’ll – ack.”

Sterling cocked an eyebrow. “You’re sure I’ll – what, exactly?”

“Gurk,” I said.

“You’ll have to speak up, Dust. Or swallow first. It’s disgusting how you talk with your mouth full.”

“He’s choking,” Mason said.

“Gack,” I replied.

Something was lodged in my throat. Oh God. Oh God, this wasn’t how I was supposed to die. I took back everything I thought about the headline in the papers. No way in hell. Dustin Graves couldn’t die by hamburger. I’d bested gods and demons. I was the guy who beat up the Eldest. And we still had more bad guys to kill. Bad gals, that is. I was supposed to go out in a blaze of glory.

“Does anyone know the Heimlich?” Mason cried out.

“I can punch him in the gut,” Sterling said. “Very hard. Will that help?”

“Oh my God,” Asher said. “Mouth to mouth? CPR? What do people do in this situation?”

I gestured at my throat, choking, gasping, the edges of my vision going blurry. Whatever the hell someone was going to do, that was going to have to be done real soon. Asher could close bloody gashes with his necromantic healing, even mend bones – but all the magic in the world wasn’t going to save me. 

“Sir, please remain calm,” the manager said, her face anything but. “Charlie here is going to assist you, okay?”

I nodded, desperate, at the gangly young fry cook who vaulted over the counter and rushed straight at me.

Carver would be so disappointed to learn that this, not the combined might of the Eldest, was what finally caused handsome old Dustin Graves to kick the bucket. I wondered if he knew any spells that could get half a patty out of my throat.

“That’s it, Charlie!”

I looked down at my stomach, at where Charlie’s deceptively skinny arms locked fists, then shoved straight up into me. A horrible noise gurgled from my throat. Something landed in a splat on the table in front of me. 

Oh, not half a patty. Two half patties. And a puddle of drool. And something else besides. There was something gleaming in between the burgers. Something shiny and gold.

Charlie clapped me on the back, then reached for the golden thing, patting it with a paper napkin, then lifting it with one gloved hand.

“He won,” Charlie cried out. “The Lucky Patty. He found the Lucky Patty.”

The fucking what?
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“Sixty dollars,” Sterling chortled, shaking his head, slapping his thigh. “Sixty whole dollars. That’s what your life is worth. Amazing.”

“Shut up,” I mumbled, gratefully accepting the cup of water Charlie handed me. “Just please, shut up.”

“Again, please think of the three twenty-dollar gift cards as compensation for your – inconvenience,” the Happy Cow’s manager said through rows of perfect teeth. “And how exciting for you to have won the Lucky Patty.”

“Dude,” Mason whispered right in my ear, nudging me in the ribs. “You should sue and get way more than sixty bucks. Can you even breathe properly?”

“Yeah,” Asher said. “How many fingers am I holding up?”

“I was choking,” I growled. “How is that supposed to help?”

Asher shrugged. “What if it cut off some oxygen from your brain? I’m just trying to be helpful.”

“If you’re talking brain damage, too late for that,” Sterling said. “Can’t get any dumber than Dust.”

“I did not come here on this day to be choked out by a hamburger,” I said, clapping my hands for emphasis. “I’ve got enough problems staying alive.” Agatha Black, for example. I downed the last of my water angrily, then crushed the paper cup in my hand. “There was an entire cardboard disc inside the damn burger. Or have you forgotten? What the hell was that thing even doing in there?”

The manager beamed at me. “What I think you’re really asking is what you’ve won because you found the Lucky Patty.” She pushed her hands into her hips, her chest thrusting out with corporate pride. “At Happy, Inc., we live to serve our customers, whether it’s through the delicious grilled burgers from the Happy Cow, or the creamy, tasty milk tea you can get at the Happy Boba.”

I grumbled, shaking my head. “I know all that. I’ve been supporting your restaurants for years. Get to the point.”

“Oh, sure.” The manager’s grin never faltered, but I was sure I spotted a twitch in the corner of her eye. “The Lucky Patty represents the millionth burger that we’ve served in the Valero chain of the Happy Cow. Congratulations, sir. You’ve won a full-day tour of Happy, Inc.”

My jaw hit the table. Suddenly, almost choking half to death didn’t sound like such a bad deal. “I – what? You mean it? I get to go to Happy, Inc. headquarters?”

The manager nodded so quickly that her head could have snapped right off. “That’s right. Happy, Inc. HQ, right here in the heart of Valero. In Central Square, in fact.” She placed her fingers lightly on my forearm. “This isn’t some visit around a stinky factory. You’ll be toured around corporate HQ, where you’ll be plied with the best treats and merchandise that good old Happy, Inc. has to offer.”

Hope bloomed like a flower in my chest. I looked up at Miss Manager with the open eagerness of a toddler. “Can – can I bring a friend?”

The Happy Cow could have exploded from the brilliance of her smile. “Sir, you can bring three. And that’s not the best part.” She clasped her hands together, the gesture so deliberate, almost prayerful. “You’ll also get to meet our CEO.”

“That’s,” I started to say, grinding my nails into the table to stop myself from gushing. “That’s nice.”

I swear, I could have exploded right there and then. I was going to meet the person behind all of my favorite fast food restaurants. The big cheese. The biggest of kahunas. I know, it sounds juvenile and ridiculous, but consider for a moment that my life is a constant cycle of nearly being killed and just barely saving the world. I deserved comfort. No, comfort food. And visiting Happy, Inc. meant stepping into the court of the actual king – or queen – of Californian comfort food.

“We’ll take your details in a moment,” Miss Manager said. “For now, please enjoy the rest of your meal – and the complimentary gift cards. When you’re done, I’ll make arrangements for your visit to HQ and your meeting with Mr. Thorpe.”

Mr. Thorpe. King it was, then.

Less than half an hour later we were back on the street, my handsome life and ability to breathe intact, but Mason and Asher steadily getting on my nerves with their whining. Sterling and I were really only stopping for dinner en route to an actual meeting with the friendlier bits of the Lorica. Bastion and the others had settled on a bar, and with both nephilim and necromancer being technically underage, the only answer was to kick them both into a cab and send them home sulking to the Boneyard.

“We’ve talked about this before, Asher,” Sterling snarled. “I realize it bothers you that your powers have matured enough to raise the dead, but you still aren’t quite old enough to step into a bar.”

“We’ll find like a coffee shop nearby,” Asher whined. “Please? We won’t wander off or anything.”

“This sucks,” Mason said, sulking. He was a little more mature than Asher on a general level, but he clearly didn’t like the idea of being left out, either. “You guys keep warning us about forces that want to kidnap us to abuse our powers and shit, but you know we can handle that.” He folded his arms across his chest and raised his nose. “You both know that we’re tough enough to beat the hell out of anything that tries.”

“Absolutely not,” I said, ushering them to the sidewalk as the rideshare’s location shifted on the little map on my phone. “You talk a big game, but if an angel or an entity comes knocking – hell, if a demon prince does? You’re both screwed. That’s not something I’m going to allow.”

Mason scoffed. “So weak.”

“Super weak,” Asher mumbled.

Sterling lit a cigarette as he nudged me in the ribs. “Parenting, am I right?”

I glared at him and hissed. “I thought we were past that.” I cleared my throat. “If the two of you behave and head straight home, you’re top of the list for the friends I can take with me to Happy, Inc.”

Asher’s mouth opened wide. Mason’s lip stayed upturned, but I caught the faintest glimmer of excitement in the back of his eyes. Aha. See? They were just kids, after all. I mean, sure, I understood exactly why they were so stir crazy, but better to have them locked up and supervised back at the Boneyard than totally vulnerable out in Valero. As for the fourth guest I was taking to Happy HQ? Well, that’s obvious, isn’t it?

“I suppose I’m not going with you then,” Sterling said as we watched Asher and Mason’s rideshare turn the corner.

“Don’t act so maudlin, I know you’re not that interested. Plus the tour happens during the day.”

“Also, you’ve clearly reserved the last spot for your lovely little boyfriend.”

I thrust my chest out. “Of course I have. Food is one of the building blocks of our relationship. Even if it is trashy fast food.”

“Right, right,” Sterling said, gesturing for me to walk faster as we headed to the bar. “So it’ll be Asher Mayhew, his new best friend Mason, and Mason’s two daddies.”

I glowered at him. “I thought I said we were over this daddy thing.” Then I grinned. “You aren’t jealous, are you? Of this whole Mason thing?”

It was Sterling’s turn to glower back. He stomped down the sidewalk, the last of his cigarette burning ominously as he puffed it to death. “Why should I be jealous that the two of them are getting along so well? It’s good for Mayhew to hang out with someone his age. That doesn’t take anything away from me.” He spat his dying cigarette butt onto the sidewalk, then thrust both hands deep inside his jacket pockets. “I’m. Not. Jealous. Now shut up about it. I’m not bothered, I don’t see why you are.”

Struck a nerve there. “Whoa. Okay, man. I was only teasing. Geez.” I raised my hands. “Let’s just get to Temple, okay? Herald texted, said he was already there.”

I’d been to Temple, once, while I was still working as a Hound for the Lorica. On busier nights it was a noisy-as-hell nightclub, the kind of place where outrageously attractive people danced the night away while their bodies ran on dangerous levels of alcohol, amphetamines, or both. But we were going on a Tuesday, which was reserved for playing the sadder, more low-key spectrum of electronic music. It was neutral ground for the Boneyard and the Lorica, someplace we could talk, as Sterling suggested.

In truth, I knew that he named the place specifically because he was looking to feed. But unless the blood being sucked out of a given neck belonged to me, that was none of my business.

And true to Tuesday’s theme, Temple did seem pretty tame, at least judging from the lack of long lines to get into the club, or even the deep, pulsing thump of electronic dance music you’d usually sense from half a block away. That night, all they had at the entrance was one bouncer. Not even a velvet rope.

“I’ll take this,” Sterling said of the cover charge as he nodded at, then swept past the bouncer. Good old weirdly generous Sterling.

“Thanks, man,” I called after him, nodding at the big, burly bouncer myself. He grunted and nodded back, and I passed through the darkened anteroom leading into Temple proper without incident.

Well, not quite. All I heard was a dull thud, like something making a small, brief impact with wood. I started at the sound, looked around myself, and found the faint sheen of metal in the gloom, just at eye level.

There it was, stuck in a doorframe: a knife. It was pinning a sheet of paper to the wood.

I spun on my heels, ready to dive into the shadows at the first sign of danger. My heartbeat seemed to match the faint pulse of Temple’s somber Tuesday electronica. I reached for the slip of paper, my blood running cold as I read the message scrawled across it, as I recognized the exact design of the knife stabbed into the doorframe.

Was Donovan Slint still at large?
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“Has to be him,” I said, tossing the crumpled sheet of paper in the center of our table. “No question.”

Gil picked it up, scowling as he read the message out loud. “We’re still watching.”

Prudence leaned over his shoulder, then tutted. “And there’s this little drawing of an eye. Don’t tell me that Jonah Scion guy has a rogue Eye working for him, too.”

Bastion shook his head. “Doesn’t have to be an Eye, Prue. It could be any kind of seer. Anyone with the gift of long sight. Jonah’s gone off the deep end, but it doesn’t mean that he’s exclusively recruiting disgruntled Lorica employees.”

“Unless he is,” I said. “I mean, is it so unlikely? And look at this.”

I slid the knife towards the center of the table. Everyone sprang away as if I’d dropped a grenade. Only Prudence moved forward, pretending to stretch her arms over and past our drinks, then deftly slipping the knife up one of her sleeves.

“This isn’t a space for us to be doing this, Dust,” she hissed. “You trying to get us kicked out? You don’t just pull knives.”

I ruffled my hair, then threw up my hands as I collapsed into my chair. “Sorry! Sorry. I wasn’t thinking. But my point stands. That’s the same knife that Donovan stabbed into my chest.”

Prudence pretended to adjust her cuff, staring down the length of her sleeve. “Okay, I can’t see shit, anyway. Plus I wasn’t there when it happened. But we’ll sort this out, Dust. We always do.”

I gave her the best smile I could muster.

“It’s good to have you back, Prudence,” I said.

Herald stretched one reassuring arm across my shoulders, then squeezed hard as he took a swig of his beer. “It sure is. You’ve missed a lot.”

Agatha Black’s awakening, most important of all.

“But if Dust says it’s the same knife,” Herald continued, “then I believe him.”

Bastion rolled his shoulders, sitting straighter. His eyes flitted between me and Herald. “Yeah. I do too. I think we all believe him.” Bastion reached over, patting me gently, but awkwardly on the back of the hand.

Okay? That was weird. Things had been somewhat strange between me and Bastion since the string of incidents between retrieving Banjo and Agatha’s awakening, but he hadn’t done anything truly odd, nothing to make me really think there was anything out of the ordinary. But this patting thing kind of qualified.

“I – um. Thanks.” I pulled my hand away slowly. Bastion cleared his throat. The glimmering neon lights of Temple’s interiors reflected in the lenses of Herald’s glasses. If he saw anything, he was doing a good job of pretending he hadn’t noticed.

“We’ll put feelers out,” Bastion said, blinking rapidly, regaining his composure. He was speaking in his Scion voice, the one that made him seem a little older, more mature – and okay, fine, just a little more handsome. “I’ll put some Eyes on the job. Have them be on the lookout for Jonah and Donovan.”

“Good call,” Gil said. His arm was around Prudence’s shoulders, a mirror of how Herald was latched onto me. She’d only been in town a week, fresh off a trip to China with her grandmother, and it had been exactly seven days since Gil had slept at the Boneyard. I guess they missed each other a lot. A whole lot.

Prudence sighed. “I’m gone for a few weeks and everything changes. A rogue Hound I can understand, but a Scion gone AWOL? Serving the Eldest?”

“Hey,” Herald said. “Not unheard of. Remember Thea Morgana?”

I scoffed. “I’d really rather not.” I took a swig of my beer, the bubbling rush of it sweet and bitter across my tongue. “But all that aside, the more immediate problem is the thing that Jonah and Donovan actually worked together to unleash. Agatha Black. Do we have any news?”

Silence. Prudence and Bastion exchanged looks. Herald shook his head.

“Next time we do this, we should have Romira around,” Prudence said. “She’s one of the best Eyes we’ve got. Of course, the trouble is that inviting her out likely means having Royce around as well.”

“What?” I said. “That’s cool. Royce is cool. We’re cool now.” Especially after that thing where he saved my life, again, by teleporting me out and away from Chernobog’s clutches.

Prudence shook her head, giving me a mock frown. “Who are you and what have you done with Dustin Graves?”

“Listen,” I said, shrugging. “You missed a lot. Also, I can’t help that I’m really, really charming, even to monsters like Royce.”

Gil guffawed, and Prudence rolled her eyes. Bastion smiled to himself, tilting his head. He rubbed his chin, and just like that, the smile was gone.

“I think the best thing to do in this situation is to keep our eyes peeled,” Prudence said. “You boys look out with whatever tools you have at the Boneyard, and we’ll keep watch at the Lorica as well.”

“Fair is fair,” I said. “But I’m freaking out over all this silence around Agatha. And this thing with the knife in the doorframe isn’t comforting, either.”

Herald leaned in, squeezing my arm. “If it helps, I’ve been scanning the place. There’s nothing – no one amiss here.”

“Thanks,” I murmured back. “That helps, a little.”

“That’s it, then,” Prudence said. “Keep our eyes open, and not just on explicitly arcane phenomena. Pay attention to the news, and to social media. It could be a signal if anything at all seems off in Valero. Hell, California, maybe even the rest of the country. Who knows where Agatha is?”

“Point taken,” Gil said. “And everyone can tap into their own networks. Sterling can speak to the – wait, where is he?”

I raised my finger and spun it in a circle. “Somewhere around here,” I said. “He said he was hungry.”

Prudence’s lips pressed into a tight line. “Right. Then whenever you see him, pass on everything we discussed. Tell your boss, Carver, too. And that Asher kid still lives with you guys, right? I’m sure he can use necromancy to help fish information for the cause, somehow.”

She was right. I’d known Asher to talk to the dead in the past, specifically using his ability to root out important details in a spirit’s surroundings, using the dead as his eyes and ears. “Excellent suggestion,” I said, nodding at Prudence and smiling. It really was good to have her back.

“For now, we wait,” Bastion said, leaning back, taking a sip of his whiskey. “I don’t like the idea of it, but without any leads, what choice do we have?”

“Put protections in place,” Herald said. “Shore up our defenses. I think we know enough from our dealings with the Eldest and their agents that this is the calm before the storm. Gather the stuff we need, practice and sharpen our magic. Something bad is brewing, and we need to be ready for it.”

A murmur of agreement went around the table, and for the moment, talk of Agatha and the Eldest was set aside. I studied each of my friends’ faces, finding varying degrees of concern, and it turned out that Herald was watching me in turn.

“Try not to worry,” he said, softly enough that only I could hear. “We keep on living, right? That’s what we do.”

“For now,” I said, maybe a little too glumly. Herald’s forehead furrowed. I really didn’t mean to get him to worry even more. I figured then was as good a time as any to give him something worth smiling about.

“Totally unrelated,” I said, “but maybe, okay, a little related to living our lives. I won a tour of Happy, Inc.”

“What? Are you serious?” Herald blinked at me. “That’s over in Central Square, right near the Lorica. That sounds amazing. You love Happy stuff. How did you even win? I didn’t even know there was a contest.”

“Long story,” I said, shaking my head. “You had to find a special cardboard token in one of their burgers.”

“Sounds like a choking hazard.”

“Fucking exactly,” I grumbled. “But hey, there’s good news. I get to take some guests, so you’re coming with.”

Herald’s eyes lit up. “I am stoked. Beyond stoked. Do we get to go on a weekend? I’ll take off work if I have to, the Gallery can live without me one day. Shit, this is going to be so much fun.” He leaned in, pecking me quickly on the cheek. “So much fun, dude.”

I chuckled and sputtered. “I get it, I’m an amazing boyfriend. And all I had to do was nearly die from choking on a hamburger.”

“About that.” Herald’s fingers dug into my shoulder, and he stared hard into my eyes, his expression going deathly serious. “We’re going to have to work on your gag reflex.”

I blushed instantly, batting his hands away. “Oh my God. Igarashi. Stop.” Herald chuckled. I couldn’t tell if it was his just the club lights on his glasses, or if his eyes really did flash with devilish intent.

Across the table, Bastion leaned back into his chair, his eyes swiveling around Temple like he was looking for his own mark, the same way that Sterling had. I could tell he was watching us, doing his best to listen. I had to wonder why.

“This is dumb,” Herald said softly. “But do you want to get out of here soon? I kind of want to work out what to wear.”

I laughed. “Are you serious? We’re touring a fast food corporation, it’s not a gala.”

“That’s the point,” he said. “I have to dress down, and you’re the right man to tell me how to do that.”

“So rude,” I said, looking down at my comfy, threadbare T-shirt and that same old jacket Herald once gave me. “Impossibly rude.”

He laughed, squeezing my hand. “One last round, then let’s head out.”

“Sure.”

Herald left the table to fetch our drinks. I didn’t mean to, but instinctively, I turned to look if Bastion was still watching. But he was gone.
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The first thing you notice, after walking into the hallowed halls of Happy, Inc., is the brightness. I’d read somewhere that the fast food industry loves using red and yellow in its design because those colors appeal to the appetite. The inside of HQ didn’t look like a burger joint explosion, exactly, but they weren’t shy about mixing up their primary colors, kind of like being in some kind of funhouse. Yet somehow it all worked, in a young, trendy, dare I say hipster-ish kind of way.

The second thing you notice is all the teeth.

Maybe the elusive Mr. Thorpe gave the Happy empire fantastic dental benefits, but by God did everyone have perfect chompers. I remembered the Happy Cow’s manager and how her smile was so perfect and pearlescent. Our tour guide for the day – Katherine, a nice young woman who worked in marketing – had an even more radiant smile, one with enough power to reduce entire cities to rubble.

Or, barring that, an impressionable young man’s pliant, vulnerable heart. Asher seemed to be a little bit more interested in what Katherine had to say than our actual surroundings. Mason contained himself a little better, poking his nose curiously into displays of company uniforms over the years, gratefully accepting samples of unreleased menu items as they were offered to us.

Like an actual artisanal hotdog, never found at any of the Happy Dog stands because it was far too rich and sassy to sell, with its ridiculous brushings of authentic truffle oil, and tiny shavings of edible gold foil sprinkled over the mustard. Who knew you could even eat gold?

“This is delicious,” Herald said, biting off fully a third of the bourgeoisie dog he’d been handed. “I – it’s so delicious,” he continued over a mouthful of hotdog, eyes shut, his throat emanating a weird kind of noise that I’d only ever heard him make in the bedroom.

“Okay,” I said, speaking through a forced grin. “Keep it down, now.”

“You’re only saying that because you haven’t tried yours. Eat it.”

I took a bite, and yeah, Herald was absolutely right. A constellation of flavors exploded across my tongue, new universes birthed out of bread and meat and condiments. I saw stars, galaxies. It was like magic. What the fuck did Happy, Inc. put in their damn food?

“This is too good,” I murmured.

“We’re so glad you think so,” Katherine said, her smile dazzling the room – and Asher – as she continued to guide us through HQ. “And you haven’t even tried the recipes we’re testing for the opening of Happy Ramen.” She brought a finger to her lips and winked. “Shh, that’s a secret. Good thing we made you sign those nondisclosure agreements before the tour. No telling, or else we’d have to kill you.”

Katherine giggled. We laughed, too, but not quite as enthusiastically. The way she said it almost made it sound like Happy, Inc. did have the right to kill us if we talked. Man, I really should read things before I sign them.

“Sure, our presence is strongest in California,” Katherine said, her waves of blond hair tumbling behind her as she led the way. “And especially in Valero. But we’ve got branches all over the country, to make sure that our excellent products can reach as many Americans as possible. To feed them and make them happy.”

None of us remarked on the fact that a continuous diet of everything the Happy corporation offered couldn’t be very good for you, but hey, that wouldn’t have been polite. And I’m as self-aware as anybody. Man can’t live on burgers and hotdogs and boba tea alone, no matter how delicious.

“But the real goal,” Katherine said, as she brought us into a somewhat darker room, “is expansion. We here at Happy, Inc. believe so strongly in our product line that we know with one hundred percent confidence how well we can do almost anywhere.”

I looked around myself warily. Even Herald had stopped chowing down, inspecting the relative darkness. Weird, I thought, that I couldn’t make anything out. Then Katherine clapped her hands, and I understood.

The sensors activated and the lights all around the room came on. The room itself – walls, ceiling, corners – was rounded, like the inside of a snow globe, a dome. It was entirely bare except for the pinpricks of light arranged all around us, each one representing the location of a Happy, Inc. chain. We were standing smack in the center of a very large map of the world.

A projector high up in the ceiling flickered as it showed the inside of a wireframe globe. Little green lights pulsed all across America, marking locations all the way from the East to the West Coast, though most thickly clumped, as Katherine explained, in California. The rest of the world was studded in tiny red dots. Future locations, I guessed, but why red? Way too ominous. They looked like targets for some kind of missile strike.

Katherine spread her arms, gesturing at the rotating continents and nations around us. “The main objective, gentlemen,” she said, in her cheeriest voice, “is world domination.” She grinned, her teeth glinting red as stray beams from the projector scattered across her lips.

Asher made a soft, awed “Wow.” Mason looked on with his arms folded, trying not to seem so impressed. Herald’s glasses reflected the glimmers of red, making him look more than a little demonic himself. I chuckled nervously.

Katherine clapped her hands again. That deactivated the projector, and the map disappeared. Lights powered on from various corners of the room, and I could almost forget about the weird dread sitting in the pit of my stomach when the cheery reds and yellows of Happy HQ came back with the brighter lights. Katherine flashed her perfect teeth at us again, her hair cascading as she stepped briskly towards the exit.

“Let’s continue, shall we?”

The next place was a long hallway, its walls filled with screens playing videos of Happy’s various brands over the years, mostly TV commercials. I recognized some of the newer ones, which had always triggered a positive response in me, specifically from my salivary glands, but things were starting to feel a little, I don’t know. Sketchy.

“Hey,” I whispered to Herald, nudging him in the ribs. “Is it just me or does this all feel a little cult-y to you?”

Herald sucked on his jumbo tumbler of milk tea, which, as Katherine had explained, was made from the finest jasmine tea.

“A little,” he hissed back. “But I thought you were a believer. You bought into the cult of Happy, like, ages ago. Hell, even Banjo’s a convert now.”

That was true. Puppy Yum biscuits were not just my go-to first choice for ritualistic incantations, but the best treat we kept stocked at the Boneyard for Banjo the corgi, also fondly known to Carver as Daddy’s Little Murderer.

“It’s just corporate culture,” Herald said. “That’s how this stuff is. You work at the same place long enough, they get your hooks into you, and you become the perfect machine.” He nodded at Katherine, who had her backed turned to us, but kept babbling on about Happy, Inc.’s greatness. “Don’t worry too much about it.”

So I didn’t, because we were supposed to be in my happy place. Not really an exaggeration, mind you, because what awaited at the end of the video tunnel was basically an indoor damned amusement park.

You know how some of the world’s hugest companies have crazy office spaces with arcade machines, or slides and fireman’s poles that let you travel between levels, and maybe half a dozen foosball tables? Yeah. Welcome to Happy, Inc.
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“Go nuts,” Katherine said, spreading her arms again. No hesitation: Mason and Asher fanned out and went exploring.

Herald stared at me, every muscle in his body tense, his knuckles white as he clutched his milk tea. I sighed.

“Go on,” I said. “Don’t worry about me. Have fun.”

He pecked me on the cheek, and just barely managed to bark “Thank you you’ll be fine I love you” before streaking off. Kids, am I right? I shrugged. What the hell, I thought. Might as well make the most of – well, not a bad situation, exactly. Just a strange one.

I was about to walk off when Katherine held her hand up at chest level. “Oh, not you, Mr. Graves,” she said, grinning. “We’ve got something special planned for you.”

My butt cheeks clenched. “I – what?” This was the part where they would chop me up, pack me in a box, and send me off to one of their processing centers to be ground up into cute little patties.

“You’re supposed to meet Mr. Thorpe, remember?” Katherine’s smile stretched impossibly wider. How many teeth did this woman have? “Silly. Come now. Right this way.”

I followed, bemused, as she tapped the side of her temple and spoke. I guess I hadn’t spotted the earpiece she’d been wearing the whole time. “We’re ready for you, Mr. Thorpe,” she muttered.

At the far end of the massive playroom, with all its bells and whistles and flashing lights, was a simple, smooth black door with a golden handle. Very much out of place. Not gonna lie, I was still considering the very real possibility of being chopped into bits.

“Through this door, and down the corridor, Mr. Graves,” Katherine said. “This is where we part, for now. I’ll meet you back here with your friends to give out the gift bags, once you’re finished with Mr. Thorpe.”

Ooh. Gift bags? That was a nice touch, and a good incentive to stay alive. Who doesn’t want free swag?

“Thanks for showing me around. See you later, I guess.”

I stepped through the door, and let it click shut behind me. The walls of this new corridor were jet black, much like the door itself, the floor carpeted in deep, lush vermilion. If the rest of HQ was some enormous, fast food-laden playhouse, this felt much more like the hallway of some really luxurious hotel, or, you know, an actual corporate office, albeit a very expensive one. Incandescent bulbs set in deep recesses in the ceiling lit the way to – wow, yet another door? Man. Where the hell was Mr. Thorpe?

I realized then that I really had no idea who I was supposed to meet. I tried to look him up online prior to the tour, but Thorpe was so elusive that there were so few photos of him out in public. I mean, this wasn’t a mission for the Boneyard, I wasn’t there to steal from him.

Or assassinate him, for that matter.

I shook my head. See, this was what life in the arcane underground had done to me. It twisted something as innocent as a fun company tour into a cult-y murder operation. 

The door at the end of the hallway slid open as I approached. Automatic, I thought, until I realized that it was an elevator. One of those smallish ones, meant for transporting very few passengers at a time. Claustrophobic, almost, if it wasn’t for the mirrored interiors, the shiny metallic floor, the single brass button that looked tauntingly out at me from the control panel. I pressed it, unsure of what to expect.

Maybe half a minute later, the elevator finally dinged. Warm, fresh air rushed in as the door slid open, and I blinked my eyes, unbelieving. Sunlight? This shaft was built all the way to the rooftop.

I stepped out, mouth agog. Not just any rooftop, either, but one that was sprawling with beautifully sculpted plants, opening out into a powder blue sky. Glass fixtures sparkled in the sunlight. It was like being in a terrarium, almost, one that looked out onto the entirety of Valero.

“Mr. Graves, I presume?”

The voice was smooth, velvety, as sleek and sophisticated as the man it belonged to. He stood by one of the larger bushes, a disproportionately tiny pair of trimming shears in his hand.

“Mr. Thorpe,” I said, putting on my best smile. “It’s a pleasure. I’m a huge fan of your company.”

“So I’ve heard,” Thorpe said. He was a handsome man, his longish locks slicked back across his scalp, in a way that reminded me of how Carver liked to style his own hair. That wasn’t the only similarity, truthfully. Thorpe liked his suits too, it seemed, wearing a charcoal gray one that looked so sharply cut that he could have been poured into it. His eyes alternated between watching me approach and scrutinizing the bush he was working on. His irises were as dark as his hair, glimmering with curiosity, and a kind of cunning.

“But the pleasure of this meeting is all mine,” Thorpe said. He smiled – there it was – all brilliant white teeth and perfect cheekbones, his eyes all but twinkling under the light of the sun. “I imagine you’ve had a good time here today. I did have to wait a little, but I’ve waited to meet you for so long now.” He folded his arms, grinning, letting his shears dangle from the end of his finger. “What’s one or two hours more?”

I stepped up to him, thinking that offering my hand would be the polite thing to do, but there was something odd about his stance, and his smile. Not quite mocking. Teasing, I suppose.

“Apologies for the wait,” I said. “Katherine gave us the grand tour. I’m not entirely sure what you mean about wanting to meet me, though. I mean, I’ve been a fan of the Happy Cow forever, but I didn’t know I was so famous at the Valero branch for loving it.”

I forced myself to laugh, trying to dislodge the discomfort and dread building in my throat. Thorpe laughed with me, his voice musical, but his eyes strangely still.

“Dustin, was it?” he said, his head tilting, as if to appraise me. “Dustin Graves?”

“That’s right, Mr. Thorpe. Unless you’d prefer I call you something else?” I grinned, masking my anxieties. “Sir? Hah. A burger genius?”

Thorpe’s smile was as warm and as bright as the sun. “Please. I’d like us to be friends. Call me by my true name.” He extended one hand, his fingers slender, elegant. “Call me Loki.”
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“Bullshit,” I said. A little rude for a first-time meeting with a new entity, you say? Probably. But I was getting fed up with all these roundabout tricks the gods and demons liked to play just to talk to me, how they expected everyone to just bend to their whims and caprices.

“If you say so,” Loki said, his smile so mirthful that I knew he was holding back his laughter. It was his defining trait: he was constantly on the verge of losing his shit and cracking up, like he knew the punchline to the world’s funniest joke.

But he wasn’t about to tell it.

I asked him anyway. “What the hell is so funny?”

“Look,” Loki said. “I know you’re tired of stumbling upon gods and goddesses wherever you turn.”

I narrowed my eyes. “You read my mind.”

“But shouldn’t you be at least a little bit flattered? I went through all the trouble of finding you, and getting you to come here.”

“See, here’s the problem with that. I’ve met so many entities now, and all of them were so blunt with me. Either they chased me down themselves, or met me with hostility the very moment I stepped into their domiciles.” I looked around the rooftop garden, its warm breeze doing little to improve my mood. “Wait. You’re telling me this entire building is your domicile?”

Loki gave me a simpering grin. “A small part of it.”

I whistled. “Good for you. But again, how do I know that you’re who you say you are? I know where some gods keep their tethers, and that’s proof enough for me. That’s like a mailing address. You, on the other hand? Nobody ever said anything about a Norse god controlling an entire fast food empire.”

“What can I say? I’m good at both business and keeping my profile – low-key. Hah.”

I frowned at him. If Loki wasn’t being so pompous, I thought that we might even have gotten along. We certainly had matching egos and bloated self images.

“Look,” Loki continued. “I don’t know what to tell you, other than you’re just going to have to trust me.” He placed his hand on his coat, puffing his chest out, standing erect. “I am Loki, father of Hel, the goddess of death. Father of Jormungand the world serpent, and of Fenrir. Mother of Sleipnir.” He sighed when he saw how unimpressed I looked. “Listen. I don’t exactly carry around pictures of my kids in my wallet.” He flicked his garden shears up in the air, sticking his hands in his pockets. The shears glimmered in the sun, then vanished.

“This extremely circuitous way of getting my attention at least has me listening, I admit,” I said. “Just the type of weirdo games you entities like to play. And it can’t be a coincidence. Odin wants my head on a platter, and you come crawling out of the woodwork. What I find hard to believe is that you’re really the guy behind Happy, Inc. You’re telling me that you’ve been slinging burgers for a living?”

“You say that as if it’s a bad thing. I would thank you not to denigrate the fine art of burger-slinging, Mr. Graves. Was it not a fry cook who saved your life?”

I held out my hands. “Whoa, whoa. I never said anything about dissing Charlie, or his profession. But yeah, about that. Whose idea was it to put a cardboard disk in a hamburger?”

Loki chuckled. “We knew ahead of time that you, specifically, would discover the Lucky Patty. This was planned. How else was I supposed to make your acquaintance?”

He was mocking me, with his sharp grin, the knife-like curve of his eyebrow. “Whatever happened to phone calls? Or you could have just ambushed me in a dark alley, or barged in on me while I was in the shower.” I folded my arms and huffed. “That’s what every other entity does, anyway.”

“Now, where’s the fun in that? I’m a trickster god, after all. It’s in my job description. I wanted to keep things interesting. Entertaining. Fun.”

I waved my hand around myself, at the gardens, at the building. “So all this? This has been your idea of fun?”

He smiled warmly. “Oh, for the past sixty years or so? Happy, Inc. is a family-owned business, always led by a member of the Thorpe clan.” He stuck his chest out again, flicking his lapels proudly. “It was always me, of course. Kind of fun, assuming different identities over the years. Zebediah Thorpe, Felicity Thorpe after him – that was fun – then it was Zachariah.” He turned his lip up. “Wasn’t too fond of that one. So now, here I am, Theodore Thorpe, heir to the Happy, Inc. fortune, and the young maverick behind its expansion into the trendier side of fast food.”

“And dog treats.”

“Indeed. I’m very happy with the performance of Puppy Yum biscuits.” Loki must have noticed the look that passed across my face. “Oh, don’t worry. We don’t process them and Snacky Yum-Yums in the same place. I realize the similarity in their names, but your cheesy, high-sodium snacks are safe.”

I nodded, and squirreled away that information for the next time I ran into Artemis. Knowing how comfortable she was with animals, though, she probably wouldn’t have minded either way.

“So this is the face you wear now,” I said.

Loki chuckled, running his tongue along the rim of his teeth. “Not handsome enough for you?”

“Not my type,” I said, carefully avoiding the magnetic well of handsomeness that was his dumb, cocky face.

“This is my true face. I’m every bit as attractive as the legends say.”

“None of the legends talk about you being attractive.”

He winked in a way that made my stomach perform a tiny somersault. How the hell did he do that? I should have been taking notes. “You know well enough by now that you can’t believe all the old stories.”

“Fine. So we both know things. But why do this? Why did you want to see me?”

“One question at a time. I did this purely out of boredom, Mr. Graves. Immortality can be so dull.”

“I heard the same thing about Odin. It’s why he put up the Twilight Tavern in the first place. His beloved bed and breakfast.”

“Correct. You live long enough, you start thinking of diversions, you know? And this isn’t a world where gods can go around razing the countryside for fun anymore.” He cocked his hip and chuckled. “Well, unless you count Odin and his Wild Hunt.”

I grimaced. “Tell me about it. Wait. Is that why I’m here? Is this about the corgi?”

Loki waved his hand. “Not at all. The All-Father’s misadventures are none of my concern. The time he spends reveling and drinking is time he doesn’t spend building more power – or, for that matter, a more financially stable small business. No, this has nothing to do with your little dog. Banjo is quite safe.”

“You even know the corgi’s name. Actually, you seem to know a lot for someone who should be paying attention to running his own business. And a pretty big operation it is, I might add.”

“I like to keep my ear to the ground, to take stock of what happens around me. I stay on my toes, Mr. Graves. I don’t have to get ready if I stay ready. That’s why I started Happy, Inc. Gone are the days of worship, of men singing the names of gods as they charge into battle, of temples and altars filled with zealots and sacrifices.” He folded his hands together and nodded at me. “Sorry. I know you’re sensitive about that.”

“Don’t mention it. So that’s your point behind all this? You have no worshippers, so instead you’re building wealth?”

Loki tapped the side of his nose. “Close. See, this is the world we live in now. Humanity is so wrapped up in acquiring more and more, in consuming. The gods are extinct, trampled to death by smartphones and celebrities and trendy food. These are your new gods. And wouldn’t you believe it, the importance humanity places in these objects and symbols, the psychic essence they invest? It all streams back to me. I siphon that energy, feed on it, and grow stronger. Why, it’s nearly as good as being worshipped again.”

A cloud passed over the sun just then, casting a shadow over Loki’s face. In just the sliver of his grin, the twinkling of his eyes, I saw him for what he truly was: a trickster god, a rogue, exactly as he said. We really could have been friends.

“That’s actually pretty clever.”

“Indeed. The moon turns, and time marches on, and those who don’t bend with the tides of progress will simply break. Take the All-Father, as an example. This is a world that I control, where I am the most powerful of the Norse gods, and that chaps Odin’s ass like you wouldn’t believe. Therein lies the second benefit of running a powerful corporation that dwarfs his struggling bed and breakfast by several orders of magnitude.”

“To annoy him. To revel in his torment. To play the role of the trickster.”

“Precisely. Schadenfreude. I enjoy a little bit of discord, a touch of chaos. It’s in my nature. Some things change, Mr. Graves. But some stay the same. That includes my unique relationship with the All-Father. I cannot deny who I am, as much as you cannot deny who and what you are.”

I raised my chin. “Oh? And who am I, exactly?”

“Dustin Graves, the darkling mage, one whose bond with the shadows deepens with every passing day. Kin and keeper of the Dark Room, you are. And both killer and catalyst of those mad greater entities, the gods who dwell outside of space and time. The Old Ones.”

“That’s – that’s pretty accurate so far.”

“Conqueror of gods, demons, and angels,” Loki continued. “Slayer of the White Mother Yelzebereth, and of Shtuttasht, the Overthroat. The bane of the Eldest.”

I scratched the back of my neck, restraining a chuckle. “Flattery will get you everywhere.”

“And indeed it has,” Loki said, grinning. “But this isn’t about buttering you up. Now that we’re friends, I feel more at ease discussing more delicate matters with you. I know full well of your struggles. Agatha Black is a dangerous opponent, and I believe you will need all the help you can get to defeat her.”

I felt my muscles tighten. “I’m not going to turn down any help that’s willingly given, especially when it comes to dealing with an agent of the Eldest. She’s a threat to the world. But I need to know something. Why would you want to help us? How could you possibly benefit?”

Loki’s eyes widened with some surprise. He turned his hands up, spreading his fingers, showing his palms. “Why, to preserve the status quo, of course. In this era, I am more powerful than the All-Father himself. You’re a clever man, Graves, don’t make me repeat myself. And I don’t need to remind you that you’ve fallen on Odin’s bad side as well. Who better to offer you advice on how to deal with his wrath?”

Both excellent points, I had to admit. What could it hurt to talk? If Loki could give us an edge over Odin and Agatha, I was happy to spend the afternoon with him up on that rooftop.

“Fine,” I said. “I’ll listen.”

“Excellent.” Loki steepled his fingers, his smile now brighter than the sun far above us. “Now tell me, Mr. Graves. What do you know of the Great Beasts?”
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“The Great Beasts,” Mason said. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard of them referred to that way.” He brought his shield up to his face, anticipating my blow.

“That was how Loki put it,” I said. “Almost like they were part of the same, ominous organization. Tiamat. Bahamut. Scylla. Fenrir.” I enunciated every name with a slash of my sword, and each time, Mason danced out of my trajectory. With his reflexes, he hardly needed his mystical shield at all. “All of the most legendary mythical beasts, from almost every culture. Apparently they all hang out together.”

“Interesting,” Carver said, watching from the far end of the room. “Very interesting indeed.”

It was an unusual setup. Mason and I were sparring on that same interdimensional platform that the Boneyard had grown explicitly for our use, the new room that we liked to think of as our magical dojo. Carver had not-so-gently suggested that my reunion with the Dark Room probably meant that I should take measures to get reacquainted with its strange powers.

Mainly the point was to practice harder, and maintain enough control to avoid a repeat of that one very awkward time that the Dark Room took possession of my body at Brandt Manor and tried to kill all my friends. No biggie.

Mason was only too happy to oblige. He said he needed the practice, too, but the past ten or so minutes that we’d been sparring had shown me that it wasn’t just an infusion of angel blood Samyaza had passed down to him, but some pretty gnarly physical fighting prowess, too.

Handling weaponry – sorry, the Vestments, as Mason called them – came so naturally to him. It helped that the golden weapons and protections he conjured out of nowhere seemed to weigh almost nothing. I mean he was strong, to be sure, but the huge kite shield he was lugging around to protect himself couldn’t have been heavier than a big piece of cardboard in his hands.

To be fair, it was the same with the shadow blade I’d learned to conjure for myself. It was thin, wicked, razor-sharp, but it handled so cleanly that fighting with it felt even smoother than swinging Vanitas around. The shadow blade brought all the danger and cutting power of a real sword, minus the weight. It took some getting used to, but I was convinced that with enough practice I could make the process as fluid and graceful as trying to murder someone with a feather.

“Wishful thinking,” Vanitas growled in my mind as I went in for another slash. He hovered just at the edge of the dojo, floating in the inky abyss that surrounded it. I forgot to mention. He’d taken the role of mentor, quite rightly pointing out early on that fighting with the shadow sword was completely different from anything he’d ever experienced in mortal life. “You need more focus,” he said, “and what did I tell you about strengthening your body?”

I gritted my teeth as I lunged, as Mason nimbly danced out of the way yet again. “What’s the point of building muscle if the sword weighs nothing?”

“Oh, nothing,” Vanitas started, his voice dripping with sarcasm, the red light of his garnets flickering in the corner of my vision. “A longer life, maybe, better physical health as a result. A stronger body, for a start. Maybe you just want to look good for your partner, eh? But don’t mind me, what do I know? I don’t even have a body.”

“Oh my God, Vanitas, shut up.”

“Never, not until you acknowledge that the sword is an extension of your body and your spirit – more literally than you know. Otherwise, it’s just a glorified toothpick.”

“Its name is Nightmare,” I roared, bringing the sword around in a huge arc.

I realized too late that I’d said that out loud with my mouth. The change in Mason’s face was only just perceptible, the corner of his lips lifting into a mischievous grin. I knew what was coming before it hit me. He lifted his shield arm to meet Nightmare, the collision clanging like metal against metal despite the two being made of ethereal energy. His shield vanished, and he smiled harder as he charged forward, extending his other arm. The shield reappeared there, mystically shunted through space, just in time to slam powerfully into my chest. I flew off my feet, then landed heavily on the dusty ground.

Breathing – no, wheezing was hard enough, the air knocked clean out of my lungs. My fingers clawed at the stone floor as I looked for purchase, struggling to get to my feet. I pushed off the ground with both hands before I realized that Nightmare was gone, disengaged and returned to the Dark because I’d lost focus. Looking down at my bloodied hand I found what was in its place: a gaping black hole, leaking pure shadow from the Dark Room.

“Dustin,” Carver called out, his voice ringing with warning. “Dustin, control yourself.”

It sounded as if his voice was coming from another room. The world felt hazier, not just from the difficulty of breathing, I knew, but because my body was surrendering to the old, familiar reflex of falling back on the Dark Room’s power. Let us take over, the shadows seemed to say. We’ll take it from here.

“No,” I said groggily, my eyes focusing on the gaps between the great stones lining the floor of the dojo. “I’m – I’m in control.”

“Dust?” It was Mason’s voice. His hand reached for my shoulder, squeezing gently. “Are you okay, man? Look, I can help you up.”

“No,” I said, chuckling.

“Mason,” Carver barked. “Get away.”

I did it again. The shadows surged from the opening in my palm, as if my body itself had become a doorway for the Dark Room. The black tendrils almost felt like a hand, curling around my fingers, pressing gently. They were reassuring, possessive.

“Get away from me,” I screamed. Whether the words were meant for Mason or the Dark Room, I wasn’t sure. But they triggered something in the shadows, causing them to gush in an eruption of midnight black, bursting from the ground in a horrible geyser of tentacles and knives.

Carver shouted out. Vanitas sped towards me, his blade readied, not to defend me, I knew, but to fight me if it came to it. But Mason only stumbled back a few paces. My eyes were still focused on the ground, on his shoes as they scuffed the floor – and on the droplets of blood that spilled onto the gray, dusty stone.

I sprang away in horror, staring at my hands, then up at Mason, expecting the worst. He looked me for a moment, his expression neutral, before he wiped one hand against his cheek. It left a streak of blood in a horizontal smear, just under his eye.

“I’m so sorry,” I muttered hoarsely, my head clearing, the myriad voices of the Dark Room fading into nothing.

Mason looked at his bloodied hand, then at me, with that same empty expression. Then he smiled. “It’s nothing. Just a nick. Don’t worry about it.”

Carver’s boot heels clacked as he crossed the floor, heading straight for Mason. Carver clutched his face, firmly, but gently, his false eye pulsing with faint light as he examined the wound.

“It’s just a scratch,” Carver said. “Go and find Asher, Mason. See that he cleans the wound and heals you up nicely.” Carver’s false eye swiveled down at me, glaring accusingly. “That will be quite enough practice for one day.”

I chewed my lip, staring at Mason’s cheek worriedly. “I’m so sorry, dude.”

“As you should be,” Carver muttered.

“It’s nothing, I swear. It barely hurts.” Mason blinked, looking between us. “You’re not going to yell at him for this, are you? It was an accident. Dust didn’t mean that.”

“Goodbye, Mason,” Carver said curtly.

Mason left then, scratching the back of his neck, giving me guilty glances as he loped off into the corridor. I wish I could transmit my thoughts to him. What did he have to be guilty for? I asked him to spar with me, and that was all he did.

“And you had to go full Dark Room on him,” Vanitas grunted into my head. “The boy was doing you a favor and you paid him back by cutting him open.”

I groaned. “Please, V,” I thought. “Carver’s going to drag my ass from here to the next county. Will you just leave me alone? I know that I messed up, okay? I’ll see you back in our room.”

Vanitas floated away, his telepathic voice grumbling and mumbling wordless complaints in the back of my head. I folded up my legs underneath me, knowing that I was in for a good reaming, and sighed.

“This is why I supervised you,” Carver hissed. “Oh no, you said. We’ll be fine, Carver. No need to watch us like we’re a bunch of kids. Pah. Child that you are.”

“Look,” I said evenly. “I said I was sorry. It was an accident. Do you really think I’d willingly hurt a friend?”

“Oh, is that what you are now? Because I remember distinctly that you detested each other when you first met. How do I know that this isn’t just some remnant of your dislike for the boy?”

I asked to practice with Mason because he was probably the most resilient person we had in the Boneyard. Sterling, Gil, Carver, and even Asher all had their own ways of mending themselves through supernatural means, but Mason was the one guy who had defenses so tough that healing wouldn’t even be necessary. The whole point was to not make anybody bleed.

“That’s unfair and you know it,” I said. “And we all know that you’re giving him special treatment because he’s a rare and precious breed of half-human, the way you were basically in love with Asher when he first moved in, but come on, Carver. He’s a good kid. I wouldn’t hurt him. You know that.” I threw my hands up and sighed, rubbing the back of my neck. “Maybe I should stop using the Dark Room after all.”

“No,” Carver snapped. “I wouldn’t have permitted its use within my domicile if I didn’t have faith in your ability to control it, Dustin.”

I gave him a weak smile.

“But it appears that my faith was misplaced.”

I frowned.

He snapped his fingers. “To my office. Now. I need to speak with you.”

Hah. I knew there was a reason I crossed my legs underneath me. “I’m pretty comfortable right here, if you don’t mind.”

He bared his teeth at me. “I do mind, Mr. Graves. And if you won’t come, then fine.” He waggled his fingers, the spaces between them filling with pale fire. “I’ll just have to take you with me.”

“Wait, I’ll go with you, don’t – ”

But he’d already flicked the teleportation spell at me by then, and my mouth – hell, my whole body vanished before I could apologize for all the sass.
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I reappeared, still sitting cross-legged, on the floor just by Carver’s desk, in that special space that had been designated for his actual favorite member of the Boneyard, Banjo the corgi.

It was like his little special way of subtly telling me, I suppose, that I was no more important than a dog. But I sniffed, my nose curling as I smelled something off, and turned my head as I deduced that he’d teleported me right by Banjo’s litter box. Of course. Carver loved his little dog, that was a bad comparison. In his mind, I was actually a little turd.

I crawled away from the litter box, snorting and coughing to get the smell of poop out of my nostrils. If you think small dogs make nicer smelling boom-booms, you’ve got it all wrong. The master of said boom-booms came bounding up to meet me, darting out from under Carver’s desk where he liked to hold office.

“Hi, Banjo,” I said, cheering up despite myself as he lapped enthusiastically at my face.

“Arf, arf,” he said.

“Same to you, buddy.” I rubbed his head, scritching the spot just behind his ears, when the ominous clacking of heels told me that Carver wasn’t quite done with my proverbial spanking.

I grimaced as I pushed myself up off the floor, dusting off the seat of my pants. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you teleport one of us around the inside of the Boneyard. Seems pretty extreme.”

“Well,” he huffed. “None of you have ever been quite so insubordinate, especially not when you’ve just injured one of our own.”

My ears were burning. I sighed. He was right.

“Sit,” he ordered, thrusting a finger at his ornate stone desk. I took my place in the plush chair across his own, crossing my hands in my lap. Maybe a little bit of humility would help my case.

Carver sat down, his posture ramrod straight, even when Banjo leapt into his lap and stayed there, curling up into a furry little croissant.

“Mr. Graves,” Carver said, his voice suspiciously calm. “You know that I only harangue you out of concern, both for you and your coworkers.”

I coughed quietly. “I’d like to politely state that I’m a long way past seeing Sterling and the guys as coworkers. They’re my friends. Don’t tell them this, but – I see them as family.”

That didn’t work, somehow. Carver’s stony expression didn’t soften. “I am glad to hear,” he said, not looking very glad at all. “But every incident of this sort has been a result of negligence, whether in terms of judgment or self-control. When you broke Amaterasu’s mirror – ”

“No,” I said, lifting a finger, automatically slipping into defensive mode. “I said it then, and I’ll say it again. I needed to do that to defuse the situation. I didn’t intend to hurt Sterling in the process, but you remember how that ended. We got what we wanted. We escaped the Lorica and got away with Asher scot-free.”

Carver narrowed his eyes. He knew I was right. Measured risks had to be taken sometimes – but I knew he was right, too. This whole thing with cutting Mason open had everything to do with my lack of discipline, of mastery.

“My point is that you should refrain from doing the things that lead to a loss of control for you in the first place,” Carver said, as if picking up on my thoughts.

“So you’re saying I should tamp down my emotions? Anger is normal, isn’t it? The thing is, I don’t know when something’s going to set me off. Or worse, set the Dark Room off.”

“Then the solution is to limit your use of it, at least in the ways that would allow the shadows to enter our reality. Shadowstepping is permissible. In that instance, you are passing through the Dark Room; the Dark Room does not pass through you. As for summoning its blades into this plane, whether to attack with fields of sharpened darkness, or even as a single sword, this – Nightmare, did you call it?”

I nodded. “I think,” I started to say, meekly. “I think that warriors should get to name their swords.”

Carver rolled his eyes. “If you say so. Naming the thing gives it power, Mr. Graves, which means that you must take extra care with it. But for now? No meadows of black grass. No Nightmares. Not until such time that you understand that you must tame both the flux of the shadows as well as your emotions. It seems to me that these two things are tied together. It pains me to see that your powers have grown, but in only the worst ways possible. If only you could exert complete control over them.”

I shrugged. “I don’t know that complete control was ever an option, if I’m honest.”

Carver sighed. “That is fair. Again, keep in mind to limit your use of the Dark.” He gestured at my throat. “Let the amulet you enchanted be your guide. Let it be a reminder of where your heart and your spirit stand.”

I touched my garnet necklace – the one that belonged to Diana Graves, the best memento I had of my mother. Whatever enchantment it was meant to contain had long since dissipated, but at times it had exerted its power over me, reining back my anger, reminding me, exactly as Carver said, of who and what I was.

“I’ll try,” I said. “I’ll try harder. I promise.”

“I believe you. And be creative, Mr. Graves. You still have access to fire magic, after all. In fact, I’m convinced that proximity to Mr. Igarashi has made you more skilled in its use.”

I nodded. “That’s true, actually.”

Seriously, I don’t know how Carver said the next thing with a straight face, but he was a powerful, centuries-old sorcerer, and I wasn’t. “I am convinced that proximity to Mr. Igarashi has, shall we say, benefited you in very many ways.”

I blushed instantly. “Okay,” I said. “Meeting’s over.”

“Ah, not just yet. There are two more things we must discuss. First: the Great Beasts, you say? Meeting them, as suggested by Loki.”

“By a trickster god, no less,” I said, nodding. “And let’s be real, some of the most prominent Great Beasts are his children. Fenrir, the wolf, and Jormungand, the world serpent. A little strange that he’s trying to make it like he’s being all generous with his contacts when he’s really just pushing me to work with his kids.” I shook my head. “Nepotism at its finest.”

“The relationship is intriguing, and something I hadn’t considered. Good point. And lest we forget, many of these same beasts are the catalysts of the apocalypse in their respective cultures. I will, however, say one thing: just like the strange powers of the Dark Room, the Great Beasts themselves may well be a double-edged blade.” Carver looked down at his lap. “Perhaps we even have a special emissary we can send on this particular mission. To help coerce the Beasts.”

Banjo dozed, unaware of his importance, his ear flicking each time Carver’s hand ran across it.

“If you say so,” I said, my mind already grinding through the oddness of taking a head-exploding corgi to see actual, literal big dogs the likes of ﻿Cerberus and Fenrir.

“It cannot truly hurt to pay these creatures a courtesy visit,” Carver said. “The Great Beasts possess tremendous stores of power. This may yet be to our benefit.”

“Unless they eat me and I die,” I pointed out.

Carver smiled. “Unless you die. But as furious as I was with you today, I still have confidence that you’ll make something useful out of this. Find a way to speak to the Beasts.”

“Right.”

“And one last thing. Get in touch with the Bastion boy.”

My heart thumped. “S-sorry?”

“Sebastion Brandt. I need you to contact him directly. It unsettles me to know that the Lorica’s best Eyes have found nothing of Agatha Black’s movements. It disturbs me even more that I have similarly failed on that front. Call Sebastion and ask him for something that once belonged to his grandmother. A lock of hair, an old garment, it doesn’t matter. It must be something that spent time on her person before she was transformed by the Eldest.”

“So, like a piece of jewelry?”

Carver waved his hand. “Yes, that would do just fine. A portion of a person’s life essence remains with their favored possessions, you see, and that may well be the key to tracking down the lioness.”

“Okay then,” I said, swallowing. “Call Bastion. No problem.”

“You will, of course, have to meet him as well,” Carver said. He had no way of knowing how Bastion had been acting weird around me, and therefore no basis for mocking or teasing me about it, but sitting in that chair, stroking Banjo from head to tail made him look every bit the supervillain. “To retrieve said object and bring it to me.”

“Fine,” I said. “I’ll work it out.”

I went straight for my bedroom as soon as Carver dismissed me, pausing just long enough outside Asher’s room to make sure that Mason was okay. The cut on his cheek had stopped bleeding, but it was still there, sliced into his skin, angry and red. Asher’s magic could only do so much. Was Nightmare really that vicious? Maybe the blades of the Dark Room had properties I didn’t full understand yet. I apologized to Mason again, then locked my door behind me.

It’s not like I was doing anything wrong, was I? I just had to call Bastion, meet up with him, and collect the nebulous anything that previously belonged to Agatha Black. But just to be sure, just to be safe – I picked up my phone, because I needed some backup.

“Hi,” I said. “Prudence? Are you free tonight?”
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I twiddled my thumbs, waiting in a leather armchair in the foyer of Brandt Manor, feeling poorer and poorer by the second. That indistinct smell of something floral and citrus-y wafted gently through the mansion, a scent that said “Yes, hi, I’m a candle that costs sixty whole dollars, and the Brandts light one of me every day.”

Prudence was late. Like hell was I going to tell her why I needed her around, and in retrospect, it sounded silly in my own head. What was I supposed to tell her? That Bastion was being cockier, creepier, more physical than usual, and to make sure that she got there quick?

The padding of what sounded like bare feet came through the foyer. You pick up on these things when you get used to the normal sounds of Brandt Manor, that of servants in fine leather shoes, their soles clicking rhythmically as they went about their work. Barefoot was not a thing at Brandt Manor.

I looked up towards the source of the noise, and held my breath. Bare-chested wasn’t supposed to be a thing there, either.

Bastion had just entered through one of the doorways, wrapped in just a towel, his skin slightly wet. Staring just at his face was a monumental effort, because – damn it, fine, the boy was built like a Greek statue, okay? So I peeked.

“Um,” I croaked. “Hi.”

“Sorry to keep you waiting,” he said. He had a smaller, matching towel, the same cream color as the one wrapped way too low on his waist, and was twisting its corner into his ear. Both were monogrammed with the letters S and B. Hand-stitched, too, knowing the Brandts. “Sorry, you caught me at a bad time. Went for a swim.”

He was flexing. He was flexing for sure.

“Right,” I said. A likely story. I called him before I showed up, and it took me at least twenty minutes between finding a rideshare and actually arriving at Brandt Manor. And he decided to take a swim just then? Sure. “So,” I continued. “I’m just here for the thing of Agatha’s I asked for, then I’ll be on my way.”

“Oh, that.” Bastion swept over to one of the side tables dotted around the room, the kind you might leave keys or spare change on, except this one looked so ancient and ornate that it probably cost more than all my internal organs combined. He collected something from it, then stepped over to my chair. From where I was sitting, he looked more naked than ever.

Just look at his face, I told myself. Don’t look anywhere but his face.

I stared hard into his eyes, gray and cruel, like his father’s in the portrait watching us from above the fireplace. He was flexing even harder, damn it. I reached out my hand, opening my palm. Bastion held both my gaze and his grip a little too long. When he dropped the thing in his hand into mine, it was still warm from his touch. I looked at it more closely, an ornate silver brooch in the shape of a lion’s head.

“It’s an old brooch of hers,” Bastion said. “One of her favorites. She liked to wear it at parties. I’m sure enough of her essence rubbed off on the thing. That’s actually interesting, what Carver’s thinking of. I’ll have some of Grandmother’s things brought to the Lorica for the Eyes to take a look at. Truthfully I doubt it’ll work – she’s changed so much that even her energy signature might not match what it was when she was – well, when she was human. But we’ll take every lead we can get.”

“Wonderful,” said a voice from above us. I looked up to find Luella Brandt leaning languorously on her bannister, swishing a glass of her favorite whiskey in one hand, cupping her chin in the other. “All this business about my mother running loose is terrifying. I’d rather we rein her in before she – gods, what is she even capable of? I couldn’t begin to imagine. All I know is that we need everyone’s help to put a stop to this. Yours included, dear Dustin.”

I smiled at her. Bastion raised his head to meet Luella’s, and gave her a small smile himself. “For once, we actually agree on something, Mother.”

Luella raised her glass at Bastion, then nodded, a silent toast. Then a sharp sort of smile found its way to her lips, a wicked gleam playing in her eyes. “Now Bastion, why are you strutting around in just a towel? I saw you not five minutes ago and you were fully clothed. Next thing I knew,” she purred, tilting her head to one side, “you were rushing to the second floor guest bath, tearing off your clothes and spritzing yourself with water.” Her lips parted, her teeth bared as she stared him down like a jungle cat. “Why – are you trying to impress someone? Is it Dustin, perhaps?”

I kept perfectly still, Agatha’s brooch warm in my hand. My skin ran hot. Bastion’s did, too. His face went red, his skin flushing from his forehead to his cheeks, down to his neck and his chest and – wait. Don’t look, I told myself, holding my head perfectly still. Don’t look.

“Bastion?” said a voice from behind us. I turned to find Prudence standing just by the front door, her expression one of deep puzzlement. “What the – why are you – did you just get out of the shower?”

He cleared his throat, raised his chin, and set his spine in an unusually erect position. “That’s none of your business.”

I wasn’t expecting Romira to show up next – neither did Bastion, apparently, from how his hands quickly flew to cover his torso. But she slunk in next to Prudence, a playful smile on her lips.

“Ooh la la, Sebastion,” she said. “Break me off a piece of that. Where do I sign up for my lap dance?”

From far above us, Luella Brandt barked with laughter.

“Why are the two of you even here?” Bastion demanded, redder than ever.

“For the show, apparently,” Prudence said, fixing him with a grim stare. “Romira, did you bring any singles? We should’ve stopped by an ATM.”

“Very funny,” Bastion huffed.

“Whatever,” Prudence said. “Get dressed. We’re heading out.”

I started to panic. “What? I thought it was just you, me, and Romira.”

Prudence tilted her head, frowning. “I thought the whole point of asking us to come here was so that Bastion could tag along?”

“Oh,” I said. Damn it. I hadn’t thought that far ahead. “Um, actually, I was just here to pick up the thing I needed for Carver. Bastion doesn’t need to come with.”

He raised his chin, glaring at me. “And why the hell not?”

“He’s right,” Romira said. “If we’re going fishing for information, more warm bodies couldn’t hurt.” She tittered, cocking her shoulder. “Teehee. Warm bodies.”

“Oh, do take him with you,” Luella called from the top of the staircase. “Sebastion can be such a bore when he’s like this, stomping around the house and pining.”

I blinked. Pining?

“We’ll get him out of your hair just as soon as he throws some clothes on,” Prudence said.

Romira giggled. “Maybe a tank top. He’s got those arms and all. Oh, and hi, Mrs. Brandt.”

Luella raised her glass at Romira and smiled. Romira nudged me with her elbow, whispering. “When I grow up, I want to be just like her.”
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Things weren’t as awkward as I thought they’d be, not when there were four of us, and not when Bastion insisted on calling shotgun for the rideshare. At least we didn’t have to sit next to each other. Plus we had a fifth to serve as an extra social buffer, if you counted Madam Chien, Prudence’s grandmother. Her apothecary, oddly comforting with its soft incandescent light and scores of antique chests and cabinets, was our first destination. We were hoping that she’d know something about how to communicate with the Great Beasts.

“This is a difficult one, admittedly,” Madam Chien said, rubbing her chin. Lucky that we caught her just in time, too. She was just about to close up shop for the night.

Madam Chien was the kind of old lady who was just the right mix of wizened and sprightly. She seemed diminutive, nondescript as she wandered the aisles of her musty shop, endlessly arranging and rearranging her stocks of phials and ingredients. But we knew better. The woman packed a significant punch, and probably had decades of arcane prowess to back her fists up. Both magic and martial arts ran in Prudence’s family’s blood, it seemed.

“My boss doesn’t know where to start, either,” I told her.

“That is not at all surprising,” she said. “No one simply goes off in search of gigantic monsters to ask them for trinkets or favors.” She cocked an eyebrow at me, scowling. “No one in their right mind, at least.”

I shrugged. “It’s one thing we haven’t tried, and I don’t mean to exaggerate, but we’re going to need all the help we can get when it comes to Agatha Black.”

“Yes. I’ve heard of this lioness of yours. Her prestige was quite widespread within the arcane community. She might have even come to shop here, once or twice.” I didn’t think it was possible, but Madam Chien frowned even harder, her face screwing up into a prune. “She was not the most pleasant woman.”

Bastion bowed his head apologetically. “It came with the territory, I think. I suppose the magic got to her head.”

Romira smirked. “Sort of runs in the blood, the arrogance.”

Bastion reddened and looked away. He cleared his throat, but said nothing.

“Then there’s nothing you can tell us that would help, Grandma?” Prudence folded her arms, her lips twisted in disappointment. “I thought for sure that you might be able to tip us off.”

Madam Chien scoffed. “Please. Even if I did know, do you truly believe that I would have told you where to find the Great Beasts? To send my only granddaughter into the jaws of death? You’re more foolish than I thought.”

“Grandma,” Prudence grumbled warningly.

Madam Chien barked back in Mandarin, and that set them off. I couldn’t begin to tell you what they were arguing about, only that I was really glad I wasn’t caught in the crossfire. I broke off with Romira and Bastion, and we went into our own little huddle, over by a shelf stacked high with jars of colorful powder.

“So,” Romira said. “Any ideas?”

“We ask an entity,” Bastion said. “Someone who knows about these things.”

“Interesting proposition,” I said. “Except that even Loki himself didn’t know where the Beasts hang out. I mean, wouldn’t he have told me if he knew?”

“So, again, we ask an entity,” Bastion said, his jaw clenching. “Someone who’s good with secrets.”

Romira’s eyes flitted between us, and she licked her lips, as if hesitating to speak. “Or someone who’s good with animals. Big old animals. The biggest.”

I shook my head. “The last time I talked to Artemis, Chernobog showed up to pull my heart out of my chest. Remember? As for secrets, I’m not sure I’m still on good footing with Arachne.”

Romira nodded. “That’s one option. Or we could go bigger and check with Hecate.”

Bastion nodded, too. “Even better. Goddess of magic, probably knows more about lore than the others.”

My eyes fell on a bit of dust on the floor. Behind us, Prudence and her grandmother were still arguing.

“I haven’t heard from her in ages. You know, I never had to use a communion to find her, after that first time.” The first time being the night that Bastion, Prudence, and I went to seek out the Greek goddess of magic and very nearly got killed. “She just kind of showed up whenever she wanted. Wait. Romira. Aren’t you linked to ﻿Cerberus?”

﻿Cerberus was her patron, a simplistic way of saying that Romira had a contract with the Great Beast, one that gave him ownership of her soul in exchange for the gift of arcane power. Romira cocked an eyebrow at me and scoffed.

“Yes, but it’s not like he can help all that much. He’s a three-headed dog. Some of the Beasts can communicate, I’m sure, but ﻿Cerberus is all grunts and growls. He appeared to me to offer patronage, not the other way around.”

“What, like he just showed up in your apartment or something? Clouds of smoke and fire?”

“Basically, yes. Scared the shit out of me, but he got his point across. It’s hard to describe, but I guess it was like a sort of – emotional telepathy? I understood.”

Bastion sighed. “So, in short, you have no idea where your own patron is tethered? No way to communicate with him?”

She rolled her eyes. “Nope. It’s not like I’m in any hurry to see him again, you know. He’s kind of holding my soul for collateral. I’m not gonna lie, I’m more than a little wary of entities since then. I can fake being polite for the most part, but yeah.”

“Is it weird?” I asked. “You know, not having a soul.”

Romira tossed her hair and grinned. “I feel great, honestly. It’s not like someone pulling out your wisdom teeth. My soul’s still right here, in my body. I mean I might change my tune when it’s time to collect, but for now? I’m on top of the world.” She flashed a grin that stretched too wide, one with far too many teeth. I tried not to shudder.

“So,” she continued. “We’re going to have to decide who we consult, then pick up the right offerings for a communion. Maybe Prudence will have some ideas, too, just as soon as we get out of here and have a chance to ask her.”

Bastion cringed and sucked air in through his teeth. “Yeah, that’s assuming she makes it out alive.”

I followed his line of sight. Prudence and Madam Chien really did look like they were inches away from a brawl, their faces pressed so close together, standing on the balls of their feet. Then, out of nowhere, Madam Chien’s features softened, and she bent in to take Prudence’s hands. Prudence’s face fell immediately, her eyes filling with tears. Wordlessly, they hugged.

“What’s – what’s happening?” I muttered.

“Shh,” Bastion said. “Shut up. Shut up. They’re having a moment.”

“Aww,” Romira cooed.

“I’m only worried about you,” Madam Chien said. “But you’re right. This affects all of us. I will let you know if I learn anything about the Beasts. Or the witch called Agatha Black.”

“Thank you, Grandma,” Prudence said. “That’s all I needed to hear.”

We helped Madam Chien close up shop, then were quickly rebuffed when we offered to accompany her home. She ambled off into the darkness alone. Muggers probably had way more to fear from her than the other way around. Prudence could break a man’s head open with one punch. Who knew what Madam Chien was capable of?

Prudence’s choice was Hecate, too. “It won’t be as dangerous as the first time, because she likes you now or something. Doesn’t she?”

I shrugged. “I guess. It’s just – I really haven’t heard from her in forever. And you know how she is, it’s like her mood changes depending on how the wind blows.”

Romira tapped at her phone. “It says here that she likes black ewes and dogs for sacrifices. Also honey.” She huffed. “Where are we supposed to find a dog to sacrifice this time of night?”

“No,” Bastion barked. “Not this shit again. We are not killing a puppy. Or a baby lamb.”

“Perhaps you won’t need to,” said a voice from the sidewalk.

The four of us started at the sound of it, Prudence’s fingers already crackling with pale blue fire. The voice had come from a sphere of golden light. I curled my fist, readying a fireball. Beside me, Romira was cupping her own handful of flame, and Bastion was already murmuring a spell in preparation. Mammon was back, and he was looking for a fight.

“Whoa, hey now,” the voice said. “There’s no need to get violent.”

Wait. That wasn’t Mammon’s voice, the velvet, sometimes sneering, sometimes simpering tones of the demon prince of greed. This voice was much more melodic and relaxed, like someone who could be a friend. No – like someone who could be a bro.

The light flickered, then began to fade, revealing the entity hidden behind the golden aura. There, wearing sun-kissed skin and white linen, like he’d just stepped off a yacht, stood the god of the sun. Beside him was his gaudy golden car, its engine gently rumbling.

“It’s just me,” the entity said, his smile lighting up the night – literally. “Your good friend Apollo.”
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Apollo smoothed his hair back and grinned, his teeth sparkling pearly and white. His other hand went down to the unbuttoned front of his shirt, drawing attention to his tanned torso.

“Well, hello, ladies.”

“Back off,” Romira huffed, clutching Prudence’s wrist. “We’re both taken.”

Apollo groaned dramatically. “A pity, that. I do so love human women. Especially the very pretty ones.”

Romira harrumphed, flipping her hair, but I caught the traces of a flattered smile on her lips.

“Who the hell wears sandals at night?” Bastion muttered near my ear.

“Will you shut up?” I muttered back.

“So,” Apollo said. “Now that we’ve dispensed with the pointless small talk – Dustin Graves, you owe me a favor.”

All necks craned towards me, which made it an especially unfortunate time for me to gulp.

“I’m not sure what you mean, exactly,” I said. “Care to refresh my memory?”

Apollo chuckled. “Very cheeky of you. I helped put in a good word for you with my sister, remember? Artemis wouldn’t talk to you about your little dog, so I volunteered to commune with her in your place. Get her attention.”

“Right,” I said hesitantly.

“And now it’s time for you to return the favor. Interestingly, there might be something in it for you as well.”

“I’m afraid I don’t follow.”

“Then I’ll lay it out for you straight.” Apollo’s posture straightened, the loose, lax frat bro melting away, leaving only a god, serious, resolute. “Your meeting with Artemis had its consequences. I was aware of the risks going in, but I never quite thought it would go so badly. Artemis has been excommunicated from the Midnight Convocation.”

“Holy shit,” Bastion muttered.

“Indeed. A goddess can still stand on her own, but being part of an alliance – a divine coalition, if you will, gives you power that you can’t quite get anywhere else in this time of nonbelievers. That means that my sister has lost a fair portion of her power.”

“Oh my God,” I said, looking around at the others, who were just as aghast as me. “All this because she helped me?”

Apollo nodded grimly. “The gods take their allegiances very seriously. The Midnight Convocation specifically has not forgotten about Metzli’s death. I don’t think they ever will.”

Poor Metzli, Aztec goddess of the night, slain in battle by the Overthroat. Then Chernobog – hell, any of the other entities of night and moon could still be after me. “But you’re saying that there’s something in it for me, as well.”

“Correct,” Apollo said, a dimple appearing in his cheek as the smile returned to his lips. “I may have heard that you and your adorable mortal friends are looking to forge new bonds with the cadre of mythical monsters and world-eaters known as the Great Beasts.”

Romira cocked her hip, pushing her hands into her waist. “And how do you know about this, exactly?”

Apollo pointed a finger-gun at her and winked. “I may have heard it through the grapevine.”

I shook my head. The gods of the old world were huge gossips, but the Greek pantheon really took the cake when it came to this stuff. And I wasn’t sure I liked the mention of grapevines, either. That suggested the involvement of yet another entity, one I thought I’d successfully avoided for so long.

“So that’s it?” I said. “I help Artemis – never mind that I don’t even know where to begin with restoring a goddess’s power – and I’ll somehow find a way to win over the Great Beasts?”

Apollo smiled in a transparently patronizing manner, the blond locks of his hair tumbling as he shook his head. “You’re still not getting it. I need you to talk to Artemis. She’ll tell you what she needs to get stronger again. And whatever that is, Dustin, well, you’re somewhat bound to helping her out. Unless, of course, you also want to make enemies with the Conclave of the Sun.”

Apollo’s smile was unwavering, still as warm and friendly as before, but behind the gleaming teeth and the twinkling eyes, I knew that his threat was very real. As a sun goddess, Amaterasu was part of the Conclave herself, just as her brother-husband Tsukuyomi was part of the Midnight Convocation. The last thing I needed just then was to have more angry gods – members of the Japanese pantheon, no less – breathing down my neck. I thought of the death goddess Izanami’s true face, and shuddered.

“Fine,” I said. “You twisted my arm. Don’t look at me like that, I’m kidding – I know I’m at least partly at fault. So, where do we find her?”

Apollo scratched his chin, looking up into the sky. “Well, let’s see. She’s probably pretty upset. Down in the dumps, even. And when Artemis gets in a bad mood, she does what the rest of us like to do: indulge.”

“That’s not exactly a lead, is it?” Romira said, frowning.

“Depends,” Apollo said with a smirk. “Where would you go in Valero, I wonder, to find a downtrodden Greek goddess who just wants to drink her own weight in wine?”

I sighed. “Great. The Amphora. Which I guess means we’re going to run into Dionysus as well.”

Apollo nodded. “Pretty much. Hey, that’s just how it is.” He puffed his chest out and grinned again. “And don’t let me catch you gallivanting off wherever, now. We had an agreement, you and I. This is the exact favor I need you to fulfill in exchange for what I offered. Help my twin sister.” His grin somehow grew even wider, brighter. “Or, you know. Or else.”

Prudence narrowed her eyes at the sun god. “Or else, what?”

Apollo chuckled. “Hey, that’s between me and the shadow mage here. I’m just saying, the right thing to do is to honor your end of the bargain.” He winked at me, and in that tiny, briefest instance I imagined all the power of the world’s sun gods and entities coming down on my head with the full fury of their fire. I just bit my tongue and nodded. “In the meantime,” Apollo continued, waving his hand at his ridiculous car. “Can I offer you a ride to the Amphora?”

Romira shrugged. “Sure, why not. Gotta admit, I’m curious about what it looks like on the inside.”

“Here,” Apollo said, smiling, opening the rear passenger door. “Let me help you in.” He placed his hand on the small of Romira’s back, guiding her in. She swatted it away, frowning.

“Hey, just because I’m being friendlier doesn’t mean you’re allowed to get handsy,” she grumbled.

“Apologies,” he said, raising his hands. “You’re that ﻿Cerberus woman, aren’t you? One of the mages he’s contracted.”

Romira’s eyes flitted to me, then back to Apollo. “Yeah,” she said warily. “One of.”

I could tell from Apollo’s grin that he was gloating. That was the thing with entities. Even the friendliest ones still had an air of the sinister about them. It should have been obvious to me – and to Romira, especially – that the entities could easily forge multiple contracts with as many mages and mortals as they cared to lend power to. But I could tell that it bothered her, being reminded that she wasn’t quite as special as we all thought.

We piled into the back of the car. Apollo clambered into the driver’s seat, Bastion taking up the passenger side. Apollo threw the car into gear and it lurched and trundled onward, with an engine powered by faith, perhaps, and a gas tank full of magic.

“Nice limo,” Bastion said.

“You mean four-wheel drive,” Prudence said.

“What are you guys talking about?” I looked around. “This is clearly a hatchback.”

Apollo chuckled. “My little baby looks different to everyone. In my eyes, she’s as beautiful as she was in the old days, an ornate, golden chariot that’s still good and sturdy enough to ride through the skies.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You mean this thing can fly, too?”

The corner of Apollo’s mouth curled into a little grin. He patted the dashboard, whispering something foreign, ancient. The car shuddered, then jerked, and I looked out of its windows in mingled awe and horror as we sped farther, higher away from the ground.

“This is incredible,” Prudence said, a rare smile on her lips. Romira’s knuckles were white as her fingers dug into the back of the driver’s seat, but she was whooping delightedly. I couldn’t tell how Bastion looked, but he was bellowing his lungs out in a way that told me he hadn’t had this much fun in a long, long time. And me, I hung on for dear life.

Apollo’s laughter wasn’t quite loud enough to drown out the car’s roaring as it brought us rocketing through Valero’s night sky. “Hold on to your butts,” he cried out. A massive boom cracked from somewhere in the back of the car, propelling us faster and faster. The sky filled with sun and fire. I screamed.
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“You have to admit, that was pretty fun,” Romira said, lifting her cosmopolitan to her lips.

I ran the palms of my hands across my jeans, wiping away patches of sweat that should have stopped leaking out of my skin a half hour ago. Fun was subjective. Fun was relative. I’m all for roller coasters and amusement park rides, but Apollo’s chariot was a flying death trap.

Prudence winced as she swallowed a mouthful of her beer and set it down on the table, printing a wet ring onto the dark wood surface. “I thought it was pretty fun, too. Apollo’s a character, but you can’t say that wasn’t a wild ride.”

That was one way of describing him. Apollo had shoved us out of his chariot half a block away from the Amphora, the girls laughing and still coasting on the adrenaline of the journey, me desperately checking my jeans to make sure I hadn’t pissed myself.

I cupped my goblet firmly, as a way to steel my shaky nerves. I was the only one of our group who’d actually sprung for one of the Amphora’s signature drinks, their own house wine, personally created, I would assume, by the bar’s divine lord and master. Okay, Bastion got one, too, copying my order right after I’d placed it.

“Good stuff,” Bastion said. “I’m betting this is from Dionysus’s private reserve?”

“I mean, he’s responsible for it,” I said, “but it’s not quite the same as the wine he actually creates himself. With magic, I mean. That stuff? Best I’ve ever tasted.”

Bastion nodded approvingly. I took a sip from my goblet. Yep, I was right. It was sweet, complex, bursting with the textures and colors of nature – but it wasn’t the same wine I remembered, the kind that Dionysus had used to poison me the first time we met. The Amphora looked much the same as the last time I visited with Sterling and Gil, which had also been pretty much a work trip.

The same crimson velvet drapes everywhere, with eerie magical firelight sputtering in hidden corners and alcoves. There was the same odd crash-bang of cymbals, flutes, and drums that passed for the Amphora’s music. And with the music, of course, came the same bevy of bare-chested, nearly naked dancers that Dionysus liked to keep enthralled and mesmerized in his section of the bar, his own personal retinue of tanned, twisting revelers.

And Dionysus himself looked very much the same as the night I met him, a handsome young man with dark, curly hair, perfect dusky skin, and a tendency to leave most of his shirt unbuttoned, giving everyone a frankly scandalous view of his lean torso. My very limited contact with the Greek gods – the male ones, specifically – told me that they liked to show off. I guess it wasn’t so surprising, considering how the pantheon was so well known for its, um, extremely amorous escapades.

Here was one god, I thought. But where was the other, the one we actually wanted to talk to? I scanned the Amphora, and still no sign of Artemis, not since we walked in.

I started when Dionysus suddenly swung his head in my direction, his eyes going wide and bright as he saw me. A huge grin burst onto his face, the laurel leaves tattooed in a wreath across his temples wavering in an excitable, invisible wind.

“Don’t look now,” I grumbled, “but the wine god has spotted us.”

He rose from his divan, his tittering maenads and servant girls falling all about him, then pouting as he made a beeline for our table. Romira, Prudence, and Bastion didn’t change tacks all that much – they’d met enough gods and entities in their time with their Lorica, after all. What was another one?

But I broadened my shoulders, straightened my back, and readied an eager smile. Sure, Dionysus traded in wine and orgies. He was the party boy of his pantheon, probably the biggest lush of them all. But I knew better. Behind the tanned, chiseled cheekbones and lazy smile dwelled a cunning, alien intelligence. The gods were magnificent, radiant, and beautiful, but beneath it all they were fickle, petty, and dangerous.

“Justin Braves,” Dionysus called out, in a musical lilt that made us sound like the best of friends. Expensive perfume and the faint scent of olives filled my nostrils as he pulled me up and wrapped me in a tight, amicable embrace. I froze, fully aware that Dionysus’s bare chest and stomach were rubbing against me, looking directly past his shoulders and thinking of some way to make things a little less awkward.

“Dionysus,” I said, politely, but firmly, clapping him on the back. I wasn’t about to ask how he knew about my slightly secret but also exceedingly stupid alter ego, not just then. Romira and Prudence watched us cautiously – they probably remembered the poisoning. Bastion, on the other hand, wore something of a smirk.

“I am joking, of course,” Dionysus said, pulling away, but gripping me tightly by the shoulders with two powerful hands. “I know that your name is Dustin Graves. Of course I do. Look at that pretty face.”

I blushed.

“Look at all these pretty faces,” Dionysus drawled, turning to the rest of our table. Romira smiled coquettishly. Prudence rolled her eyes. Bastion sat a little straighter, his chest puffing out. “But surely you haven’t visited to just drink. This smells like a business call to me.” Dionysus looked back into my eyes, his own smoldering like dying coals, the leaves across his brow drifting slowly, almost menacingly.

“I have to admit, we’re definitely here about work,” I said.

Dionysus pursed his lips together, flicking his wrist and producing one of his signature goblets out of thin air. He took a long, hardy gulp, then sighed. “Surely this isn’t about some offense that I’ve committed, some slight against the magical community. I see three faces from the Lorica sitting before me, one of them a Scion.”

It was the tiniest noise, and his face hardly moved, but I actually heard Bastion gasp.

“Come now, boys and girls,” Dionysus said, pulling up a chair and straddling it, resting his arms against its back. “The gods talk. The gods listen. The gods gossip.” He sipped from his goblet again, his lips coming away glistening and wet. “And I am the biggest gossip of them all.” He turned to Bastion, then winked. “May I offer you a goblet of my finest, dear Scion?”

I locked eyes with Bastion and slashed my hand across my neck as I furiously shook my head and silently mouthed the phrase “Hell no.” Bastion cleared his throat and politely declined.

“Truthfully, we’re here about someone from your family,” I said. “Someone might have mentioned that Artemis is hanging out – or has been hanging out at the Amphora. Something about her being bummed over getting kicked out of the Midnight Convocation.”

“Ah,” Dionysus said, leaning closer, the sweet smell of wine tumbling from his lips as he leered at me. “And you would know all about that, wouldn’t you, shadow mage? Though it isn’t entirely your fault, I imagine. Oh no. The Convocation has very strict ideas about what is and isn’t considered acceptable conduct by its members.” Dionysus stared into his cup and shook his head. “They probably remember Metzli. Poor Metzli.”

I nodded. It wasn’t my place to say anything. The Convocation wouldn’t forget about the demise of the Aztec night goddess for a long time coming. I bit my lip. I knew that I was complicit in her death, but I didn’t know how I would ever make amends for it. Artemis said that the Convocation understood the risks of helping us against the Eldest, and Nyx seemed to agree, but Chernobog – man, Chernobog. That was someone to look out for in the future.

“Well, it isn’t any of my business, truly,” Dionysus said. He snapped his fingers and the wet sound of pouring liquid rose from his goblet. It filled to the brim with ruby-red wine once more. “For as long as you promise not to make things any messier than they already are, Dustin Graves, I am glad to point out Artemis’s whereabouts. I owe you that much, after all.” He elbowed me in the ribs and winked. “The gods don’t forget those who do them favors. And vise versa, or something.”

“We’d really appreciate that,” I said. “We don’t really have the time to explain, but there’s honestly a lot riding on this. We need to see Artemis, and soon.”

“And see her you shall, Dustin,” Dionysus cooed. He nodded at the far end of the bar. “She’s right over there.”

And he was right. There she was, where she wasn’t before, her waves of hair crowned with a wreath of delicate leaves and vines, a bow and quiver of arrows strapped to her back, her body clad in practical, protective leather armor. She should have stuck out to us like a sore thumb, but as I’d learned over my time with the arcane underground, the entities had their ways of blending in with the populace, of hiding in plain sight.

I clapped Dionysus on the shoulder. “Thanks a bunch, man. We’ll stay out of your hair. And promise, no drama.”

Dionysus grinned at me and threaded his fingers through mine, grasping my hand and shaking it. “Any time, Dustin Graves. You really should drop by more often. The Amphora is always open to you and your very lovely friends.” He winked again. “And we still have to discuss the subject of getting you a fetching tattoo.”

Ugh. Bad joke. I remembered that, the three-petaled flower that Dionysus had branded onto my skin as a literal ticking clock, counting out the days I had left to live.

“Yeah,” I said, disentangling myself as politely as I could. “I’ll think about that, for sure.”

Wordlessly, the others rose to join me as I approached the bar. Dionysus stayed put at our table, one hand cupping his chin, a lazy grin playing on his lips. I pressed my lips together into the facsimile of a smile and nodded at him, then turned to the others.

“Hey,” I said. “You guys remember when there was a time we didn’t have to talk to three gods in a row just to get what we wanted? That was fun.”

Bastion stretched his arm over my shoulders, chuckling and pulling me in. “You’ve been so damn grumpy tonight, Dustin. You’re being such a bore. Relax. We’ll figure this out.”

I frowned at him. “I honestly can’t see how you can be so blasé about this. Your grandmother,” I said slowly, “came to life, made a man explode, and is now missing in action. How can you be so calm?”

He shrugged, his fingers digging into my shoulder. “You work with the cards that you’re dealt, you know? What’s the point of me being sour this whole time when I could be directing my energy into being productive, into solving the problems we’re actually faced with?”

Prudence chuckled and elbowed me in the side. “And that grim determination is exactly why Sebastion Brandt made Scion. The end.”

Bastion’s laughter was too easy and carefree, almost put-on, but I was distracted by the warmth of his breath as it tousled my hair. The air around us, the scent on his too-close body reminded me of some expensive and frankly intoxicating cologne. Had he always smelled so nice?

“When life gives you lemons,” Bastion said, “you hand them to the kitchen staff.” He waved his hand vaguely. “Or something like that.”

I wriggled my way out from under him, clearing my head. Focus, Dust, I told myself. Focus on the job at hand. I filled my lungs with air, expanding my chest and broadening my shoulders, filling my cheeks with charm and radiance. That’s who I was, after all: Dustin Graves, professional charmer, amateur thief, and a total faker.

At the bar, I rested my elbow just by Artemis’s goblet, leaning onto the counter. I cocked my hip and gave her a flash of my biggest, brightest smile.

“You again,” she slurred, grimacing.

“Artemis, old friend, old pal,” I said cheerily. “It’s been a minute. And have I got a story for you. You’ll never believe who makes Snacky Yum-Yums.”
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“Haven’t you done enough?” Artemis cried out. She clutched her goblet, like she was about to throw it, and I got ready to duck. She fixed me with a steely gaze, shrugged, and tossed back its contents instead. “Bah. Shame to waste it.” She ran the back of her hand across her lips, punctuating her sentence with a savage belch. 

“Well, it’s nice to see you, too,” I said.

Artemis blinked blearily, peering past my shoulder to inspect my friends. “I don’t know you people. But I know you’re from the Lorica. Here to arrest me?” She guffawed, banging her empty goblet on the counter. “Hey maenad,” she called out, flagging the single, very attractive woman tending to the bar. “Yeah, top me up. And don’t be stingy, fill it to the brim this time. I pay my tab the same way anyone does in this godsforsaken hole in the wall.”

The bartender maenad gave her a pointed grimace – brave, I thought, considering who she was giving attitude – then turned to Dionysus. The god shrugged, spread his hands, and smiled. Another drink for the goddess of the hunt it was, then.

“Listen,” I said. “I’m really sorry about what happened between you and the Convocation. I heard.”

Artemis smacked her lips and grimaced. “Pah. Damn Apollo never could keep his mouth shut. I’m not even that bothered, to be honest. I can live with a smaller realm.” She sniffled, her gaze falling to the floor. “It’s all the animals I’m worried about.”

“Animals?” Bastion said.

“The ones she keeps in her domicile,” I said. “What did you have to do with them?”

Artemis shrugged. “Kept. Domicile’s barely even there, just fits the animals. They’re in stasis, in a way, at the moment. Frozen in time and space. It’s the best I can do for them while I try and fix things. Imagine being evicted from your apartment, and your billion cats have nowhere to go.” Her eyes turned back to me, and she sneered as she pointed one finger in my face. “All because of a shitty roommate.”

I raised my hands and laughed nervously. “Let’s be honest, Artemis, that’s not the most accurate analogy.”

Prudence smacked me in the shoulder. “Not the time or the place, Dustin, damn it. Artemis, is there anything we can do to help?”

The goddess leaned against the bar, her gaze distant and wistful. “Help. Yes. It was so sad, the day the Convocation sent their agents to tear my place down.”

Romira’s lips parted in horror. “Surely you don’t mean that. Bad enough that they threw you out. They ruined your domicile, too?”

“Eviction, I told you. The Midnight Convocation, and all those other clans and tribes of entities, we all knew what we were signing up for when we banded our powers together. You mages know better than anyone how important contractual obligation is to the entities of earth.” Artemis smirked and nodded at Romira. “You most of all, daughter of Cerberus.”

Romira flinched.

“So these agents of theirs, these servants?” I said. “They invaded, basically.”

“Yeah. The servitors of the Convocation, they look like humanoid shapes made out of moonlight and shadow. They just showed up in my domicile, wrecked the place. Priscilla – you remember her, Dustin, the gorilla? She led the call to defend our home. It was an intense few days, like a siege. I never knew Priscilla had such a good grasp of battle tactics.” She peered down into her goblet. “Gorilla warfare, man.”

Bastion chuckled. “You mean guerrilla warfare, right?”

Artemis raised one eyebrow and fixed him with a sharp glare. “I said what I said. The Convocation won in the end. We got repossessed, basically. Tore away pieces of my domicile until I didn’t have much of anything left. Imagine going from a mansion to a studio apartment. Huh. More like a broom closet.” She pounded her goblet on the counter again. “Bartender, where the hell is that drink?”

I looked down at my thumbs, the guilt forming like a little ball in my stomach. “And since you’re using it as storage space, not having access to your own domicile means you’re vulnerable. Doesn’t it?”

“Yeah,” Artemis said quietly. “Yeah, it does. So far I’ve been couch surfing. I’m safe in another god’s domicile, at least. Dionysus is pretty generous about letting me hang at his place, but I really don’t want to overstay my welcome.”

“Well, what about Apollo?”

Artemis scoffed. “Last resort. He was the one who got me into this mess. He does have some really nice cabanas in his domicile, though.” She set down her cup and sighed. “Listen. I don’t blame you for this. At least not entirely. But right now I just want to drink away my sorrows for a bit. It’s harder than it sounds. I’m immortal. The wine never hits as hard as it should.”

I furrowed my eyebrows. “I’m pretty sure I ended up meeting Dionysus specifically because he got so drunk. It was how he lost the Chalice of Plenty.”

“Oh, he’s a different story. Drinks entire bathtubs of the stuff. No self-control, that one.” Artemis chuckled, then sighed, resting her head in one hand. The color seemed to be settling away from her cheeks, like she was already sobering up. “So what was that stuff you mentioned about Snacky Yum-Yums?”

“Yeah, that’s why we’re here.” I filled her in on the meeting with Loki, from the tour at Happy, Inc. HQ to his specific suggestion about getting in touch with the Great Beasts. Somewhere in between, Artemis’s drink finally arrived. She picked it up, drained half in one go, then set it down again, her cheeks already flushed.

“Yeah, all right,” she said. “I’ll help you.”

I blinked. That wasn’t the response I’d been expecting. “Seriously?”

“Well, yeah,” Artemis said. “Big deal. You want to find the Great Beasts? It’s your funeral.” She barked for the bartender again, asking for a pen.

Five minutes later we had the instructions on how to contact the greatest, most terrible beasts of myth and legend scrawled on a damp cocktail napkin.

“I’ve done you enough favors, Graves,” Artemis slurred as we said our goodbyes. “The least you can do is find a way for me to get my home back.”

“I promise I will,” I said, wildly unsure if I could even deliver. Give a goddess her own slice of spiritual real estate? Where did you even begin?

She reached for the back of my hand, gripping it tight. “Think of the animals. Think of Priscilla.”

I was careful not to let Dionysus see us on the way out. I’d had enough of gods and goddesses for one night, and I really didn’t want to get into another conversation about tattoos. I was just reaching for my phone to call for a car when Prudence tapped me on the shoulder.

“Bathroom,” she said. “Too many beers.”

“Same,” Romira said. “We’ll meet you boys up front. We won’t be too long.”

That left me and Bastion alone outside on the sidewalk. I hugged my elbows against the mounting chill of the night, and Bastion stuck his hands in his pockets, looking everywhere but in my direction.

“So,” I said. “Tonight feels a lot like that time we went to see Hecate.”

Bastion shrugged. “Every communion is functionally the same, if you think about it.”

“I guess that’s true. You’ve got to draw your circle, make the right offerings, and spill a little blood.”

He chuckled. “You never did replace that knife that Carver destroyed. I was pretty fond of it, too.”

“Oh my God, have you really not forgotten about that thing? Fine, one of these days, I’ll get you a replacement. Such a baby.”

Something silver flashed in the darkness, and in a grim kind of way I figured that Bastion was about to get his replacement after all. He’d just have to pluck it out of my chest.

“Duck,” I shouted.

Bastion’s instincts took over, going from neutral to full, arrogant Scion in a second flat. He didn’t duck, but I guess he didn’t have to. The air shimmered as he erected a wall of force in front of us, the shield gleaming faintly like glass. The projectile heading towards my throat slammed into the wall of magic, then clattered uselessly to the ground.

It was a knife. Even from a distance I knew. But closer, seeing it on the concrete, I could tell that it belonged to Donovan Slint. I curled my hand into a fist as I looked for any sign of him – across the street, down the sidewalk – but nothing.

“It’s that fucker again,” I snarled. “Donovan, your renegade Hound. He’s around here somewhere.”  

“Sneaky little bastard,” Bastion muttered. His free hand was digging into my arm protectively, the other upraised as it supported his shield.

“I appreciate the effort,” I said, “but you’re going to have to expand your force field’s reach to cover our backs. Otherwise – ”

I’d forgotten how quickly Donovan could move. I’d hardly finished my sentence when a blow struck me in my lower back, making me reel from a sudden stab of wrenching pain. Did the fucker just punch me in the kidney? Was that my kidney?

“Dust,” Bastion sputtered. He swiveled around, the air twinkling as his shield changed positions with him, but still no sign of Donovan.

I was getting pissed. My fist shook as flames gathered in tiny, barely contained motes in the palm of my hand. It frustrated me knowing that I hadn’t really learned all that much since my first encounter with Donovan Slint. But maybe I never needed to. I stilled myself, waiting for any telltale signs of motion – a scraping of shoes against cement, the sound of breathing. In our first encounter, Sterling spat blood on Donovan to help us mark his movements. Vanitas could have helped with perceiving his invisible body, too, but we were out in the open. We still needed to uphold the Veil. The last thing we needed were normals panicking over a flying sword.

Ah. There it was. A wrinkle in empty space, rippling like the air over a hot pavement. I took my shot, slamming my open palm directly into thin air – except it wasn’t thin air, but a part of Donovan’s body. It felt like his chest. I thought I felt his heart thump against my hand. I released the flames.

Donovan screamed. There was no flash of orange fire, because all the power that I’d collected in my hand had been launched into a single, terrible gout directly against his skin. His body flickered in and out of existence, long enough for me to catch the smoldering edges of his burnt clothing, the smoking, hideous crater in his chest. He flickered again, the magic keeping him invisible fading, and he fell to his knees.

“Holy shit, Dust,” Bastion muttered.

“I’ve had enough of this crap,” I said. “Knives flashing in the dark, always having to look over my shoulder? No more.” I went down on one knee, tugging on Donovan’s hair, bringing his face up to mine. Tears streamed from his eyes, his face creased with pain, his skin beaded with cold sweat. The smell of burnt flesh and fabric wafted up into my nostrils.

“Someone could see,” Bastion said, his voice uncharacteristically shaky.

“Then hide us,” I hissed. “Cover us up so no one sees.”

Bastion began to mutter, raising a dome of force around us, infusing it with camouflaging properties to hide us from any passing normals. To anyone outside our dome, we would be effectively invisible. Bastion snapped his fingers as he finished his incantation. His eyes were still on me, staring as if I was someone he didn’t recognize.

But I wasn’t going to apologize, and I wasn’t going to explain myself, not for fending off someone who only meant me harm.

“Talk,” I told Donovan. “Where’s Jonah, your boss? Where’s the Scion?”

Donovan grinned, a thin trickle of blood spilling down the corner of his mouth. “Fuck you, Graves.”

I wrenched on his hair harder. “I don’t think you understand what’s going on here. We aren’t playing games, and I’m done having to watch myself in case some shitty, upstart excuse for a Hound gets a little stabby and tries to poke holes in my body again.”

“This isn’t about Jonah,” Donovan grunted. “This is so much bigger than you could possibly imagine.”

“Try me,” I said. “I’m listening.”

It happened too fast. Donovan’s hand slashed through the air, another knife slicing in the same arc, and before I knew it a wet, stinging pain was welling at my cheek. I let go of him long enough to reach for my face, feeling the beginnings of warm blood flowing. Somewhere from deep inside my chest, the Dark Room began to rumble. I gritted my teeth, reaching out to grab Donovan again, but he vanished.

Bastion spun on his heels, looking around the inside of our personal dome. “What the fuck just happened?”

I wiped the back of my hand against my cheek, my insides a weird mingling of numbness and dread. It should’ve been impossible. The only way to lower Bastion’s shield was to knock him out. 

Donovan Slint was gone.



Chapter 14





Bastion could have let the shield down by accident. Maybe he just didn’t notice that there was a gap in the bubble, a crack just big enough for Donovan to slip through. 

“I. Would. Never.”

That was what Bastion told me when I dared to bring it up. He matched it with a suitably withering look, too, one you’d save for something that you’re trying to scrape off the bottom of your shoe. I had to admit it was mostly denial that even made me believe someone as powerful and as magically skillful as him could fail at something that simple. Bastion didn’t make Scion for farting around, that was for sure.

We stood in a loose semicircle around Carver’s desk, joined by the boys of the Boneyard. Carver had grown more and more relaxed about who he allowed into our home these days. Even he knew that there was value in learning to trust our select few friends from the Lorica, partly because we really didn’t have that many friends to begin with.

“I couldn’t make much out of it,” I said, handing Carver the napkin with Artemis’s instructions. I chuckled. “It’s all Greek to me.”

I yelped when Prudence elbowed me in the gut. Carver frowned at me, then down at the napkin.

“I do not understand, Mr. Graves. These directions are clearly written in English for your benefit.”

I sighed. All this time we spent socializing Carver and he still couldn’t grasp modern human humor. “It was a joke. Get it? Because she’s a Greek goddess. And I couldn’t understand what she wanted us to – you know what, never mind.”

From his lap, Banjo growled softly at me. I glared back. “A waste of time,” Carver said coolly, before turning his eyes down to the napkin. “Ah. Yes. We might manage this after all.”

Sterling placed his hands on the desk, standing on the tips of his toes, angling for a glimpse of the napkin. “So, another shopping trip then? We can swing by the Black Market, no problem.”

“Actually,” Carver said, “you may be surprised to learn that we have everything we need for the communion right here. The ritual doesn’t call for anything especially rare or exotic. Crushed gemstones, we can manage. But most important of all is this.” He handed the napkin to Sterling, tapping at something written at the bottom.

Gil peered over Sterling’s shoulder and raised an eyebrow. “The cry of a magical beast. Seriously? Where do we get one of those?” He looked down at his hands. “You’re not talking about me, are you?”

“Not quite, Gilberto. Lycanthropy means that you entirely qualify as a supernatural being, but I wouldn’t go as far as to call you magical.” Carver lifted Banjo tenderly, then placed him on his desk. Banjo snuffled at the desk curiously, doing a little circle, his fluffy tail wagging the whole while. “We have a magical beast right here.”

Banjo looked up at us, then yipped. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Bastion jerk in surprise. I tried not to laugh.

Asher reached out to scratch Banjo behind one ear. “The ritual isn’t going to hurt him, is it? This isn’t one of those situations like – well, I just keep thinking about the screams of anguish we needed the last time, and how we collected them.”

His gaze flitted to meet mine, then went down to the floor. I remembered that all too well. We needed a particularly strange ingredient to enchant the amulet I wore around my neck, and collecting it had been an agonizing experience for me, one that involved Carver reaching around inside my heart. I shook my head, clearing my mind of the image of me strapped to a stone table, of the sound of my own screams.

“No,” Carver said. “Banjo will not come to any harm, of that we are assured. The ritual is unique in other ways as well, I should note. It appears that the Great Beasts do not have a tether, no address anchoring a portal from our world to theirs. I suppose the difficulty of acquiring a magical beast was considered enough of a challenge. The good news is that we can perform the communion right here in the Boneyard.”

He rose from his desk, picking Banjo up and letting him rest in the crook of his elbow. Carver chuckled softly as Banjo licked at his jaw, then snapped his fingers. I staggered back as Carver’s desk – chairs included – erupted in a pillar of amber fire. The flames died, leaving nothing in their place.

“I guess we’re doing it right here, then,” Prudence said. “Right now.”

“Correct.” Carver’s eyes swept across us all, and I had a keen feeling that he was examining us one by one, assessing us. “Then one thing remains: who will accompany Dustin on this communion?”

Bastion stuck his chest out and stepped forward. “Me. No question.” By then I was done trying to interpret his motives. Weird behavior or not, it would be good to have someone as competent as Bastion along for the ride. No one had to tell me that this was going to be an extremely dangerous mission.

“And me,” Prudence said, cracking her knuckles, then nodding at me. “Team Lorica, hey? Same group that went to see Hecate that one time.”

I grimaced. “Let’s hope there isn’t a repeat of that. I’m not sure that I’m up for a fight just now.”

“Oh,” Romira said, her eyes wide. “You’re going to get one. No question. I’m in no mood to see Cerberus. I know I get my extra power from him, but – he still gives me the creeps. I’m staying right here. I can help with scrying Agatha’s location.”

Asher’s words came in a sort of stammering blubber. “I – I’ll stay, too. I can help as well. I’ll tap into the network of the dead. I’m getting better at that.”

It was true. As a necromancer, Asher had access to a kind of gravesight, seeing through the eyes of the dead, an odd and grisly way to gather information, but a useful one. I smiled at him, knowing the real reason he wanted to stay behind. Sure, he’d be of more use helping the others look for Agatha, but it was no huge secret that he had a little crush on Romira.

“Both fair points,” Carver said, nodding. “Sterling, I suggest you stay as well. There’s no telling what’s waiting in the meeting place of the Great Beasts. Sunlight, for example.”

Sterling sighed as he stretched his arms, his leather jacket squeaking. “So handsome and so strong, but brought so low by a little friendly sunshine. The curse of greatness, I guess. Nobody’s perfect.”

Gil rolled his eyes. “I’m coming with. No question.” He strode up next to Prudence, joining our little huddle.

“Me too,” Mason said, pushing himself into the group.

“No,” Carver said. “I forbid it.”

Mason’s eyes went huge, the skin at his neck going reddish, the angelic glyphs tattooed across his chest glowing a pale gold. “That’s not fair. I can fight just as well as anyone. I can help.”

Carver cleared his throat softly, bringing his hand up to his own cheek, then tapping it, indicating the scar on Mason’s face. Mason scowled, mirroring the gesture, running his fingers across his still-healing wound.

“That was an accident and you know it,” he said. He glared at me, then at Carver. “I won’t let my guard down again.”

“Mason. You are young and inexperienced, unlike the others gathered here. You came into your abilities very recently, and I would very much like for you to develop a firmer grasp on your control of the Vestments – and on your ability to hold your own in a fight, for that matter – before we throw you into situations that will gravely endanger you. Your talents are important to us. As a nephilim, you are – ”

“Rare and valuable, I get it,” Mason spat, throwing his hands up. “You’ve said it enough times anyway. Me and Asher, we’re not just some jewels for you to keep in a box, Carver. It’s not fair.” Mason kicked at the ground, grumbling to himself as he stomped off into the corridor.

Carver sighed, shaking his head as he turned to Prudence. “Do you see how he talks to me?”

Prudence nodded sagely. “Teenagers.”

“He’ll get over it,” Sterling said. “It’s for his own good. I’ll go check on him, make sure he doesn’t do anything stupid, like hitch a ride in Dust’s backpack.” His boot heels clacked across the stone floor as he lazily turned to follow after Mason.

“That’s right here,” I said dumbly, pulling on my backpack’s straps. Vanitas was parked safely inside, probably pacing impatiently in his pocket dimension, waiting for a fight. I turned to Carver, my forehead creased. “Did you want me to take Banjo in the backpack? He should be safe in here.”

“I suspect that he won’t be needed after his role in the ritual is complete,” Carver said. “Perhaps it’s best to leave him here after all. If there is to be a potential scuffle with the All-Father – should the ritual somehow attract Odin’s attention – I should like to be present, to protect Banjo. So here I must remain.”

I don’t know that I’ve ever seen anyone fall as hard and as fast as Carver did for Banjo, but who was I to judge the love and loyalty of a lich and his little corgi friend?

“You’ll need this, before I forget,” I said, handing him Agatha Black’s old brooch. Carver secreted it somewhere in his suit pockets, nodding as he retrieved a small leather pouch from inside his jacket.

“If everyone is quite prepared, please find your way into the circle.”

I looked at the floor, then back up at him. “Sorry, what circle?”

Carver snapped his fingers. Plumes of scorching flame burst from the cracks in the stone floor, immediately receding again and leaving behind a perfectly drawn summoning circle, traced in Carver’s signature amber fire. 

“That circle,” he said, clearly restraining a smug, satisfied smile. Psh. Show-off.

I stepped in with the others, Bastion, Prudence, Gil, and I each taking a separate corner of the circle. Carver waved his hand again, and at each of our feet appeared a gemstone. The jewel between my shoes looked like a sapphire. If I had to guess, the others were a ruby, an emerald, and a diamond.

“Ooh,” I said. “Shiny.”

Bastion nodded approvingly. “Good quality, too.”

Carver’s voice rasped across the room as he hissed another quick incantation. Each of the gemstones shattered instantly into a pile of dust. Bastion gasped.

“Don’t worry,” Carver said. “There’s more where that came from.”

And where his riches came from, exactly, we could never be sure, but I imagined that living for centuries gave a lich ample time to build wealth. I wondered if Carver knew about the concept of compound interest.

“I have to ask, though,” I said to Carver. “A magical beast’s cry? I’m still wary about how that’s going to work out.”

“Throughout history, man has done strange things to acquire reagents,” Carver said. “Ground-up mummies to make oil paints, crushed beetles. Magic, too, is an art. Is it truly so odd to think that it would sometimes demand things that are rare and bizarre, things that are nonetheless of great value?”

He placed Banjo on the ground. After a few seconds of sniffing, Banjo trotted into the center of the circle, as if he somehow knew of the part he would play.

“One of you will need to produce blood, of course,” Carver said, his tone only slightly condescending.

“Done.” Bastion extended his hand, then slashed across it with the end of one finger. A bead of blood welled up from his palm, drawn by the invisible blade he’d produced. Just the guy we needed for the job, a walking telekinetic artillery platform.

Bastion grimaced as his blood dribbled to the ground, hitting the stone with a faint hiss. Banjo looked at it curiously, tilting his head, as if listening for something. Carver, for some reason, stepped back.

“What about the incantation?” I said.

“Ah.” Carver stepped even farther away from the circle. “What is uniquely interesting about Artemis’s ritual is that Banjo’s voice is not, in fact, one of the reagents. It is the catalyst. Here is your incantation.”

Banjo sat on his haunches, threw back his little head, and howled.

That sound could not have come from a corgi’s throat. What started as a small dog’s yowl quickly magnified and transformed into the moon-hailing howl of a wolf, not so far from something Gil might emit in his werewolf form. The howl was soon joined by other voices, some deeper, others shrill, as if Banjo was being accompanied by an entire wailing chorus of horrible unseen hounds.

The ground shook. I exchanged glances with the others, and they were braver people than me, every one of them, but I could still detect the glimmers of panic behind their eyes. Banjo’s incantation grew louder and louder, the Boneyard itself rumbling and shaking at its very foundations.

At each of the four corners of the circle, the stone simply crumbled away, sinking into nothing. Banjo continued his baleful song, howling at the starless ceiling of the Boneyard, as the four of us fell screaming into the abyss, the darkness between dimensions.

Two minutes later, we were still falling.



Chapter 15





The first thing I sensed, when I came back to consciousness, was the ocean, the unmistakable scent of salt and sea. The second was the stink of ozone, the telltale odor of lightning that flashed bright enough to penetrate the thin skin of my eyelids. That was when all of my senses came rushing back.

I must have hit my head, or the strain of dimensional travel must have knocked me out. Me, and the others. My eyes flew open as I gasped for air, sitting upright, my hand pushing into the slick, wet rock underneath me. I glanced down, my heart pounding as I saw how near I was to open, churning water, to what looked like a boiling ocean.

I was on an island, if you could even call it that. A large expanse of rock was more like it. Prudence and the others were sprawled around the same island, only just returning to consciousness themselves. Around us was angry green water, waves crashing with peaks of white froth that burst across the rocks, then trickled in rivulets back into the furious sea.

A storm howled in the gray sky above, sheets of rain cutting into my skin. Banjo’s yowl of a thousand voices was still clanging in my ears. The clouds were dark, almost thick enough to blot out the rays of the horrible green sun that hid behind them. But each time lightning flashed, I saw the shapes moving among the clouds. I saw the things that breathed the lightning.

“Dragons,” I mumbled. My clothes stuck to my skin, the damp running down my back, my thighs. I was shivering, but not because of the cold.

The mists surrounding the island made no sense with the ferocity of the winds, but there they lingered, like curtains. Dark, ominous silhouettes moved beyond the fog, like shadow puppets, with the slow, heaving gait of old and terrible things that predated man, and the world itself.

Bastion groaned as he sat up, then rubbed his eyes. “I am not a fan,” he said blearily.

“Understatement,” Prudence said. She shook Gil until he snorted and woke up. He glanced around hurriedly, then stiffened. The look on his face told me that he’d have been happier to stay knocked out.

“Don’t look now,” Gil said, sitting perfectly still. “But we’ve got company.”

The sound of low, threatening growling pierced clear through the crash of wind and waves. An enormous wolf the size of a horse crested a jagged, mound-like protrusion, a massive sword gripped between teeth as huge and sharp as tusks. Fenrir, the wolf of Norse legend that was fated to eat the sun. Slightly beyond it was a great, hulking dog with three slavering heads. Cerberus. Ah, the locals were coming out to welcome us.

Just at the edge of the island, glaring at us with malevolent eyes, was the upper body of a beautiful woman with weeds and coral in her hair. She sat silent and waiting in the eye of a huge whirlpool, queen of her personal maelstrom, the tentacles of her lower half stirring and beating the water into a frenzy.

Then a red squirrel, of all things, bounded across the rocks, observing us with black, intelligent eyes. A curious member of the Great Beasts, I thought, until I figured out who it was: Ratatoskr, the little creature of Norse myth who gnawed at the tree of life.

Despite appearances, the Great Beasts all had a few things in common. The words chaos, terror, and destruction came to mind. And for the most part, they were exactly as advertised: larger than life, primal, terrifying. Also, for whatever reason, they were pissed. Like, really pissed. More shapes drifted in the fog, more silhouettes appearing on the crags of rock around us. The entrance to the home of the Great Beasts was small and confined by design. We were surrounded.

“You are not welcome here,” Scylla said, in a voice that burbled from somewhere deep beneath the ocean. I held my tongue. Talk about stating the obvious. One of her tentacles reared up over her head, poised to strike, like the tail of a scorpion. 

Fenrir came first. With a snarl, the great wolf launched at me, the sword clenched in its jaws dripping with slaver. I couldn’t tell if I had more to fear from its huge fangs or the vicious blade it somehow wielded with the finesse of a swordsman. I flinched, ready to flatten myself against the ground, shadowstep if need be –

But Fenrir collided with thin air, its huge body making a wet thump against an invisible wall. It whimpered as it slid against the wet ground. I could feel the vibration of its massive bulk crashing on the rock. Fenrir clambered to its feet and bared its teeth at me, eyes burning with feral rage. Bastion called out to me, his hands outstretched as he maintained his barrier.

“Look alive, Graves. They mean business.”

Blue fire filled the edge of my vision as Prudence activated her magic, bathing her wrists in brilliant azure flame. A second wolf joined us, this one our ally, standing on two legs and bristling with fur as black as the hair on Gilberto Ramirez’s head. I reached for my backpack, flipping it open, hearing Vanitas roar furiously in my mind as he swept into battle. With my hands I summoned spheres of pure flame, hoping against hope that I could build fireballs strong enough to resist the constant pelting of rain. There was always the Dark Room, I thought. A last resort.

My heart pounded with excitement, but mainly with fear. Between the five of us, we’d fought against gods, stood toe to toe with the Eldest themselves. But we’d never been quite so outclassed, outnumbered. Great Beasts that I couldn’t even name were emerging from the rock, rearing up from the waters, and the things that soared through the storming sky, the things that breathed fire and lightning hadn’t even descended yet.

I lobbed a ball of flame at one of Scylla’s tentacles, its grotesquely long body thrashing in the waters. Dustin Graves wasn’t going to succumb to doom. Magic flashed across the outcropping of rock, streaks of white, orange, and blue arcane energy.

This wasn’t the end, I thought, even as Fenrir loped towards me, its fur matted with blood and rain, its fangs as long and wicked as knives. This couldn’t be. Fenrir snarled, then leapt. I thrust my palm out, calling on the Dark Room.

But Fenrir hesitated, catching itself in its assault and skidding against the rock, then backing away. The darkness never came, even as I called for it – at least not from my body. Instead a great shadow shrouded me, as if a cloud had passed across the domicile’s poisonous sun. Fenrir gazed up at the sky, its eyes filled with something like malicious glee. I looked up, too, and couldn’t find the voice to scream, even when a massive, scaled hand closed its cold, wet fingers around me.

The ground sped away, my friends shrinking as I ascended. Bastion reached a hand out towards me, shouting something I couldn’t hear or understand, but I was too far for his magic to reach. I looked down at the enormous hand that held me, at fingers that ended in yellowing talons like old ivory, at reptilian skin covered in scales that shimmered, first like shards of emerald, then sapphire, an iridescent mosaic of sea blue and green.

I could have squirmed, forced my way out of the thing’s hand. But then what? Fall to my death? Would the thing that owned the hand squeeze and crush me if I so much as tried to escape? Being lifted away from the conflict, I could have almost believed that this was better. My friends could handle themselves without me.

“Vanitas?” I thought, reaching out to him with my mind. No answer. I’d never been so far away from him on the field of battle that our telepathic connection would be severed. I had to be hundreds of feet off the ground. I told myself not to let the thought of it flood my insides with terror.

I looked up into the enormous, gaping maw of the beast that had “saved” me, and I knew that it was worse. This was much worse. I realized right then that I had never before truly known what it meant to despair.

A skyscraper. Imagine that a skyscraper had come to life and somehow sprouted great, sinewy limbs that ended in wicked talons, had grown a long, reptilian face with eyes as huge and as menacing as a pair of suns. I had never felt smaller, weaker. I had never felt less important.

“You,” the thing said, in the voice of a woman, in the voice of a dragon, in the voice of a tempestuous ocean. “I know you. The thing of dust.”

“Dustin Graves,” I said, barely able to speak without stammering. “My name is Dustin Graves.”

“No,” the thing said. “You deserve no name. You are a man, formed out of dust, and to dust shall you return. A speck of nothing. Only dust.”

Well, I thought. That was convenient. I breathed deeply, remembering exactly who I was, and what I was. A speck of dust on a rock spinning aimlessly in the universe, a pointless evolutionary accident by all accounts. But what did that matter? I had a mind, a heart, a soul. Above all, I had a mission: to speak to the Great Beasts and beseech them for all of their power against the Eldest.

She was right. I am dust, I thought. And that was what I said.

“I am Dust.”
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“Strange,” the she-serpent said. “For once a man-child shows humility and understanding in his position. Perhaps you will live long enough to tell the great Tiamat why you have intruded on her domain.”

My blood froze. Tiamat was many things, both the mother goddess of the Babylonian pantheon, and a reviled dragon turned away by her own divine children, a swirling beacon of chaos. Above all else, she was angry.

Tiamat blinked, sheer membranes closing and opening across the awful, slick surface of her eyes. She appraised me with the venomous, calculated patience of a snake, slitted pupils watching and waiting. The sound of her breathing was like the rush of violent winds through some huge cavern, the noise of it mingling with the rumble of storm and thunder around us. Far, far below, where I couldn’t even hear, my friends fought for their lives.

Don’t look down, I thought to myself. Don’t do it. But you know me well enough by now, a little stubborn, a little stupid. I swallowed as I dared to look below us, my stomach swooping as I saw nothing but the great, glistening bulk of Tiamat’s torso, her scales glittering like jewels. It grew out of the fog like a gargantuan stalk. I could hardly see the water or the rocks, only faint pulses of magical colored light as spells fired from under the canopy of clouds.

Tiamat’s reptilian jaws parted, her thunderous voice emanating from behind teeth like spires of smooth, yellowed rock. “There is a reason you have come, little speck. Speak it, while I have patience still.” Her breath smelled like the ocean, like a hurricane.

“The Eldest,” I said. “We’ve come for your help. Loki of the Norse gods told me to seek out the Great Beasts, to ask if you would lend your power in this greatest of battles. An agent of the Eldest has come to life – one of their avatars – and we – ”

The sky around us rumbled with thunder and flashes of lightning as Tiamat laughed, as her claws tightened around my body. I held my breath. Any tighter, I thought, and she could crush me into paste. I needed to choose my words.

“You must think us fools. Loki has no power here. Just because his children are among our allies doesn’t give them any greater influence. And you would have the Great Beasts risk our hides for the sake of little humans? Little specks of dust? The gall. The absolute gall.”

“The coming of the Eldest will be the end of us all,” I said through gritted teeth. I tried not to sigh, to show so much of my disappointment, because it truly felt like I was reading off of some kind of script. The world is in peril, I’d said several times before, to the Lorica, and to far too many different entities. “We’re in this together. The same realm, the same planet.” I surprised myself with the amount of conviction I managed to force into those words.

Tiamat sneered. I didn’t even think that dragons could do that. But this wasn’t a time to be defiant. I was several hundred feet in the air, trapped in a sea dragon’s claws, precious seconds away from being crushed into Dustin pâté.

“The gods cursed us. Humanity shunned us. And now you turn to the Great Beasts for aid? You are fools.”

I couldn’t be cheeky, sure. But that didn’t mean I couldn’t take risks. I swallowed the lump in my throat, speaking before what was left of my courage withered away.

“You cared for humanity once, didn’t you? The mother goddess of Babylon. That counts for something.”

Tiamat’s great eyes narrowed. “And yet they spurned me. I have been many things. Dragon, serpent, deity. I am all these and more, and yet things change, mortal. Some things change.” Tiamat shifted her great body, the ocean churning and rushing far beneath us as she did. “The Great Beasts are not loved by those who believe they rule the earth – you humans and your entities. You have come to the wrong place, little speck. I am spent. I am tired.”

“But if the world ends,” I said, reading once more from the little script that could have been printed into the back of my eyes, “so will everything. The end of existence is universal. If we’re snuffed out, then so are you, Great Beasts or no.”

“A favor, then?” Tiamat scoffed, her breath ripping at my hair like a furious gale. “Did you think to come to us to beg for an infusion of magical power? A contract, perhaps. Patronage. Or maybe one of Fenrir’s teeth, a claw from Bahamut? No. You will have nothing. The Midnight Convocation can do what it desires with its beloved Crown of Stars. The Great Beasts have nothing to give you, little speck.”

Tread lightly, I thought. “So you know about the Convocation.”

My heart thumped as Tiamat lifted me even higher into the air, bringing me closer to her face. “We know of your battle with the Eldest. We know of the risks that the gods of night and moon took in assisting you. And we know that one of them perished in that fight.” The edges of Tiamat’s mouth drew back, exposing her massive fangs. “And for what? To help puny mankind, to stave off the Old Ones for some precious, fleeting moments? Pah. You have wasted your time and your breath. I should crush you, you and those companions you’ve brought to defile our dimension.”

Fear came rushing back into my body. “We need you,” I said, my insides wavering, but my voice still, and stern. “Please, whatever power you can lend, what counsel you can give – ”

“Your arrogance is staggering. Look around you.” Tiamat gestured, at the thundering sky, at the boiling seas. “We are the agents of the apocalypse. Why should we aid you? What do we earn from stopping the Eldest? What would we receive in return?”

My head rose, my brow creasing as I decided that there was really only one answer. “Survival. Self-preservation. That’s all any of us can hope for, if we even win this fight.”

“Then let the universe collapse around us,” Tiamat hissed. “This is a universe that cares nothing for the Great Beasts. Why should we think to stop the Old Ones?”

Aim for the part of her that would hurt the most, I thought. Go for her pride. “Because they get to end the universe, and you don’t. Your purpose, for so many of you, is the apocalypse. Would you let the Eldest steal away your grandest reason for existing?” 

I didn’t think it was possible for Tiamat to look more menacing, but that had done it. Her spine curled as more and more of her body emerged from the ocean, as she bent over me, regarding me with eyes that burned the same blue and green as the rest of her enormous frame.

“This conversation is ended. You came with nothing, speck of dust, and so shall you leave: with nothing. Be grateful that you still live.”

Tiamat’s voice was abnormally still, and calm. I should’ve known to worry then. She threw her head back, and we rocketed into the clouds. I looked down, trembling, seeing for the first time her legs, her knees. All she had done was stand up.

We spiraled higher, ever higher into the sky, and when I thought we couldn’t go any farther, a loud, thundering crack split the air. It was the sound of Tiamat unfurling her great wings, huge and leathery, already wet with rain.

She beat them, only once, and took us into the clouds, so high up that my body forgot how to breathe. If the thinning atmosphere didn’t kill me, then the terrible heat of the dimension’s green sun would. The only mercy was Tiamat’s wings being massive enough to blot out its poisonous rays.

And impossibly, I could still understand Tiamat’s words as her voiced boomed across the sky, across the oceans, filling my ears, filling an entire dimension.

“The Old Ones are a stain on existence, more baleful and corrupt than any demon, monster, or beast that has walked the earth. And the only force powerful enough to cleanse their taint is fire. Purifying fire. Even this, we will not give you, little mortal. You could never hope to wield our flames, little speck of dust. I speak, and the heavens crumble. I sing, and the world will end.”

My fingers dug into Tiamat’s scales as I held on for dear life. I shouted over the whistling air, the maddening wind of both the domicile and the great dragon’s wings carrying my words.

“Help us, Tiamat. I’ll take that risk, even if the fire consumes me. Help us.”

The membranes of Tiamat’s great eyes flickered as she blinked, her expression uncaring, impassive.

“Witness,” Tiamat bellowed, her voice a storm, a typhoon. “Witness the power you will never wield, and despair.”

Tiamat raised her head, opening her maw. Something like the roaring of a hundred dragons exploded through the dimension as dazzling blue-green flames erupted from her mouth, reaching for the sky, for the sun, scorching the air in their unnatural heat.

And finally it was all too much – too much fire and fear, and not enough air. I couldn’t breathe. My vision blurred with tears of terror, of frustration, and my heart lurched as Tiamat’s claws parted, as she dropped me from the sky. I opened my mouth to scream, but no sound left my throat.

The air shrieked in my ears as I plunged. I lifted my hand to the sky, maybe some desperate, wordless plea for someone, something to save me. Far above, still in the clouds, was Tiamat, no longer a dragon, but a radiant woman, as great as the sky, her hair the reflection of fire from the sea. And the sun, the sun was one of her eyes.

I plunged into cold water, the salt of it searing my mouth. It entered my ears, stung at my eyes, reached down my nostrils and my throat. I remembered but could no longer understand what it meant to breathe. I fell, and I sank, my skin and blood like ice. Tiamat blinked, and the sun went out.
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I gasped, breath and memory returning to my body all at once. I turned on my side, retching and panting, my insides burning with salt water. My back was cold, my clothes still wet. I was spread over stone, in a puddle of water.

The realm of the Great Beasts?

My eyes flew open and I scrambled backwards, my vision still blurry and barely registering the hints that I was no longer in Tiamat’s domain. The lights here were orange, like hazy circles of flame, and the atmosphere darker. It was warmer, too. And above all, it was quiet. Blissfully quiet. We were back in the Boneyard.

“You’re safe now,” Carver’s voice said.

Something soft fell across my back. A towel, it felt like. I heard Asher’s voice murmuring quiet, indistinct reassurances in my ear, small, sweet variations of “You’re fine,” and “You’re okay.”

I blinked hard, my eyes still stinging from seawater, my hair feeling stiff and crusty with salt. I shrugged, finding that my enchanted knapsack was still strapped to my back, when I remembered.

“V?” I cried out. “Vanitas. I left him behind.”

“Right here,” his voice grumbled in my head. It didn’t matter to me precisely where right here was, as long as it meant that we were still in the same dimension. “Safe and sound.”

“We saw you fall.” It was Prudence’s voice this time. Her boots scraped in the stone as she knelt and pressed a hand into my shoulder. My eyes were feeling better. Her face, similarly damp from seawater, her hair clinging wetly to her forehead, was a welcome sight. “We were worried about you, Dust.”

“I tried to catch you.” Past her shoulder, Bastion was sitting cross-legged, soaked to the bone, his skin crisscrossed with fine scratches, the floor around him darker and wet. “I tried to grab you when Tiamat picked you up, too.” I could hear the defeat in his voice. Quietly, he added: “Sorry.”

“It’s okay,” I heard myself say. “We’re all fine. And Gil?”

“Heading to the shower,” Gil said from somewhere behind me. “This is one wet dog you don’t want to smell.”

Prudence smiled tightly at me, then wrinkled her nose. “He’s right. Trust me.”

Carver sighed from somewhere above me. “I trust that things did not go as planned.”

I sniffled, rubbing under my nose. “You could say that. The short version is that the Great Beasts attacked us pretty much on sight, and the only one who was open to doing any talking basically spent her time berating me. Well, us. Humanity, that is. They refused to help.”

Carver sighed again, this time deeper, somehow even more disappointed. “Then it was a fool’s errand. A waste of gemstones, and of time.” The soles of his shoes clicked on the floor as he approached. “But I am very glad to know that you’ve all returned safely.” 

His voice was kind when he said that, understanding, even. I suppose we really shouldn’t have expected much, considering our lead was Loki, of all people. Then again, it wasn’t entirely his fault, either. I scoffed, rubbing the back of my neck. What did we really expect, going up to the agents of the apocalypse, to the world-enders of mythology themselves, to ask them for help? A fool’s errand didn’t even begin to describe things. But you win some, you lose some.

I twisted the end of my towel into my ear, blotting away the last of the water, then engaged a small, steadily burning ball of invisible heat in my palm. I couldn’t wield dragonfire, Tiamat said – I didn’t deserve to, were her actual words – but I had a nice, effective magical method of drying my own clothes, and that was good enough for me.

“Glad to be alive,” I told Carver. “And glad to be back.” Banjo’s head poked out from between his legs. I smiled, despite myself. It was good to know that the little mutt was okay, too.

I ran my open palm along my body, sighing at the comforting pulse of heat as it pulled the moisture from my clothes. Those were going in the washing machine regardless, unless I wanted salt crystals building up in my nether regions. Plus I’d need a shower soon enough. I wasn’t quite as hairy as Gil was, even in his human form, but I knew I didn’t exactly smell like a rose patch.

“So did you guys pick anything up from Agatha’s brooch?” I glanced at Bastion. His gaze was still stuck on the floor. “At least tell us that we have a win.”

“Ah,” Carver said. “We were just about to begin. Now that you’ve returned, the three of you may as well attend and assist with the scrying. More arcane energy couldn’t hurt.”

“Not a matter of too many cooks spoiling the broth, then?” Romira smiled when I looked up at the sound of her voice. She was standing over what appeared to be a cauldron, made completely out of the same stone that composed the rest of the Boneyard. “Soup’s on, by the way.”

I clambered unsteadily to my feet, my curiosity overtaking the ache of exhaustion in my bones. Romira planted both her hands on the rim of the enormous cauldron. Either it wasn’t all that hot, or her affinity for fire magic gave her a kind of protection against it. But as I approached, I saw that there was no steam rising from the vessel, no flame burning underneath it either. I peered in.

The cauldron was holding some sort of liquid, only a little thicker than water, enough that running a finger across it might create more than a slight ripple. There was a faint bluish tinge to the not-water, enough of it that I knew that keeping my hands away was a safe bet.

“It is, in fact, clean water, only infused with a large quantity of arcane energy,” Carver said, as if reading my mind. “Dustin, Bastion, Prudence. You need only grip the edge of the cauldron when we perform the scrying. There’s no need to worry. There is no pain involved in the process.”

Asher walked up to join us, and six pairs of hands came to rest around the outside of the cauldron, forming us into a natural, if small circle.

“Romira and I already made some preparations,” Asher said, nodding at her and somehow avoiding his propensity to blush. “All we need now is Agatha’s brooch.”

“That,” Carver said, “and this.” He ran his hand just above the surface of the water, sweeping it across the cauldron. A faintly glowing map of the world appeared in the liquid, as if it had been etched into the inside of the cauldron.

“Just like how we do things at the Lorica,” Romira said.

“It is the sensible thing to do,” Carver said, nodding. He extended his fingers, dropping Agatha Black’s brooch into the center of the cauldron. It sank into the center, its intricate edges catching the thin lines of the cauldron’s magical map.

Bastion cleared his throat. “This isn’t going to damage the brooch, is it? Only that we don’t have so many of Grandmother’s things anymore. I imagine Mother has attached some sentimental value to the brooch.”

“Under normal circumstances, no,” Carver said. “But these aren’t normal circumstances, are they, Mr. Brandt? Magic carries some risks, after all. I am certain that your mother will understand how we must place more value in security over sentimentality just at this moment.”

Bastion nodded, and said nothing more.

“Now. Water, as we all know, is an excellent medium for scrying.” I gave Carver a flat smirk. Trust him to take every possible opportunity to create a teachable moment. “It has been used for centuries by practitioners of the art, perhaps because of its reflective properties. It accounts for why some seers will use looking glasses, while others prefer crystal balls. But sometimes, simplicity alone can work wonders.” Carver pressed his own fingers into the sides of the cauldron. “Sometimes it is best to keep magic practical.”

Something hovered in my field of vision – not one of the other mages, and certainly nothing human – and I started at the intrusion. It was Vanitas, floating in midair, tilted over the cauldron as if he, too, was looking in.

“Little warning next time you do that,” I thought to him.

“I was curious,” he replied. “I wanted to see.” Which I suppose finally confirmed in a way that Vanitas could actually see through his jewels, but I had other, more thrilling concerns to attend to just then.

I held my breath as Agatha’s brooch took on a life of its own. The lion’s eyes seemed to glow as it glided slowly along the sides of the cauldron, never settling on one spot. It wavered for a moment over the West Coast, the exact place where we’d have expected her to be.

Stupidly I wondered if the map could, I don’t know, zoom in. What was the point of scrying if it could only show us her general location? Would the map reorient itself, maybe shift perspective somehow and show us a tiny, levitating Agatha Black in her general surroundings?

I froze. What if scrying worked both ways? Agatha was certainly powerful enough. What if she could see us?

So many questions, none answered, because Carver gasped before I could even phrase something to say. The brooch was moving much faster, sliding and scraping along the inside and the bottom of the cauldron, tracing a haphazard pattern around the map. Faster and faster it went, speeding through the scrying water like a torpedo, its eyes glowing ominously.

Then it stopped, sitting motionless at the center of the cauldron, where it first began. I sipped in a careful breath, desperate to ask one of the dozens of questions I needed answered right then, when it happened.

The surface of the lion’s head splintered, then cracked into a dozen pieces, each shard rushing to a different part of the cauldron, as if drawn by some eldritch magnetic force. Not a dozen, I realized, counting again. Thirteen.

“Impossible,” Carver hissed under his breath.

I looked around at the others, my confusion building until I finally settled on Romira’s face, which had grown pale and drawn.

“It can’t be,” she muttered, in a voice thick with horror and reverence. “The Coven of One.”
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“Okay,” I said. “Coven of One. Go.”

Romira took another pull from her beer. Her second one. She’d quickly downed the first we’d offered her, after we tracked her to the Boneyard break room slash living area, where she immediately began sifting through the cupboards for hard liquor. We’re not huge drinkers at the Boneyard, but duh, everyone keeps the good stuff in their own bedroom. So a nice, frosty beer right out of the fridge it was. Well, two of them. Everyone had assembled there, in fact, even Sterling and a recently placated Mason, like confused D-list superheroes with nowhere to go.

“Right,” she said, finally catching her breath. “Right. Historically, I didn’t think it could be done. You know how magic gets amplified when more people are involved, right? When multiple minds and hearts aim their energies towards the same purpose. Pour enough magic into one, singular objective, and you can move mountains.”

“It’s why cults exist,” I said. “It’s the whole premise behind ceremonial magic.”

In the back of my head, the distant memory of Thea’s voice broke the surface. “It’s how you get an apocalypse going.” My gaze locked with Carver’s for a bare second. He was listening intently, suspiciously quiet.

“It’s why magic users and spell casters of the same vein tend to gather together. Cults, as you said, or druids, and covens as well. As in witches.”

“Of which Grandmother is one of the most powerful,” Bastion muttered.

Romira nodded. “Right. And to get everything truly magically aligned, you’d want everyone to be on the same page. For best results, basically, like how a corporation ideally works. Same vision, same mission. And if someone, or several someones in your coven have different ideas about how to do things, that can dilute the power of the magic you’re trying to make. But what if everyone was of the same mind? With your intentions streamlined. No blocks in the arteries. Just blood pumping straight through the system, because everyone works in concert.”

My gaze went distant as I imagined the possibilities. “One mind,” I said.

“Exactly,” Carver said, finally adding his voice to the conversation. “Everything unified under one mind, perfectly orchestrating the same goal. The Coven of One is a bizarre, terrible ritual, one that allows a witch powerful and brazen enough to perform it to split her mind across multiple bodies. Thirteen of them, to be precise, as you all saw in the cauldron.”

Which, I should have mentioned, burst into flames, cracking the cauldron in the process. It took Carver and Romira’s combined efforts to get the fire settling at all, but by the time it had died out, nothing was left in the cauldron, no water, no shattered pieces of brooch. I must have been right, in a sense. Agatha detected us, and she didn’t like being watched.

“Far be it from me to cast judgment,” Carver said. “I am hardly blameless. I have also regretted the things I have done to extend my life beyond its natural bounds. There are different variations on the rite of becoming thirteen, but many of them require multiple sacrifices. Human sacrifices.”

The air went still. I looked around at the others, at the looks of shock and dawning dread on their faces. We thought we were up against Agatha Black – not thirteen witches powered by the madness of the Eldest.

“I never knew,” Bastion murmured. “Is that what Grandmother has been doing all this time?”

Prudence gripped him by the arm, but said nothing.

“As I am sure you have determined by now, the situation is far from ideal,” Carver said. “The world is in greater danger than we thought. And now Agatha knows that we are seeking her out. I would consider ourselves lucky if she didn’t look back through the ethers and see us. It wouldn’t take much for a witch of her power to track us down.”

“But what if that’s the answer?” Mason said, his head held high. “If we can’t find her, then maybe we have to work on making her come to us.”

Carver’s eyes remained impassive as he studied Mason for several long, uncomfortable seconds. “You are not wrong. But after the description of your initial encounter with Agatha Black at Brandt Manor, it is reasonable for me to express my – concerns.”

How could anyone forget? A man exploded, tiny parts of his body scattered across the mansion’s lawn. And all Agatha had to do was close her fist.

“I can use my gravesight,” Asher said. “I’m getting better and better at it. It might be slow – the dead aren’t used to hearing from someone on the other end of the world – but I can reach through the network, find out what everyone has heard.”

To see through the eyes of spirits in Southeast Asia, and hear through the dead ears of ghosts still lingering in urban Russia. I believed in Asher’s conviction and talent, but that sounded like a monstrous undertaking. How much energy would a necromancer need to spread his influence across the entire world?

Carver blinked several times rapidly, the concern washing across his features quickly banished. He raised his head. “This is possible. But be careful, Mr. Mayhew. Extremely careful. Scrying is powerful and useful in any form, but arcane backlash is very much a real thing. It can be dangerous. Fatal, too.”

Romira hugged her elbows and shuddered. “Tell me about it. I’ve heard about what happened to some of the Eyes at the Lorica. They were trying to track someone dangerous down in the nineties, this warlock who was terrorizing the Midwest. You know how he retaliated? By burning their eyes out. Worst kind of forced retirement there is.” She chuckled nervously. “Occupational hazards, am I right?”

“Then that goes for all of you who may think to scry for Agatha’s manifestations,” Carver said. “Stay safe. Employ every protection you can think of.”

“I’ll try my best,” Asher said, his voice only slightly shaken, his back rigid, muscles tense. Sterling stepped up and gripped Asher’s shoulder in one of his stark white hands, massaging with strong, dead fingers. You could barely tell, but Asher relaxed, giving Sterling a quiet, grateful nod. See? Whatever else Mason’s presence at the Boneyard meant, and despite the dizzying age difference, our necromancer and vampire were still best friends. Sterling was just being silly.

“Then we adjourn for now,” Carver said. “Consider all the resources you have at your disposal. Speak to your peers and superiors at the Lorica, whatever it is you must do to warn the arcane world of Agatha Black’s movements. We must be prepared. All of us.”

Our goodbyes were quiet and stilted, Team Lorica awkwardly shuffling out of the Boneyard, all clearly considering the ramifications of our discovery. I stayed in the living area, staring at my thumbs. Carver and the other guys had mostly wandered off to their rooms, except for Asher and Mason, who had stayed behind to clean up.

“Thanks,” I said out loud to no one in particular, listening to the clink of beer bottles and drinking glasses.

“Yeah,” Asher said absently.

The sofa next to me dipped as Mason threw himself into the cushions. He leaned back, then sighed heavily.

“You know what gets me about this the most? If this Agatha person is so damn dangerous, why hasn’t she done anything yet? Why has everything been so quiet?”

I looked at Mason, then back down at the floor. He had a good point. A terrifying one, at that. What was Agatha up to? Mason leaned into the cushions even more, groaning and rubbing his forehead.

The dread in the air was palpable, even with just the three of us there. I reached for my phone, thinking to call Herald to fill him in on the bad news when it went off on its own.

And despite my anxiety, I had to smile. It was my dad, trying to initiate a video call. I picked up immediately. Norman Graves’s bushy, teacherly mustache filled the screen. He smiled at me, then frowned.

“Well, well,” he said gruffly. “Look who finally decided to pick up his phone and call his old man. Oh, wait.”

I rolled my eyes and chuckled. “Come on, Dad. You know things have been busy for us.”

He pursed his lips, then smiled again. “I know, buddy. It’s just been a while since I’ve seen you face to face. Would it kill you to swing by one of these days? We’ll do some beers, some burgers. Hey, bring Gil and Prudence and the others. We’ll make it a party.”

“Hi, Mr. Graves,” Asher said as he walked past the sofa, giving a quick wave.

“Hey, Asher,” Norman called out of the phone. “And who’s that on the couch next to you, Dust?”

“Oh, that’s Mason. You haven’t met him yet.”

Mason leaned against my shoulder, squeezing into frame. On my video screen, the little reflection of Mason next to me on the sofa grinned broadly.

“Hiya, Mr. Graves,” he said, waving with a loose wrist, his free hand smoothing back his hair as he gave my dad an excessively goofy grin. “It’s nice to meet you.” Dad waved back, a bemused smile on his face.

I tried not to smirk. Mason really knew how to charm people. Maybe we really were related, in some twisted, alternate timeline kind of way.

“He’s like my son,” I said. Mason laughed. Dad’s forehead crinkled.

“Wh-what?”

“And we’ve got an exploding dog. It’s this whole thing.”

After swapping a few niceties with my dad, Mason and Asher eventually trailed out of the break room themselves. I looked around the emptiness of our living area, everything cleared out of the way, and made eye contact with the abyss beyond the stone platform that carried all our furniture. No walls in the outside areas, just a long, hard view of the void, and that had never bothered me in the past, but the helplessness of our situation made the Boneyard feel just that little bit drearier.

I couldn’t help sighing, and Dad caught on pretty quickly. He frowned.

“Something’s the matter,” he said. “You can tell me anything, Dust. You know that, right?”

“I know,” I said. Except that I didn’t want to burden him with the knowledge of what we were going through. “It’s just a really tough time for everyone here, you know? Saving the world and all that shit, it kind of gets exhausting after a while.”

Even past the mustache I could see Norman’s lips press together into a tight line. “Listen. I know you don’t like weighing me down with what you think are just your problems, but it’s always cool to share. Really. I worry about you, and it might help relieve some of the pressure.”

I shook my head and forced a smile. “Can’t tell you, Pops. Classified information. I promise, when all this is over, I’ll come and visit.”

Dad sighed, giving in, before he nodded. “Sure, sure. Hope that’s not too far away,” he said, in a kind of tone that softly suggested how he would very much like for me to stay alive, at least until we got through our next visit. “Bring Herald, I haven’t really had much of a chance to talk to the guy.”

I chuckled, feeling my ears going red. “Dad, please. Don’t embarrass me. God, I wish I could burn all my baby pictures. I know you’re going to use them against me.”

He held up one warning finger. “Don’t you dare. I’m keeping them locked away the next time you come over, and – oh. Hello.” His gaze unfocused slightly, then looked past my head.

I didn’t think there was anyone else in the living area with me until I followed his eyes. Looking back at me was a woman’s strangely familiar face.

My heart jumped up my throat as I leapt up off the couch and whirled on my feet. There she stood, her smile an enigma, her face a constant, ever-shifting puzzle.

“Fleshling,” Hecate said. “It has been a while.”
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“Gotta go,” I muttered to my dad, ending the call even as he sputtered in protest. I love him, but when a goddess peekaboos at you from behind your living room sofa, you kind of have to shift focus.

I slipped my phone into my pocket, ran my fingers through my hair, and smoothed down the creases in my shirt, like any of that even mattered.

“Hecate,” I said. “It’s been a while.”

“Quite.” Hecate smiled, running her fingers along the edge of the couch. She looked as she always did, wearing a gown cut out of midnight, her skin an unnatural shade of white, her features beautiful, yet always changing, indecipherable.

“To what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?” Horror. I almost said horror instead of pleasure.

“We have been in your thoughts, fleshling.” She stepped around to the front of the couch, sitting on the edge of the armrest, looking down at the piece of furniture as if in puzzlement. “You’ve met so many of our brothers and sisters now. Perhaps you shall meet the father of our pantheon as well.”

I held my hands up in protest. “No no no, no Zeus. One All-Father is more than enough for me.” I furrowed my eyebrows. “Wait. Did you say that you were in my thoughts?”

She looked up at me and blinked. “Have you not noticed, fleshling? Think back to recent discussions. We heard our name being mentioned. Quite a few times, in fact. After all, when a mortal prays enough, is it not a goddess’s place to listen?” She grinned. “Perhaps even answer?”

This was the thing with Hecate. She liked to talk about answers, sure, but actually arriving at something was always such a production. The Greek goddess of magic liked to trade in riddles and vague references. But as much as I’d lost patience with the other gods of her pantheon, I knew deep in my bones that Hecate was not among the ones I should even consider affronting. I thought of my next words carefully, taking a long, deliberate breath.

“There’s a reason you’ve come. Just as there’s a reason I’ve been thinking about you. A lot has happened, between failing to get anything out of the Great Beasts and the awakening of Agatha Black.”

I knew I didn’t need to explain any of those things to Hecate. The gods are gossips, Dionysus’s voice laughingly said in my mind. But Hecate, even as she kept to herself, always knew what was going on, one way or another. I would have guessed that her enormous book of magic had something to do with it.

She nodded. “Yes. We have heard of what has transpired. Most unfortunate. We have also heard of your recent reunion with your beloved Dark Room. What a happy occasion.”

I grimaced. “It’s a more complicated situation than that, and you know it. I can barely use the Dark Room without letting it take over my mind – no, even my body now. It’s grown wild, too strong. And speaking of bodies, did you know about Agatha and how she has thirteen of them? The Coven of One?”

Hecate chuckled. “Sweet fleshling. Who do you think wrote the ritual?” She tilted her head, and two other copies of the goddess appeared along the cushions on the couch, all three staring at me with lopsided grins.

I held my breath. “Then you must know how to stop them.”

“Indeed, we do,” the three goddesses said. Two of them faded, leaving one sitting in the center of the sofa. “You would destroy a witch as you would any other mortal, of course. By slaying her.”

“So you’re saying that we can only win by killing all thirteen copies of Agatha.”

She shrugged. “We said that destroying them was possible. We did not say it would be simple.”

I flopped onto the couch next to her, surprised at my own sudden comfort with her presence and proximity. The cushions dipped, and Hecate made a small giggle, as if pleased at being ever so slightly jostled.

“I don’t know where to start, Hecate. The end hasn’t begun, but it feels like everything is funneling towards that. The world is quiet right now, but I just know that things are going to crumble around my ears before long. And I don’t know how to stop it.”

Her hand was surprisingly warm when it patted the back of mine, a strangely human gesture coming from someone as alien as Hecate.

“In the end,” she said, “it is up to mankind to protect its home after all. You have always known this, Dustin Graves. What have you learned in all this time of dealing with gods and demons and monsters?”

My heart twinged. “To expect nothing.” Depressing, but true. “I’m so tired, Hecate. I never asked for any of this. I’m not some super powerful chosen one. It’s not like there’s some secret weapon out there that’s just going to change the game for my side. I – I never asked for any of this.” My voice trailed off.

Hecate nodded in polite agreement. “Everything occurred to you by happenstance. And yet, this is your role now, to be caught between the earth and the Old Ones. Who else but you could help win this battle for your realm? You could walk away, fleshling, but you know the consequences. The world will wither. The Old Ones will come. And then there will be nothing left.”

I rubbed my fingers into my temples. “I hate that I have no choices here. No way to really, properly decide on an outcome.”

“It is the way of the universe, after all.” Hecate sighed, shaking her head. “Very little is within your control. But what few decisions you do make, fleshling, will change the course of reality.”

I scoffed. “You mean about the world ending if I walk. Of the Eldest coming if I so much as consider sitting out a single fight. That’s not choice, Hecate. That’s inevitability.”

“No, no. There are other paths to choose. Other ways to influence your destiny, by improving your chances. That is, if you are willing to take matters into your own hands. To truly sacrifice everything.” She lifted her head, as if to impress the importance of things upon me. “Everything you love. Even your humanity.”

My blood went cold. “What do you even mean?”

She leaned forward, her nails digging into my skin, the smell of her breath like wilting flowers, like the pages of an old book. “It is the price of true power, fleshling. To leave the worldly behind, to become something other than human. To evolve beyond your limitations. To ascend.”

To ascend. I wasn’t sure I liked the sound of that.

“You told me to sell my soul to the Midnight Convocation, once. Remember? And that didn’t work out so well, did it?”

“And as you did then, you now still have the freedom of choice. Of whether or not to explore the paths we show you behind the mists.” Hecate rose slowly from the couch, the material of her robes spilling like dark water. “We are a supreme force of magic, Dustin Graves. Not of coercion. There are many, many paths to power. Will you stand at the crossroads, paralyzed by indecision?” She walked away from the couch, her body beginning to fade, leaving only her face and her Cheshire smile. “Or will you walk down one of those paths?”

She vanished completely before I could answer. The question wasn’t rhetorical, though. It didn’t matter to Hecate what I’d pick. All that mattered was her own satisfaction in seeing me struggle to find an answer, to choose. I knew I was being manipulated, in a sense, the way that the Dark Room liked to tug its own strings from within my chest, how it almost felt as if it had grown a kind of sentience. I did wonder how much or how little Hecate really cared, though.

It was strange, having such a capricious goddess for a fly-by-night, informal kind of mentor, one who reveled in seeing me grow in power, but who also seemed to have very little regard for my personal safety. That was her domain, after all: the supreme, unrelenting dominion of raw magic. Carver would sooner take his own life than encourage me down the path of lichdom, and the ritual of the Coven of One had turned Agatha Black into her own special kind of monster. But what did giving everything up even mean? What kind of sacrifice would Hecate have me make?

I slumped into the couch, too tired and too annoyed to head to my bedroom. Back to square one, I thought. Give up my humanity indeed. Ridiculous. That would never happen. I had too much to live for, too many that I loved and cared for. I reached for my phone, remembering that I’d meant to text Herald before the call from Dad and the visit from my scary godmother.

A phone call, I thought. He’d still be awake. I stretched myself out along the cushions, feeling my joints pop, my muscles unfurl. Hearing his phone ring, just the anticipation of talking to him made me smile. See, I valued that about myself, maybe more than anything. My humanity.

Give it up. As if.

That would never happen.
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Prepare, Carver said. So that was what I intended to do. My strength had never been in scrying or sensing, only in lucking out in battle with destructive magic, one way or another. I had to regain control of the Dark Room, bend it to my will once more, and not the other way around.

That explained why I’d found my way to the somewhat flattened peak of a grassy hill, just outside of Valero. It explained why I’d decided to sneak out of the Boneyard without telling anyone my destination, because I didn’t need another lecture from Carver about why I was tempting fate by playing with the shadows again.

It didn’t explain why I’d decided to go there with Bastion.

He stood across from me, on the opposite end of the hill, keeping warm in a leather jacket. Behind him the lights of Valero twinkled, a city asleep. A soft wind rushed over the hill, rustling the grass, sending up the sweet scent of nature and – and unfortunately, a small, enticing whiff of Bastion’s cologne.

I know what you’re thinking, but hear me out. Carver was right about Mason. He was young, inexperienced, and we couldn’t stand the risk of me injuring him in a more serious way. The wound on his cheek was only just starting to properly heal. Maybe the shadows really did have some bizarre, toxic property to them.

That, at least, was my main justification for texting Bastion and asking him to help me out. Again, no way to do that at the dojo in the Boneyard. Too many prying eyes, meddling hands. And I definitely didn’t want to practice with Herald, because I would never want to hurt him.

The implication, of course, was that in some perverted manner, I was perfectly happy to hurt Bastion.

“Fucking get on with it,” Bastion yelled from across the hill.

Especially when he said things like that.

“I told you,” I yelled back. “I’m conditioning myself. Gotta make sure I don’t end up killing you with the darkness.”

Bastion scoffed, grinning at me, his teeth sparkling even in the dark of night, practically glowing with the light of the moon. “I mean, you could try and kill me. Highly doubt it. Isn’t that why you called me out here? Because I’m good at defending myself?”

I gritted my teeth. I didn’t like him calling out my thoughts like that, and I had a feeling I knew what he was going to say next. “Yeah,” I said, tapping into the Dark Room, knocking lightly on its door with one proverbial finger. “Yeah, you could say that.”

Bastion cracked his knuckles, his smile even wider. “Any other reason?”

“I told you,” I said through clenched teeth. “I needed a punching bag.”

“Then why not practice with Mason? Or Herald?”

I glowered at him. Was Bastion actually telepathic, and he never told us, or was I that transparent? 

“Mason’s shields are imperfect. I could hurt him again. Same with Herald.”

“Oh,” Bastion said. “And you’re fine with hurting me? Kinky.”

“That’s not what this is about. You’re skilled enough to avoid being harmed. That’s it.”

Bastion paced closer, which still put us several feet apart, but I backed away nonetheless. “I’m skilled at other things, too.”

“That’s it,” I murmured. I flicked my wrist, hissing with the mingled pain and pleasure as a long, black shaft of pure night extended from the palm of my hand. Bastion liked to boast so much. I just hoped he was strong enough to fend off Nightmare.

But barely five minutes into sparring, Bastion had parried every single strike with his bare hands. Granted, each of those hands was protected by a sturdy invisible arcane shield, but still. Either I was terrible at this swordsmanship thing, or – nah, I had to face facts. I wasn’t very good at it. And the more frustrated I got –

“Damn it,” I grunted, as I whiffed another slash with Nightmare. Bastion countered by striking me in the stomach, which hurts a hell of a lot more when someone’s fist is magically enhanced, I’ll tell you that. I doubled over, gasped for breath, and charged again.

I couldn’t explain to you how he did it, exactly, but Bastion didn’t just parry this time. He somehow managed to land me flat on my ass, too, tackling me to the ground by checking me with his shoulder. I stayed there, panting, the grass cool against my back as I stared up at the stars. As they always did in my imagination, the stars laughed down at me.

My connection to the Dark Room faltered, then petered out. Nightmare vanished into my skin, into the darkness, leaving only traces of blood dribbling down my palm, my fingers.

“Come on,” Bastion said, offering me his hand. I accepted grudgingly with my other, unbloodied hand, straining back onto my feet as he tugged. I dusted off the seat of my pants, blades of grass catching against my skin.

“The problem with you is that you let your emotions get to you. And you’re too damn single-minded. It’s either, or. Shadow magic, or fire.”

I cocked my eyebrow at him. “What’s your damn point, Brandt?”

“Why not both?” he said, shrugging mockingly. Then, he added in badly mangled Spanish: “Porque no los dos?”

“I don’t understand,” I said, digging around in my pockets for a handkerchief, a piece of tissue, anything to dab away the blood already cooling on my skin.

“Watch this,” Bastion said. He held up one hand, his eyes vaguely staring at the air above his palm. Within seconds, with an extravagant whoosh, a ball of flame burst into existence.

“What the – you can do that, too?”

“How did you think I became a Scion?”

“Power, and being an asshole. You said so yourself.”

“Very cute,” Bastion said. “I mean, I’ve got a little bit of a grasp on basic elemental magic. Nothing huge. But I prefer my natural talents for obvious reasons. It’s what I’m good at. Why reinvent the wheel?”

I gazed at the perfect sphere of fire in his hand enviously. Kind of wasn’t fair, in my opinion, to be handsome, rich, and crazy talented at magic all at once, but Bastion was a special breed of mage.

Not as special as Herald, a voice in my head said. Of course not, I spat back. I scratched my hair, annoyed that I even had to remind myself, annoyed that some part of me could even begin to imagine that I would ever think less of Herald.

“Now watch this,” Bastion said, in the voice of a teenager about to show off some sick trick at the skate park.

A faint shimmer in the air around the fire showed that he’d contained the flames in a globe of his telekinetic energy. The fire burned on. As strong as Bastion’s shields were, I’d always known that they were still slightly porous, at least enough to let oxygen in. Otherwise he’d have killed as many people as he’d protected with his own force fields.

No, what was strange was how the fire inside the glassy globe not only continued to burn, but glowed even brighter, like it was growing even stronger.

“The hell is happening?” I murmured, leaning in for a closer look.

“I’ve contained the flames in this tiny space,” he said. “But I’m also feeding the fire with more arcane energy – so much of it that my power can barely hold it all. Now watch.”

Bastion pointed out a large rock. He spun on his heels and threw the globe directly at it – which promptly exploded into a fiery pillar roughly the size of a small tree.

“Holy shit,” I muttered.

“If you build up enough pyrokinetic energy in a compact space,” Bastion said, smirking to himself, “you can also learn to release it all at once. So instead of throwing fireball after fireball, you’re dumping all that magic into one convenient little package. An arcane grenade.”

The flames continued to burn, dying down steadily, but spreading in a slow pattern around the boulder as the fire sought out drier patches of grass. Bastion sauntered over with all the calm of a trained professional, then extended one hand, spraying a small cone of what looked like frost over the fire, promptly putting it out.

Yeah. So it wasn’t nepotism that put Bastion up on top as a Scion, but pure, raw talent. The guy could do way more than build shields out of thin air. I mean, that grenade trick was more than a little awesome.

And he looked pretty damn handsome doing it, too, the voice in my head said.

Shut up, I told myself. Shut the fuck up.
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“I’m not entirely sure how this helps me. So you’re saying I should combine the two things I’m good at?” I snorted. “And what, make shadowfire?”

Bastion shrugged, as if nothing I had said was out of the ordinary. “Why the hell not?”

“I’m not even sure how I would combine those two things. That’s like asking me to write with both hands at the same time. I’ve never tried.”

Bastion tapped the side of his nose. “That’s exactly it, then. Time to give things a shot, stupid.”

“That’s dumb,” I said. I squinted at him, frowning. “You’re dumb.”

“Totally uncalled for.”

Ten minutes in and I still hadn’t figured out what Bastion wanted from me. In terms of learning something new, I mean. The shadows didn’t have the same properties as his fine control of occult telekinesis. How the hell was I supposed to contain fire in – man, it sounds stupid just thinking it – in a shadow?

I was frustrated by then, and also exceedingly hot. I’d showered that day, but I was keenly aware of the fact that the quickly failing sparring session was making me a sweatier, slightly smellier version of myself. Still handsome, though.

And Bastion had to run around putting out the little fires I was inevitably lighting all over the hilltop. I mean I was aiming for him, mostly, so that my flames could safely dissipate against his shields, but everyone misses sometimes, you know?

I guess I missed a lot. Bastion had shucked the leather jacket by the time he’d run to extinguish the third smallish grass fire. By then the most successful thing I’d done was call out a sharpened extension of shadow while I was holding a fireball in my hand. The result? Both of them snuffed out and disappeared into nothing.

“Time out,” Bastion said, gripping his knees and panting. “I’m going to pass out if I have to spend any more magic putting out your stupid fires.”

“Don’t be such an ass,” I said. “I’m trying my damn best.”

Bastion hooked his hands under the hem of his shirt. “God, and it’s so hot, too.” 

“N-no it’s not,” I said, despite very palpably feeling the sweat on my back turn cold.

“Too hot.”

He just yanked his shirt over his head, tossing it onto the grass somewhere near his jacket. Yeah, he was definitely hot. Sorry, I meant sweaty. You know what? Never mind.

“Okay,” I said. “That’s it. We’re done here.”

Bastion scratched his bare stomach, like he was deliberately trying to get me to look there. Damn it. “I’m giving you this opportunity to learn, Dust. In ways that you can’t with the Boneyard. What, you think there are just shortcuts to this kind of thing?”

“There are,” I said, cautiously backing away, matching each of Bastion’s steps as he approached me. “Carver went through lichdom. And your grandmother, with the Coven of One.”

Bastion stopped in his tracks. “You can’t be seriously considering any of that bullshit. That’s why we’re here, me and the others. To help you.”

“She came to me,” I blurted out. “Hecate. She said she heard me thinking about her, all those conversations we must have had about seeing her, me worrying about dealing with Odin, with Agatha. She says there are other ways, beyond even lichdom and the ritual of thirteen. I’m – I don’t know what to do.”

“Well it isn’t that,” Bastion said. “Not what she’s suggesting, not if it means you’ll lose – God, what would even be left of you?”

I shrugged, staring at the grass. “That was the implication. Access to real, intense magic means sacrifice, one way or another. All those people Carver and Agatha killed to gain their power, or even Romira giving up her soul for patronage.”

“You always have a choice,” Bastion said, his voice suddenly nearer. I hadn’t noticed how close he had come. The scent of his cologne filled my nostrils.

“I do,” I said, stumbling away. “And I know this has nothing to do with what we’re talking about, but – I choose Herald. Chose him from the beginning.”

Bastion’s muscles tensed. “What does that even mean?” he said, forcing a chuckle.

I threw my hands up. “What’s even happening here, Bastion? You’ve been weird. Since I got together with Herald, you’ve been acting, I don’t know. Different. Maybe even a little predatory.”

He flinched, then scowled at me. “That’s a little overboard, don’t you think? I’m just like this when – when I.” His chest expanded as he took a deep breath, then he sighed. “God, I don’t even know what’s going on anymore. I have a hard time dealing with situations where I don’t get what I want.”

The sweat clinging to my skin somehow felt colder, even as an unwelcome thrill of excitement burned in my chest. “You’re fucking kidding me.”

He shook his head, saying nothing.

“So all that time you were an ass to me, ever since I joined the Lorica. That’s you being a kindergartener, pulling my hair and being mean because you didn’t know how else to express things?”

He threw his hands up, frowning. “I don’t fucking know, okay? I’m new to all this shit. Never even been in a relationship.”

“You’re joking.” I stood there with my jaw on the ground. Sebastion Brandt, single since birth? It was difficult to process.

He shook his head, the peaks of his ears redder as he stared at the ground, sticking his hands deep in his pockets. “I became a Scion because I always knew that was my destiny. Since before I was born, I was meant to rise to the top. That’s not even the pride talking. It’s who I was meant to be.” He reached for the back of his head, scratching awkwardly as he locked eyes with me. “But I also wanted to get there so I’d have more clout when it came to the Heart. To actually be influential in the Lorica’s leadership, have any kind of effect on the decisions they made.” He lowered his head again, mumbling his next words. “Maybe I sort of did it because I wanted to protect you from them.”

I thought my jaw couldn’t drop any lower. The breath came rushing out of me. The wind seemed to have gotten weaker, the grass on the hilltop gone still. I stared out at the lights of Valero, in some ways wishing I could be anywhere else.

“This is extremely confusing for me,” I said.

“Yeah? Well, try to be in my place. It’s rough.”

I scoffed. “Aww. Poor little rich boy.”

He glared at me. “That’s unfair and you know it, Graves.”

“What’s unfair is how everyone just tiptoes and does things around me without saying so. What’s unfair is how people treat me like I’m too dumb and naive to understand why they do the things they do. Thea. Even Carver, once. Hecate. Now you?” I shook my head, tired, frustrated. “Just take your stupid helicopter and get out of here.”

Bastion reared up, taller than ever, his features as stormy as the dark gray of his eyes. “You can’t land a helicopter on a hillside, dumbass. I took a car.” As if that had been the most hurtful part of what I’d said. “Like I said. I don’t deal well with rejection. I like getting what I want. If that makes me a brat, then so be it.”

“You can’t just – just money your way around everything.” I knew I was being childish, but I’d meant what I’d said. I was tired of all the secrets, all the little machinations.

“Money is not a verb and you know it. And I’m sorry for wanting to make sure the Heart didn’t fucking kill you. Sorry for giving a shit.”

I planted my head in my hands, confident that a headache was coming on. “You know what? I’ll see you when I see you.”

“Wait. Don’t go. I don’t want to end the night like this. We should – ”

“There is no ‘we’ here, Bastion.”

He flinched and stepped back, almost like he’d been punched in the face. I hadn’t meant for my words to come out so harsh.

“Yeah?” he thundered, his face twisting with fury. “Well who even wants you, anyway?” Before I could react, he had his finger pressed into my chest, thrusting menacingly, his breath hot on my skin. “I’m sorry I ever fucking tried. I never should have bothered.”

“I’m – I can’t deal with this.” I walked backwards, not even needing to check for a shadow to step into, wishing to melt into darkness, to be swallowed up.

I shadowstepped then, entering the Dark Room with a destination already in mind. As the darkness consumed me, the last thing I saw was Bastion glaring at the grass where I stood, every bit a brat, yet every bit a Scion.
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The Dark Room was cold, as it always was. Its corridors chilled and stifled me. Yet all I could think about was how much colder I’d been to Bastion.

I was shocked, okay? Nobody tells you how to react when the dude who’s all but bullied you since the day you met straight up reveals that he has a – what was it, a crush? Infatuation, I decided.

I couldn’t set aside the way Bastion talked about his own frustrations, how he didn’t like not getting what he wanted. Impetuous bastard. But maybe it was part of how he was raised. I couldn’t hate him for it.

And worse, he said he did what he did to protect me. As I dashed through the Dark Room, as my footfalls came back to my ears numbed and dulled in the dead air of that black chamber, I thought back to my interactions with Bastion, shuffling every image, every conversation I could remember, like a deck of cards. 

For just a blip, I quickly considered how I felt in return. There was nothing there, as far as I knew, apart from a competitive sort of fondness, the way you’d relate to a frisky brother, the friend who roughs and tumbles with you for fun. Sure, Bastion had been an ass at times, even taunted me to the point that I genuinely wanted to sock him in the face – but not once had he done anything to truly hurt me, or put me in a precarious position. 

And I just left him shirtless and alone on some nameless hillside.

Don’t look at me like that. I panicked. But he could take care of himself. I needed to take care of myself, too, to take ownership of my decisions. More than that, though, in that moment, what I really wanted was a little TLC, to be taken care of myself, to be told that things were going to be fine.

That’s why I headed straight to Parkway Heights, the block of apartments where Herald lived. That was why I leapt towards the final pinpoint of light in the Dark Room, emerging in Valero’s reality right in Herald’s kitchen, which was warm, and smelled faintly of sugar.

My feet landed softly on his kitchen tile, still enough to make a sound. From the counter, Herald turned over his shoulder, eyes blazing with murderous intent, a huge butcher knife in hand.

“Oh my God,” I said, panting, putting my hands up. “It’s just me, dude. Just me.”

The monstrous look in Herald’s eyes faded, and he dropped the knife clattering onto the counter. He heaved in relief, his posture relaxing immediately, like a wild animal that knew it wasn’t in any real danger. He whipped around, leaned against the counter, folded his arms, and shook his head.

“We’ve talked about this,” he grumbled.

“I know, I know, and I’m sorry.”

“The last few times I almost killed you with some icicles through the chest.”

I raised my finger to interject. “Actually, the first time, it was with a full-ass ice sword. You almost stabbed me through the face.”

Herald sighed, giving me a weak smile. “Then we lived happily ever after.”

“You were kinda cute, actually, sleeping like that. Like a serial killer. Handsome one.”

Herald scowled, turning back to the counter. I just noticed the apron he was wearing, with its little cartoon cow printed on the front – a souvenir from the Happy, Inc. tour.

“Flattery isn’t getting you anywhere,” he huffed. “What’s up? I thought we agreed that you’d call before dropping in on me like this. I don’t want to go to jail for accidentally killing someone in self-defense, least of all my boyfriend.”

“Hey. Can’t a guy visit his partner every now and then? Maybe I missed you.”

Or maybe, I thought, maybe I’m feeling guilty about being with Bastion, about not telling you about it beforehand, and about not telling you about it now.

“Hmm. I’m not so sure about that.” Herald fiddled with something on the counter, humming to himself absently. “Is this about Agatha Black? I texted you. We’ll be fine, I said. We’ll work things out.”

“It’s not about that. I told you, I just wanted to see you.” I stepped closer, risking entering his personal space, hooking my fingers through one of his belt loops. “I didn’t get a good look at that apron. Does it say ‘kiss the chef?’ Lemme see.”

Herald turned in place, laughing. “It doesn’t and you damn well know that.” He gestured at the words printed under the cow’s face. 

“Licensed to grill,” I read out loud. “Dang. That’s not as exciting.”

“And a little inappropriate for what I’m doing, to be honest.”

I peered over his shoulder, finding, of all things, a couple of pie tins, already filled and ready to pop in the oven. Herald was pricking some holes into the crust, arranged, as expected, in a pathologically flawless series of geometric patterns.

“That explains the smell,” I said.

He wrinkled his nose, holding his hand out and pushing me lightly in the chest. “But it doesn’t explain yours. Holy hell, Dust, you stink. And you’re covered in sweat. What have you been doing?”

“N-nothing,” I stammered. “Been a long day.” I flexed my arms, even though Herald couldn’t see anything through the sleeves of my jacket. “Been getting ripped. Workin’ out.”

Herald rolled his eyes. “You’re usually so good at lying, too. No sugar from me until you take a shower, stinky.”

I stared pointedly at the pies, my stomach grumbling despite them being totally unbaked and unfit for consumption. “What about those? Do I get some sugar from those guys? I’m starving.” My stomach rumbled in convenient agreement.

“Same deal. You smell terrible. No pie until you’re clean. Besides, these aren’t for eating. Not right now, at least. I was going to take them over to the Boneyard when they were done.”

I nodded eagerly, grinning. “Right, right. That’s so sweet, you baking me two whole pies.”

“Greedy. No. Those are for everyone to share.”

“I’ll cut you a deal. One pie for me, the other one for all those other losers. I’m cuter than all of them combined.”

Herald narrowed his eyes. “Don’t push your luck, Graves.”

I liked this, that we could talk to each other like that, just shoot the shit. It was so mundane, so domestic, an ordinary, pastry-based distraction from the realities of Agatha Black. No words needed to even explain that. It was implicit, the understanding that we were allowed to live normal lives, even if it was just in the cracks in between regular instances of preventing the apocalypse and almost dying.

Herald scratched his chin. “I mean, I guess since you’re here, you may as well wait for these to bake and take them home. Can you even carry a pie through the Dark Room? Would it still be edible?” 

I shrugged. “I go through it all the time and I’m still totally edible. Delicious, even.”

“You’re being extra cheeky tonight,” Herald said, cocking an eyebrow, his smirk matching the curve of it.

I stepped closer, putting a little swagger in my step. “Like I said. Missed you.”

“If you say so,” Herald said, backing away and waving a hand under his nose. “But you definitely need a shower. You smell like a trash can.” 

“What?” I sniffed myself. He wasn’t wrong, but still. Kind of a mean thing to say, right? “Nah, that’s just the handsomeness leaking.”

“I’m serious. You smell like a trash can.”

“Not like trash?”

“No. You smell like the thing that trash lives inside of. Go take a damn bath.”

“Only if you wash me.”

Herald pulled his apron over his head, cracked his knuckles, then rolled his shoulders, his joints popping. “That can be arranged.”
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The Dark Room couldn’t spoil food, as it turned out. I shadowstepped home to the Boneyard from Herald’s place the next morning – he had a job to go to, after all – and I arrived in our living area weighed down by two beautiful apple pies. They were lovely, with a good crumb on the crusts and a sweet, succulent filling. Most importantly, none of us had fallen over dead from eating them just yet.

I don’t mean to be so flippant. Carver did examine them extensively before he allowed anyone to touch them, somehow using his false eye to determine that food could indeed pass through the Dark Room without being infused with anything strange or sinister.

“Maybe you can pop out and grab us some pizza, next,” Mason said, smirking through a mouthful of pie.

“Don’t push it,” I said. I knew he was joking, but all that time being away from the Dark Room made shadowstepping just that little bit more taxing for me. I was just out of practice, that was all.

“It is not a bad idea,” Mama Rosa said, standing over us at our dining table, her fork and plate of pie looking diminutive in her massive fists. “We could start a service. You will be my delivery boy.”

“Carver,” I whined. “Make them stop.”

“They’re only joking,” Carver said. “One hopes. Sit, Banjo. No. No pie for you.”

He scratched Banjo behind the ear, trying to get him to settle, then produced a treat from somewhere within his sleeves. Banjo froze in place at the sight of the Puppy Yum biscuit, transfixed.

“There’s a good boy,” Carver said, dropping a few more of the treats in a corner of our kitchen, a good distance away from all the pie. “Daddy’s Little Murderer.”

It was a really nice morning, in all, just Carver, Mama Rosa, and their many misbehaving sons gathered around the table for some good eats. Asher was stuffing his face full of pie and had little to contribute to the conversation. I almost thought of asking him about any results with Agatha and his gravesight, but hesitated. He looked so happy. I didn’t want to change that.

Gil must have stayed over at Prudence’s, and Sterling had, in all likelihood, slunk off to bed long before the sun came up. He liked to sleep in these days. Mama Rosa was dissecting her slice of pie cautiously, like it was a bomb waiting to explode, mumbling something about making a coconut cream version.

It was pleasant in the Boneyard. Nice, and calm, and quiet.

And as my damn brain liked to do in these moments, it gave a little input on the situation.

Too quiet, it burbled.

Then a second voice spoke in my mind, this one real, and not just an argumentative fragment of my personality.

“Dust? Where the hell are you?”

I clutched at my temples, an alarming stab of telepathic pain sending me reeling. “Vanitas? Jesus, what’s happening? No need to nudge me like that, buddy.”

“Emergency. Something’s wrong. Get your ass ready. Someone’s trying to break in.”

I frowned as I answered out loud. “What, break into our bedroom? Why? I keep the door unlocked.” I slammed my hands on the table and stood up, knocking my chair over. Everyone turned to me, staring in cautious silence. “Is it Mammon? Are they back? Damn it to hell.”

Carver rose to his feet, hissing as his false eye burned a pale amber. He looked around, scanning the Boneyard.

“No, it’s not that,” Vanitas answered. I heard the whistling long before I saw him flying down the corridor towards me. What the hell could possibly ever have him so spooked that he wanted to be in our vicinity so badly? “I can’t tell what it is, but it’s – ”

That was when the howling started. 

I clapped my hands over my ears, as did the rest of the Boneyard. It sounded a hell of a lot like that bizarre vocalization Banjo was making at the ritual to the Great Beasts, his voice joined by so many others. Even with my ears covered I could hear them, dozens upon dozens of baying dogs.

Most telling of all, however, was the fact that Banjo’s eyes had turned a bright blue – the same color as the rune glowing on his forehead.

Carver yelled something at me, which is to say that I only barely understood the things he was motioning at me with his lips. Now I’m not the best lipreader there is, but any idiot could have interpreted what Carver was trying to say.

“Odin,” he screamed. “All-Father.”

The entire Boneyard was rumbling, dishes and mugs clattering around in the kitchen cupboards, my plate crashing to the floor as it shuddered and jumped off the table. No earthquake had ever frightened me quite this much, and I spent my entire life in California.

I watched, helpless, as Banjo took more air into his tiny lungs, but instead of throwing his head back to howl, he turned towards the abyss just beyond the platform of our kitchen, and made a single, decisive bark.

The sound of it should have shattered my bones, if not my eardrums. Instead it shattered dimensions.

Cracks began to spider all across the abyss, hairline and fine, at first, but immediately fracturing into huge gaps. Light poured into the Boneyard – sunlight from the world outside – as great chunks of the void fell away, crumbling and eroding in a way that my mind couldn’t entirely grasp. As the last of the abyssal rubble fell, I saw what was left: a rough, circular hole, just large enough for a train, or maybe a truck to pass through.

Banjo had barked a hole that led straight into Valero.

And then silence. Banjo had stopped howling. His eyes were back to normal, but the blue rune Odin left on his forehead was still there. He rushed towards the hole, breaking for freedom. Even with my dulled sense of hearing I could clearly make out Carver’s desperate cry.

“No, my baby!”

A net of fine amber fire leapt from his fingertips, launching clear across the room and towards the hole, but Banjo was too fast, bounding for the outside world on tiny, stubby legs, his tongue lolling out the side of his mouth. It was almost funny, seeing Asher and Mason sprint after him, the three members of the Boneyard who hated being stuck in it the most. A nephilim, a necromancer, and a corgi walk into a bar –

“Do something,” Carver screeched at me, his eyes wild, his hair in frantic disarray.

“Okay,” I yelled back. Carver never panicked. Ever. This was important shit to him. Time to get serious.

I checked for Banjo’s trajectory, spotting the shadow of a trash can on the sidewalk outside. I sank into my own shadow, rushing through the Dark Room, expecting to jump out through the sidewalk pavement and possibly tackle Banjo into submission, preferably without roughing him up.

My foot went through the exit point within the Dark Room, and the hot light of the morning sun splashed across my back as I emerged in Valero, just on the sidewalk outside Mama Rosa’s restaurant. Banjo stopped dead in his tracks, looking up at me with his tongue wagging.

“Good boy,” I said, bending down to scoop him up. “Good Banjo.”

“Dust,” Asher screamed.

I locked eyes with him just in time. He was pointing at something just behind me. No time to look. I grabbed Banjo – and my ass – and ran directly away from whatever had frightened Asher.

A massive, ever-loving crash banged behind me, the collision so powerful that I swear the air rippled.

I tumbled like a gymnast – don’t let anyone convince you otherwise, that was what happened – while cradling Banjo safely against my chest. Didn’t matter, though, he started yowling like a motherfucker anyway. I rushed to join the others before turning around to survey the destruction.

The crash had come from the impact between an enormous truck and the twisted remains of what used to be a lamppost. The trash can I’d targeted for its shadow was all but flattened underneath the truck’s many, many wheels. If Banjo and I had been in the way, we’d just be two red smears on the pavement by now.

I glowered at the truck, the angle of the sun making it hard to see through the glare of the cab’s windshield. I didn’t have to guess who the driver was. Banjo’s heralding was a good enough sign, as was the image of an eight-legged horse painted on the truck’s hood and sides.

The door opened, and out stepped the All-Father himself, laughing deeply from inside his huge chest. His laughter thundered, making nearby awnings and trees shudder, their leaves rustling as he guffawed.

“There you are, little mortal. I said I would find you, didn’t I? The All-Father keeps his promises.”

I couldn’t imagine how the god had fit into the truck. He must have been seven feet tall, so muscular that he looked like he’d been carved out of a side of beef. His beard and hair were lustrous white clouds, his enormous, terrifying frame contained in the flannel shirt and denim jeans of someone who could have been a lumberjack, or, well, a truck driver. He barely looked like someone who owned a bed and breakfast, much less the leader of the Aesir, the entire Norse pantheon.

“You’re not what I expected at all,” I said.

Odin’s eyes narrowed, but he said nothing, his attention drawn by Banjo’s incessant yapping. The little guy was thrashing in my arms, growling and baring his teeth at Odin. The god gave the corgi his power, sure, but it felt as though Banjo could sense that Odin meant him harm. The All-Father had promised to kill him, after all.

“You’re not hurting Banjo,” I said, proud of myself for not pissing right into my pants as I spoke. “And you’re not taking him away from us, either.”

Odin lifted his head and sneered. “Give me one good reason to spare the little abomination’s life.”

Banjo growled a little more, than gave one huge, decisive bark. Even Odin reacted, stumbling away from his truck as it was pummeled by an invisible wave of power. The cab caved in on itself, as if colliding with some unseen wall, its windshield crashing into a thousand glittering pieces.
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Odin stared at Banjo, dumbfounded, then back at his truck, then back again. He threw his head back and laughed. Behind me, Mama Rosa gasped in panic. The glass door and floor to ceiling windows of her restaurant were vibrating.

“Hah,” Odin boomed, his voice carrying down the street. People were peering out of windows now, cracking doors ajar. “Perhaps the little beast is not such a disappointment after all.”

“He’s a perfectly good boy,” Carver hissed, collecting Banjo from me and pressing him against his chest. Banjo stopped barking immediately, peppering Carver with a barrage of sloppy doggie kisses. “And I’ll thank you not to attack my domicile again.”

Odin pointed one thick finger at Carver’s face. To my surprise, Carver actually flinched.

“You must be the lich, the one who talked back to me. Destroying one of the four walls of your dimension was the least that you deserved. And I did not even have to lift a finger to accomplish it. Be grateful that the All-Father has a quick temper and a short memory.”

Carver’s growl rumbled somewhere deep inside his chest, but he said nothing.

“Then why are you even here?” I said. “Just you being petty and taking it out on us puny mortals? See, this is why Loki runs an international corporation and you’re serving live goats at a bed and breakfast.”

Ooh. Probably shouldn’t have said that. But Loki did say that Odin’s pride was his weakest point, and that was where I aimed to strike. The sun seemed to go away for a moment, as if covered by a passing cloud. When I looked at Odin, something seemed changed. He wasn’t dressed in red flannel and jeans, but a suit of ornate, bloodstained armor. I blinked. The sun came back, and Odin’s clothes were, too. But his face was a storm.

“Loki is a liar and a cheat,” Odin growled. “Of course he finds success in this modern world of mortals and fools, a world that worships and glorifies heathens that hardly deserve to be called gods.”

I leaned forward, a response already loaded on my tongue, when a hand gripped me by the shoulder, stopping me cold.

“Oh my God, dude,” Asher’s voice said in my ear. “Shut the fuck up. Look who you’re sassing. Remember Izanami?”

My fists uncurled, and I took a deep, long breath to stop myself from talking even more shit. I had to control my anger. I could already feel the Dark Room stirring. Asher was right. The last thing I needed to be doing was giving the mothers and fathers of the world’s pantheons more reasons to want me dead.

“Bleat all you wish, little mortal. Soft, feeble sheep.” Odin planted a foot on his truck’s front tire. “I have something of yours, and you may want it back.”

I stiffened. “What could you possibly have taken of mine that I’d so desperately – ”

Odin blinked innocently. “Oh. Did I say ‘it?’ I was so sure that I said ‘him.’” The All-Father smirked, and my heart pounded against my chest. “That man you like so much. The one that makes ice, an affront to my person, as filthy as the frost giants themselves.”

My blood froze. “No. Herald? What did you do to him?”

The All-Father laughed. “Follow me if you will. Find me if you dare. Perhaps you will discover then.”

“Wait,” I shouted, the Dark Room banging its many fists against my heart, begging to be let out, begging to kill.

“I have said my piece, little human. Find me, or your friend dies.”

Odin patted the side of his truck, and the damage Banjo had done was instantly reversed, the metal inflating and glass reassembling into the shape of a perfect, unblemished cab. Odin swung himself into the driver’s seat, then threw the engine. The next thing I knew he was backing out and off of the ruined sidewalk.

I didn’t know trucks could reverse quite so fast. It rumbled down the street backwards, pedestrians dodging and screaming as it went. Instead of the roar and rumble of an engine, this time the truck thundered with what sounded like a horse’s frantic neighing.

“That infernal contraption is a modified form of his steed,” Carver said, still glaring down the street.

I glared with him. “So it was Sleipnir, after all?”

“Indeed. The All-Father couldn’t go galloping down the streets on an eight-legged horse, now, could he?”

I nodded. “And if Sleipnir works anything like Apollo’s chariot, it means that it holds a portion of Odin’s essence and protects him. It’s like a piece of his domicile travels with him.”

“The All-Father is untouchable even outside his domicile, then,” Carver said, “for as long as the steed remains unmolested.”

I blinked at him. “You’re not seriously suggesting that I’m dumb enough to try and kill him?”

Carver scoffed. “He is in possession of your beloved. You have killed for far less, Dustin. Your anger changes you. Do not argue this point with me.”

Damn it, but he was right.

“Pray that you do not further attract the All-Father’s ire by attempting to slay him. Retrieve your significant other, then flee.”

I shook my head, groaning. “Easier said than done.” I looked at the anomalous hole in the side wall of Mama Rosa’s restaurant that paradoxically led into the Boneyard. “V?” I thought. “You’re coming with. We’re going up against the head of a pantheon. Gonna need you around.”

“Right,” he blustered as he came floating out of the Boneyard. “Today’s as good a day as any to die.”

I rushed to collect him, wrestling him into submission when he resisted, because the last thing we needed on top of normals seeing a muscular lunatic truck-driving Santa Claus was them seeing a flying sword.

“You sound unsure of yourself,” I thought to him when he’d settled down. “Even nervous, actually.”

Vanitas sniffed and said nothing. A woman came down the sidewalk, glanced momentarily at the twisted metal of the lamppost, then trotted up to the restaurant. She clasped her hands together hopefully, directing her question to Mama Rosa.

“Hi, are you guys open? I hear you do some really good fried chicken.”

Rosa sighed and ushered her in. “Come. Come.”

In the distance, sirens wailed. The Lorica would be showing up soon, too. “Right,” I said. “Time to go.”

“We’re coming with,” Mason said, slipping his body between me and Carver, staring down our boss with all his boyish defiance. Carver looked between him and Asher, then sighed.

“Go, if you must. It would be folly to send Dustin off on his own. I will contact our allies at the Lorica.” Carver dug around in his pockets for his phone. “Help will come when it can.” He looked around himself, his false eye glowing as he pierced blocks, miles of Valero to follow Odin. “A warehouse, at the Gridiron. Gods, but I hope Igarashi is well. There’s no telling what the All-Father might do. Dustin, you will need to transport the three of you yourself.”

“I’ll do that,” I said, sweat already trickling down my temples. “The Gridiron. Got it.”

“I will remain here, with Rosa. I must consume my energies repairing the walls of the Boneyard.”

“Roger,” Asher said. “We’ll help with rebuilding when we get home.”

Carver nodded at him slowly. His lips parted as if he was about to say something else, but he hesitated. I knew that look. It was a father’s concern. But hey, Asher needed to leave the nest some day, right? This was Carver trying his undead damnedest to be supportive.

“Right,” Asher said, tugging me by the wrist into the shadow of Mama Rosa’s restaurant. “This should be about the right size.” He pulled Mason in, too. Mason looked between the two of us, confused.

“What’s going on?”

“Remember teleporting?” I said. “When Carver used magic to send us to Brandt Manor?”

Mason nodded. “Yeah. I felt sick afterwards.”

“Well,” I said, holding his hand as we sank into the darkness, “this is worse.”

Mason groaned.
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Threads of darkness fell from my skin and hair as the three of us appeared in the Gridiron. I felt woozy, and a little bit sick. It’d been a while since I’d used the Dark Room to shadowstep something bigger than, say, two apple pies. This was two whole people.

Vanitas stayed tucked under my arm, shifting around quietly, saying nothing. Asher stumbled out of the Dark Room, but gained his footing quickly. Mason wasn’t doing so hot, though.

“I’m gonna barf,” he choked out.

“Rough ride?” I said.

“That’s not funny. I seriously think I’m going to hurl.”

Asher wrinkled his nose. “Do it there, over by those crates. I don’t need your gross noises distracting me. I’m not as good at this as Carver is.”

He tapped the side of his temple, in a way that I’d sometimes seen Carver and Royce do, like they were pressing a button on some invisible surveillance device. Asher blinked, his eyes misting over with a ghostly green glow.

“This doesn’t work as well here – it’s not like there are dozens of the dead just hanging out in the Gridiron.”

Too true. The Gridiron was sort of Valero’s industrial district, filled with rows and rows of warehouses. I’d been in and out of the area enough times to expect the worst from the inside of them. Dead bodies, rites of human sacrifice, and maybe most unsettlingly, my first encounter with a clone of myself, a homunculus that Thea Morgana created out of my own blood.

“I think I’m okay,” Mason said, holding his hand across his mouth, turning in place as he surveyed the area. “Is this how it works? You see through the eyes of ghosts?”

“Basically,” Asher said. “Shush. I can hear through them, too.” He spun on his heel, flinging out one hand towards a block of buildings that looked just as rundown and unobtrusive as the others. “There. That’s where Odin is holding him.”

My blood raced to my temples. What the All-Father even wanted with Herald was entirely unclear. For all I knew, this was just another manifestation of an entity’s pettiness. We took something of his – Banjo – so now he wanted something of mine. My fists clenched.

“Let’s go,” I said, leading the way.

Asher blinked as he walked astride me, and his eyes went back to normal. Mason made a small retching noise as he caught up with us.

“For real, I think I’m fine now,” he sputtered.

“Get it together,” Asher said. “I’m sure we’re in for a hell of a fight.”

“And I’m ready for one,” Mason said unconvincingly, his skin paler than usual, his forehead sweaty. 

“Damn it.” Asher stopped in his tracks, pressing his open palm against Mason’s chest. Mason stopped as well, looking down at the green light pouring into his body from Asher’s touch. “I’ve never dealt with teleportation sickness before, but if this doesn’t pep you up, nothing will.”

Color returned to Mason’s face slowly, the sweat there now only evidence of the heat of the sun. “Thanks,” he muttered, looking at his own hands, flexing his fingers, the glyphs near his clavicles glowing. His strength was flowing back. Good to know.

It was also good to know that, in a pinch, I could nab someone and force them through the Dark Room, maybe give them a nice old headache or a case of the pukes. I needed to learn some nonviolent ways of dealing with problems someday, right?

But today wasn’t that day. Asher stopped us in front of the correct warehouse. I assessed the situation in silence. Shadowstepping blindly in was never a good idea, not unless I knew what I was getting myself into. I could shadowstep my way into a brick wall, for example, or materialize with my torso sticking halfway out of a pallet of crates. Fun times.

Plus, chances were good that Odin was waiting inside with a swarm of lackeys ready to chop us into pieces. I wondered where his truck was, scanning the surrounding lots for it, when I decided that magical eight-legged transforming horses could probably hide wherever they goddamn wanted. Sleipnir was probably lurking somewhere in the warehouse himself, waiting for a chance to trample the shit out of us.

Vanitas finally spoke. “I don’t like our chances, Dustin.”

“I don’t either,” I replied through my mind. “But we need to do something. Herald’s in there.”

“Odin knows we’re coming,” Mason said. “Unless you guys you have some sneaky plan in mind, there’s no point being subtle about this. He’s going to trap us either way.”

“Sure,” I said. “But if we just barge in, we’re dead.”

“That’s the strangest part,” Asher murmured. His eyes were glowing green again. “It seems that a lot of the dead are gathered right inside. But they aren’t responding to me. They won’t cooperate or even acknowledge that I’m around.”

That just added another layer of fuckery over the whole situation. What was Odin up to? Unresponsive dead people? Did he have zombies in there? Where did he get them?

“God,” a voice said from behind us. “Indecision can be so tedious.”

I looked over my shoulder. “What the – Royce?”

And Romira, too. The two of them stood side by side, each with a hand extended towards the warehouse’s doors.

“Ah, the cavalry’s arrived,” Vanitas said, his voice slightly more cheerful.

“You act like you’re so relieved that they’re here now,” I grumbled to him mentally.

“The nephilim and the necromancer are powerful, but they’re rookies. These two, at least, are more tested in battle. They have a better idea of who they are, and what they can do.”

Fair was fair.

“Hi, Dusty,” Romira said. “You boys better stand clear. No way we’re getting out of this without a fight, so we may as well make a grand entrance.”

“Hah,” Royce said. “Make an entrance. That’s a cute one, babe.”

I hardly had time to formulate a response. Mason body-slammed me out of the way as twin jets of fire roared out of Royce and Romira’s hands, joining into a massive gout of flame the shape and size of an enormous fist. It smashed through the warehouse’s doors, leaving a huge, flaming hole in its wake.

They made a damn entrance, all right.
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Thick smoke and white heat filled my nostrils. I backed away from the gaping, burning opening, fanning my hand in front of my face and coughing.

“What the hell was that?” I hissed. “Do you guys have special boyfriend-girlfriend powers now?”

“That was pretty wicked,” Mason said, peering through the hole.

“It’s called practice, Graves,” Royce said. “Something you’d know about if you spent more time honing your craft.”

“Hey, I spend a hell of a lot of time honing,” I said. Not true. “You don’t know me. And why is it that you only ever show up when the going gets fucked?”

“Oh, excuse me. I guess I could just teleport me and Romira all the way out of here. We could be having banana daiquiris on a beach in Maui the very moment I snap my fingers.”

Asher’s mouth was half-open in quiet amazement. “Wow. Seriously?”

Royce stood to attention and sniffed. “The very moment.”

“Enough with the pissing contest, you two,” said another voice from behind them.

Bastion? He stepped up just short of Royce and Romira, giving me a quick, curt nod. “Carver called everyone he could. It’s a good thing we all exchanged numbers that one time we had dinner.”

I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised to see him turn up. Had to admit, I was glad it was in this sort of setting, too. We didn’t exactly leave off on good terms, Bastion and me. I’d have to make it right at some point, though.

“I mean, we also keep in touch over the group chat,” Romira said.

“Yeah,” Asher said, giving a small chuckle. “Carver’s getting better at all this tech stuff, I think. He can send messages without getting frustrated and setting his phone on fire now.”

Bastion and I spoke at the same time. “What group chat?”

Everyone, Royce included, looked elsewhere, scratching their necks or grinding their shoes nonchalantly into the ground.

“Never mind,” I snarled. “Always leaving me out of things. Come on. We need to rescue my boyfriend.”

Romira threw her arm out across my chest. “Settle down, tiger.” She gestured at the burning hole in the warehouse, then made a weird, blowing sort of pucker with her mouth. The flames guttered, then died out. “Now you can charge through.”

“Though I wouldn’t recommend it,” Bastion said. “The two of you made a hell of an explosion. How come no one has stampeded out to greet us yet?”

“They’re waiting,” Asher said. “This is giving Odin and his forces some kind of tactical advantage, so they’re waiting.”

“Well, it’s not like we can yell for them to come out,” Mason said. “The guy that needs rescuing is in this building somewhere. The things standing between him and us refuse to budge. Answer seems clear to me.”

Royce nodded at him approvingly. “I like this kid. No nonsense. Head in. Let’s fuck them up, boys.”

“Ahem,” Romira said. “Excuse you.” She swept forward, brazenly walking into the warehouse alone. Royce looked like he was about to say something, but only followed in silence. The rest of us filed in after them. I’m sure I wasn’t the only one surprised by what we found inside.

It was dark, gloomy, the interior of the warehouse far, far larger than the rundown building on the outside could contain. Like Lorica headquarters, or the Boneyard itself, or my enchanted leather backpack, Odin’s warehouse contained an interdimensional space. Great. So this was even more dangerous than any of us expected. And it was cold. So very, very cold.

Mason nudged Asher with his elbow. “Where to now?”

Asher’s glowing green eyes barely lit up our surroundings, the darkness returning each time he swiveled his head or blinked. “I can’t make heads or tails of it. I can see them – vague shapes of the dead, all around us.”

“I can help.” Romira cracked her knuckles, kneeled on the ground, and pressed her palms there, muttering an incantation to herself. Little wisps of fire rose from between her fingers, illuminating what I thought was a blank floor, but turned out to be cold, slick rock. I tapped my shoe against the ground.

That was why it was so cold. We were someplace that was made almost entirely out of stone, with no walls, no sky. Just a sharp, cold wind.

A howl pierced the silence. I looked around cautiously, still finding nothing, only then realizing that the howl came from somewhere beneath us. The plumes of fire in Romira’s hands rose and split into three burning, coalescing clumps, which slowly took the shape of three dogs. Each dog had three flaming heads.

“Hot damn,” I said.

Romira rose unsteadily to her feet, Royce guiding her back up. “Yep,” she said, chuckling weakly. “This is Cerberus’s gift.”

I’d seen Romira craft an elemental servant before – a secretary made entirely out of fire, who helped her man the front desk at the Lorica – but this was something different. Nine burning hound’s heads turned to her, waiting for a command, their eyes smoldering like coals.

She spoke quietly. “Fetch.”

The hounds took off, speeding in three different directions.

“Didn’t know you could do that,” Royce said. “Kind of hot.”

“Shut up,” Romira said, half-smiling. “They should be able to track Herald down. I can see through their eyes. I’ll let you know if they see anything.”

The hounds offered a secondary benefit – they left trails of fire in their wake, presenting a form of light to guide us through Odin’s weird, undoubtedly trapped dimension. We walked alongside the middle hound’s path cautiously, but kept sure to catch up with the fires. After a while, the flames behind us would die out from the wet and cold.

“So,” Mason said. “Anyone have any idea what this place is, exactly?”

Bastion shivered as he spoke. “It kind of feels like the place the Great Beasts sent us to. All this wet rock, I mean.”

I shook my head. “This is different. No storms, no dragons. Everything feels dead.”

“Sounds about right.” Asher looked around us, green eyes seeing nothing and everything. “This isn’t the Norse version of hell, but it isn’t quite Valhalla either. It’s something Odin made specifically for this purpose. To keep Herald, and to confront us. Like setting a stage.”

I clenched my teeth and my fists. “Go figure. Trust an entity to be all about dramatics. I still don’t understand why Odin abducted Herald. And you’d think he’d have sent out the welcome party by now.”

Vanitas’s garnets flashed red in the gloom. “Careful what you wish for,” he said.

Asher stopped in place, holding his arms out to either side of him, calling a silent halt. “They’re here. Odin’s chosen. The valiant dead.”

We’d stopped just long enough that the flames left by Romira’s hounds had nearly vanished. Their illumination was replaced by several pinpricks of ghoulish blue light, which grew as they approached into the recognizable shapes of men. Dozens and dozens of them, all clad in various forms of armor, wielding an array of wicked weapons. Just a ton of dead Vikings, as far as the eye could see.

“There,” Asher whispered. “Brave warriors who fell in battle, sent by Odin to fight us.”

“Can you control them?” I asked. The air felt even colder.

“No,” Asher grunted. “They’re the heroic fallen, brave warriors who died in battle. They belong to the All-Father and his valkyries. Nothing I can do to turn them against Odin.” He bared his teeth. “But I can still fight.”

Asher slashed his hand through the air, and at the peak of the arc I caught a glimpse of something hideously sharp and white firing out of his arm. It was a spear made entirely out of bone. Whether it was his bone, or substance borrowed from the unseen undead, I wasn’t sure. Man. Necromancers are creepy.

The spear soared through the air, hitting its mark right in the neck. The warrior gurgled as the bone pierced him from his throat through the back of his skull. He crumpled to the ground, his blood a spurt of liquid black. The other warriors roared in fury, clanging their shields and weapons.

“Oh my God,” I mumbled, at once horrified and amazed by Asher’s aim and talent. He’d grown a hell of a lot since he joined the Boneyard. It was the Carver effect.

“You can’t hurt them if they’re already dead,” Asher said. “Snuff out as many as you can. They’re nothing if not loyal, and they’ll keep coming back to fight for as long as Odin asks them to.”

This was, once again, the Carver effect. He’d educated Asher extensively about the afterlife in different world cultures. I’d only read far enough about the Norse to know about their glorious dead. They did have one other concept of the underworld, though, and that was the one ruled by Hel, daughter of Loki, and the actual Norse goddess of the dead. Knowing what we did of Izanami, I could only hope that we’d never run into Hel, or any of their other peers.

“Vanitas?” I said. “Can you kill ghosts?”

Vanitas laughed gleefully as he soared into battle, his jewels drawing a bloody, scintillant line through the air. 

“Only one way to find out.”
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Mason fought ahead of our pack, using his massive golden shield like some sort of one-man Roman phalanx. I was almost afraid for how gung-ho he was getting, charging into the glorious dead like a human – sorry, nephilim battering ram, but they were dropping like flies under his assault.

Maybe that had to do with how Bastion was fighting abreast of him, swinging his arm like he was slicing with a great, invisible blade. The dead fell into pieces with every swipe. As numerous as Odin’s warriors were, maybe we could still whittle them down after all.

And Bastion’s presence was a reminder of all the things he taught me, or rather, of what he’d tried to teach me. I still couldn’t exactly wrap my head around the idea of replicating his arcane grenades – how the hell was I supposed to wrap fire in darkness? – but I did the next best thing, scattering handfuls of flame and little shards of shadow from the Dark Room among the warriors.

It worked. They exploded like fragmentation grenades, the horrible spikes of solid darkness rocketing in every direction like shrapnel, their speed powered by clumps of angry, explosive fire. I was shredding the dead.

Then suddenly, a distant howl.

Romira sent a fireball banging into the air like a signal flare, drawing our attention. “This way,” she shouted. “I see him. We’ve been following the wrong dog.”

My heart pounded double time. Please be safe, I thought. Please, let him be safe.

Taking the detour meant pushing through another crowd of Odin’s fallen, but while they had the numbers, we had all the magic. Swords, maces, and shields were nice, but they weren’t any match for fireballs, bone spears, and, I proudly thought, my nifty new shadowfire grenades.

Onwards we ran, Mason and Bastion leading the charge, smashing dead Vikings out of our way as Asher, Royce, Romira, and I rained supporting fire from the rear. Soon we’d come close enough to Romira’s three-headed hound to spot it running in the distance, until it vanished in a puff of white smoke. As we drew closer, I saw why.

The ground here was even colder, wetter, and more slippery, because it was slick with ice. Bizarre white growths of rock – more like spires and pillars, actually – dotted the landscape, breaking the monotony of dark, featureless stone. Romira’s hound had collided with one of these pillars and poofed out of existence. Even enchanted fire couldn’t handle the freezing cold of this odd realm’s magical ice.

But they weren’t spires of white stone. Columns upon columns of the structures grew thicker as we progressed, almost like a forest. They were spikes of thick, sturdy ice, each ending in a point, each only slightly taller than a man. I looked closer as we passed. Every one of these grotesque icicles contained a single man, his features frozen in terror. What the hell were we up against?

A fleck of something wet and cold drifted onto the tip of my nose, and I flinched. I looked up. It was snowing. And just up ahead, there he was, kneeling in a pile of snow. His clothes were torn, his hair flecked with white. Fingers crusted over with arcane frost pushed more and more pulses of ice magic into the ground. 

“Herald.”

I broke into a run, hardly even thinking to myself. Was it an illusion? A trick by Odin? I didn’t care anymore. I threw myself at Herald, my knees crunching into the snow as I slid to the ground.

“You’re okay,” I said. “You’re fine.”

He looked up at me, eyes burning. “What the hell took you so long?”

I blinked at him in confusion, then looked around. There were more of the giant icicles in the distance, just beyond him.

“You did this,” I said softly, my epiphany dawning on me with a mix of dread and awe.

“I spent every last ounce of magic I had left,” Herald said. “I’m so damn tired. What the hell kind of a rescue was this? I wiped out half of Odin’s army myself. Amateurs.”

“Now, now,” I said, patting him on the back of the neck. “You’re just being grumpy because – ”

“Dustin, I love you, but I swear, if you keep talking, I will use what’s left of me to turn you into a human popsicle.”

I shut up immediately. 

“Nice outfit,” Bastion said, chuckling.

Herald clutched at the tattered remnants of his shirt, covering himself up. “Die in several fires, Brandt.” Asher knelt by him, examining him for wounds, offering healing magic that Herald gratefully accepted. Good old Asher.

Romira turned to Royce, tugging on his sleeve. “Can you teleport us out of here?” 

“No can do. I’ve tried, but something about this place is stopping me. We’ll have to walk back out.” Royce turned in place, taking in the thicket of frozen dead around us, whistling to himself. “Damn, Igarashi. You did all this? Impressive as hell.” He stopped turning, then fixed Herald with an incredulous look. “Is that why it’s so cold? Is that why the ground is so slippery? Did you actually try to freeze this entire dimension?”

Herald gave Royce a reproachful glare, but I could tell that he was holding back a proud smile and trying not to look so pleased with himself. I scooted closer, meaning every word I spoke next.

“You really did all this, didn’t you? I’ve – I’ve never been more attracted to you.”

“Cute,” Herald grumbled. “But now’s not the time. We have to deal with him.”

I followed Herald’s finger to where he pointed, then groaned. There, resplendent in a massive suit of gleaming armor, was Odin, no longer a truck driver, but leader of Asgard, the patriarch of the glorious Aesir, the true All-Father. In his hand was his sacred spear, Gungnir, taller than a man, sharper than anything.

He took two steps towards me, and the earth trembled as his greaves struck stone. I leapt to my feet, puffed up my chest, and slowly inhaled a massive breath. Look him in the eye, I thought. Be brave.

“This one put up quite a fight,” Odin said, nodding at Herald. “Best you discern that he isn’t descended from frost giants. I’ll have to wait for so many of my men to thaw out.”

“Very funny,” Herald snarled.

Odin turned to the rest of us, glowering. “So. The humans come to collect their own.”

“It’s what we do,” I said. “We stick together, because we’re all we have. Why did you take him?”

“Pride and purpose, little fool,” Odin said, his shadow growing longer across the wall. “You simpering mortals need to learn your place, thinking you can just stomp into the domain of gods – of the All-Father himself – to make demands. I should cut out your tongue. Do you remember, once, when you called upon me to beg for my aid against the Eldest? Your request was foolish and brazen, and now – ”

“Now they’ve sent their strongest servant to deal with us. No, servants. Thirteen manifestations of one of history’s most powerful witches is roaming the earth, doing who knows what. Tiamat herself refused to help, along with all the other Great Beasts.”

Odin bared his teeth and bellowed, his beard trembling. “Fenrir, Jormungand? Fafnir? You consorted with Loki, and now you’ve communed with the Great Beasts? The heralds of the apocalypse themselves?”

“Then will you listen now? Even those who were fated to end the world won’t lend us their aid. What about you, All-Father? You said so yourself. You told me never to call on you again, unless the world was ending. Well, that’s what’s happening now. Agatha Black is loose, and in no time she’s going to shatter the walls between this world and the next. The Old Ones will come, and they will consume us all.”

I’d never seen so much anger contained in one man, so much rage etched into the wrinkles on Odin’s face. “Let them come,” he growled. “The All-Father will destroy them all. If Ragnarok is upon us, then so be it.”

“This is worse than Ragnarok,” I said. “This is the end of all things. Of all of us.”

Odin cast me one final, furious glare, then turned away. “Take your betrothed, little mortal, and leave this place. Keep your hound, too. I never wish to hear your panicked bleating ever again. The next word you speak against the All-Father shall be your last. Leave.”

My body lurched forward in protest, but Herald grabbed me, gripping me by the arm. Herald didn’t need to say anything. It was time to shut up, to turn and go.

With his back turned to our party, Odin lifted one gauntleted hand, then slammed the butt of his spear into the ground. A flash of light sparked from Gungnir’s point, triggering a strange reaction in the world around us. The darkness wavered, then receded with a quiet hiss, the sound of sand slipping down an hourglass.

I gripped Herald’s wrist tight. As the shadows parted, I didn’t want to believe the convenience of where we’d ended up: back in the Boneyard, of all places. We were on the stone platform the guys and I used to practice our abilities, our makeshift magic dojo.

Mason looked around himself, marking each of us off on his fingers. “Is everyone present and accounted for?”

“Think so,” Asher said. “We should go find Carver. Tell him we’re safe.”

“Well, now this has to be a trick,” I said. “Are we sure this isn’t an illusion?”

Herald groaned. “I barely care anymore. I need a coffee, and a hot shower, and a change of clothes.” He gestured at himself. “Look at the state of me. I’m like a really bad stripper. Like, with no budget for a decent costume, even.”

I shrugged. “It’s kind of hot.”

Herald glared at me. I was glad – and lucky, let’s be honest – that he was fully out of magic.

But before anything else, we headed to the break room slash living area, to announce our presence, but also to check on that massive breach that Banjo – nope, sorry, that Odin had created. I wasn’t about to blame that on Banjo, even though he did sort of bork a hole in reality all on his own. I was sure Carver was mad about having to renovate his domicile, but in a way, I could imagine him being proud of his little obliterator.

We found Carver there, twin discs of amber fire rotating from his palms as he waved his hands across the Boneyard’s abyss. It was strange seeing the breach. The hole wasn’t exactly closed up in the conventional sense. It only looked as if a sheer veil had been thrown over the gap into the outside world, so that the street looked a little murkier from where we stood. Prudence was helping out, contributing her own stream of blue magic to the cause.

I sidled up to Gil, who was watching from the back of the kitchen. He scratched the back of his head. “We woke up late,” he mumbled. “Sorry we didn’t get to join you.”

“No harm done,” I said, clapping him on the back.

Sterling sidled up to me from somewhere in the dark, draping an arm across my shoulders. “Technically speaking, I shouldn’t even be awake. Bloodsucker and all.”

I chuckled and untangled myself from him. “I said it was cool. Don’t worry about it.”

Within minutes any of our mage friends who still had reserves of arcane power left were helping Carver, rebuilding the walls of our home with prismatic rays of magic. I was content to watch for a little while, then remembered that I had to march Herald straight to a shower, and probably let him take my bed for the next few hours. Poor guy needed some rest. I turned to tell him so, only to find that he was across the room, snoozing on the couch. I hadn’t noticed him drifting away for a nap.

Then who was the faceless man standing next to me?

I scrambled away, just far enough to put space between us. I hissed in pain as, on instinct, the palm of my hand ripped open, Nightmare spurting from the Dark Room and into our reality. My blood trailed down my fingers as I readied my blade to confront the intruder.

“Who the hell are you?” I growled. I could feel several pairs of eyes turning to stare at the sound of my voice. “What do you want?”

The smooth, unblemished surface that served as the man’s face rippled and crinkled as it attempted to grow human features. I recognized the sneer before the rest of the face even assembled itself.

“Dustin Graves,” said Donovan Slint. “Fancy meeting you here.”
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“I killed you,” I growled. “But I can kill you again.”

Not this shit again, and no way was I letting him escape this time. What little I’d learned about swords must have worked its way into my mind and my muscles. Donovan hardly had time to dodge as I rushed him, then thrust Nightmare clear through his belly.

I heard gasps, then the sound of Donovan choking. The room had fallen silent, except for Donovan’s gurgling breaths as he slumped across my body. I felt no remorse when I twisted the blade, nor when he sobbed in pain. I couldn’t tell if the blossom of triumph in my chest came more from my heart, or from the Dark Room’s influence.

But the gurgles turned into snorts, then peals of laughter. Voices called my name from around the room, shouting warnings, but Donovan had grabbed my wrist with one hand. He planted the other in my chest, shoving me away and pulling Nightmare out of his stomach with a horrible, unearthly strength. I watched as Nightmare left his body, the black of its blade streaked with fresh blood. I glanced up into Donovan’s face, the thump in my chest a panicked tattoo of confusion and horror.

“What are you?”

“The better question, Mr. Graves, is: who am I?”

Donovan’s face and voice had changed. His features were gone, replaced with those of a far too familiar entity.

I gasped. “Loki?”

The trickster god smiled sweetly at me as his hand closed around the length of Nightmare’s blade. He clenched, and the sword shattered into pieces.

I screamed. It was as if he had snapped one of my bones, the pain shooting all the way down my arm, and somehow, deep into my soul. Motes and streamers of ragged shadow flew from my wound, from the stump where Nightmare once sprouted, rising in a horrible whirlwind around me.

No, I screamed at the Dark Room. Don’t come here. My friends, don’t hurt them.

But the quality of this darkness was different, and the look in Loki’s face told me that this was deliberate, something he didn’t consider a danger to himself. The shadows rose around us, consuming everything outside, all the light, life, and sound in the world beyond the little space that Loki and I occupied. The last thing I heard was Herald calling my name.

I grabbed my wrist, staring hard to look for traces of Nightmare, but the shadows had receded into my body, leaving just a bloody slit in my hand. Gritting my teeth I staggered to my feet, looking around me, eyes wide as I took in the featureless darkness.

“Where are we? This isn’t the Dark Room. Where did you take us?”

“Elsewhere,” Loki said. “Someplace else. Or perhaps we are still in your master’s beloved Boneyard, and our disappearance itself is a deception. To your friends and master, we have vanished. But for all intents and purposes, we haven’t gone anywhere. We are invisible.”

I wrested my hand out of his grasp. “For fuck’s sake. You’re worse than Hecate with all your damn riddles and lies.”

Loki parted his hands, smiling serenely. “That is my role, is it not? My place in the world. I am a trickster god, Mr. Graves. And as I told you not too long ago, some things change, but some stay the same. I enjoy trickery, changing my shape, illusions. The books themselves say so.” He gestured around himself. “This place, too, is an illusion.”

“I don’t know what you’re playing at here, but – ”

He raised a finger to my lips, and I flinched away. Loki chuckled. “I only brought you here to talk. To explain myself, as it were.”

“There’s nothing to explain. It was you who stabbed me in the chest, brought back the curse of the Dark Room. Everything would have been fine if you’d just left me well enough alone.”

Loki cocked an amused eyebrow. “Oh, would it? And besides, you burned a hole in my chest and stabbed me in the stomach. Well, you did those things to Donovan Slint, I mean. One of my favorite identities to date, the ambitious young upstart who only wanted to excel and rise in his status as a Hound at the Lorica. I must say, Mr. Graves, you did serve as quite an inspiration for the character.”

I tightened my hands in anger, then I hissed at the pain, my wound still fresh. I backed away from him cautiously. “Then Donovan never existed. You made him up, made up an entire identity for – for what? To bring back the Dark Room? What about the Scion? Jonah?”

Loki’s eyes flicked upward and he rubbed his chin, as if trying to remember. “Oh, yes. Jonah, my superior. He was very real. Quite the pompous fellow. He was very convinced of his own brilliance, never giving Donovan – I mean me, of course – any of the credit for our fine work as a Hound. Yes. I killed him. Mages are only human, after all.”

“You what?” I threw my arms out, incredulous. “What the hell was the point of all of this? What’s with all the manipulation, all this lies? I’m not just some plaything for you entities, for the Eldest.”

My breath caught in my throat as I finished my sentence. That was exactly what I was. A plaything. Loki’s smile crept to his face so, so slowly, a taunting, calculated curve.

“The point, Mr. Graves? Who can say? Do you remember your battle with the Midnight Convocation, with the children of Izanami? Do you remember seeing two ravens when you fought Amaterasu, and Susanoo, and Tsukuyomi? Huginn and Muninn, Odin’s pets, his eyes and ears. Who can say why I disguised myself as a pair of birds to watch your fight?”

My spine stiffened, and my blood ran cold. “No,” I said. “Odin, he was busy at the Twilight Tavern, so he sent his ravens to – no.”

Both rows of Loki’s perfect teeth gleamed as he openly sneered at me. “Who can say why I tracked down the last homunculus that Thea Morgana created, the most perfect one of them all, and told it to beat you to the ritual of the Crown of Stars? Who can say?”

“You,” I said, my voice trembling. “It was all you. Metzli died that night. Artemis was exiled from the Convocation. Chernobog tried to murder me. And the Eldest killed dozens of humans outside Valero, and maimed dozens more mages. This was all because of you.”

Loki shrugged and gave me a coy grin. “Guilty as charged.”

“If I had worn the Crown of Stars, none of this would have happened. If you hadn’t stabbed me in the heart, Agatha Black wouldn’t have awakened.”

He batted his lashes with mock innocence. “But then you would have lost your soul, Mr. Graves, and your precious bond to your beloved Dark Room. Oh, don’t give me that look. Everyone knows you’re addicted to the darkness. Everyone knows you relish the power and evil that dwells within your heart.”

“That isn’t true,” I snarled, already feeling the shadows pulsing in my veins as my blood frothed with anger. “That isn’t true and you know it. Why did you do all this? Why me?”

“I already told you, Mr. Graves. I am who I am: a trickster god. What is existence without the element of chaos? How much sweeter is relief when you’ve been through so much suffering? Yes. That is why. I revel in Odin’s jealousy and misery. It gives me power, as does your confusion now, your suffering.”

“Then you’re in league with the Eldest. You’re one of their pawns. You must know that.”

“No. I look out for no one’s interests but my own. This has been for my amusement, and gods, how entertaining this has all been. The intrigue, the drama, and all the rushing rivers of blood, so many of them caused by you. It certainly beats watching television. You already knew the answers all along. Why did I start my company? Why does the All-Father insist on his? Because immortality is so droll. So boring.”

Loki’s footfalls echoed around the darkness of his illusory dimension as he approached me. I tried to stagger away, but when he planted his hands on my shoulders, I found myself paralyzed, transfixed. “Thank you for the gift of entertainment. You have broken the monotony of my existence. The world may well be different. It worships new gods. But Loki will always be Loki, as you will always be what you are. Some things change, Mr. Graves.” Loki grinned. “And some stay the same.”

The darkness fell from around us like a heavy black shroud, even the dull firelight of the Boneyard piercing and painful to my eyes. I still couldn’t move, but I could breathe, and hear, and see. And what I saw were the poised hands of my friends and allies bathed in magic, fingers, claws, and weapons poised to strike at the god of deception.

Loki bent in, close enough to whisper. 

“Don’t you fucking touch him,” Herald shouted.

Loki threw him a haughty smile, then scoffed. Then he looked into my eyes. “I do apologize about your sword, the one you crafted out of shadow. Nightmare, was it? It may reform in time.” He took a sharp intake of breath. “But I should tell you. As simple a construct as it was, Nightmare was still an artifact, one made out of your very soul, your essence – because you gave it meaning, and a name. And snapping it, well, it sent out a signal, one that can be clearly seen and heard by those drawn to the emanations of the Dark Room, and therefore, the Eldest. You know what that means, Mr. Graves. Farewell. May you enjoy what’s left of your short existence.”

I blinked, and Loki was gone. Shouts erupted around the break room, but Herald was the first to sprint up to me, examining me for injuries, reaching for my bloodied hand.

“Did he hurt you?”

I shook my head. “You should have fired at him while you had the chance,” I said dully.

Carver scoffed. “And risk killing you? Don’t be foolish.”

“I could’ve shielded him,” Bastion said. “I could’ve shielded him, and we could have all fired. Boom. No more Donovan.”

“It wasn’t Donovan. You saw.” I looked down at my hands. “And I think I’m as good as dead anyway. Did you hear what Loki said, about Nightmare snapping?”

Mason cracked his knuckles. “Then we batten down the hatches, get ready for what’s coming. This isn’t over.”

The wound on my hand glared at me, a slitted, angry red eye. “I shouldn’t have named it. I’m so stupid. I didn’t know.”

“We’ll figure this out,” Herald muttered, grabbing for the back of my neck. “Hey. Look at me. We’ll find a way. We always do. You and me, right? Save the world. Kill the bad guy.”

And that little speech would have been rousing if Asher didn’t falter, then groan as he collapsed to his knees. Mason and Sterling rushed to his side, even as Asher clutched at his eyes, issuing a terrible, agonized scream. Carver strode to him, grabbing Asher by the shoulders.

“Asher. What is it? What’s wrong?”

“The dead,” Asher sobbed. “They found her. They came to tell me. They saw her.” My heart lurched as I watched the tears dripping between his fingers, wet and bright red. “They saw her, then she saw me.” Asher pulled his hands away, his eyes weeping trails of fresh blood. “She saw me. And she’s coming.”
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We were doomed no matter what, then. Loki snapping Nightmare in half had only been his guarantee for drawing Agatha Black’s attention. She would have found us either way. And despite all appearances, I believed him. Loki didn’t do this to be vengeful, or to help the Eldest. Like Odin, like all the other entities, he was bored. That was all. Just bored.

My heart stuttered as Asher wept and thrashed on the ground, but Sterling picked him up and whisked him away, carrying him like a bundle of sticks in his arms. I’d never seen Sterling so worried, or so frightened. He sped down the hall towards Carver’s offices.

“Give him your blood if you must,” Carver shouted. “I will be there to attend to him soon.” He turned to the rest of us. “We need to reinforce the barrier. There’s no telling when she – ”

The Boneyard’s firelights flickered, guttering in a sudden shear of chilling wind.

Carver looked around and hissed. “Impossible.”

She was already there. The barrier between the Boneyard and the rest of reality hadn’t mattered at all. Agatha Black was standing at the rim of the platform that held our living area, peering over the edge and into the abyss.

“Curious,” she said slowly, with the deliberate care of someone who hadn’t spoken in decades. “How you managed to sculpt this home for yourself. A man who is neither god nor demon, not an entity at all.” Her great mane of silver hair was like a helm, or a crown, the same color as the cruel eyes she cast across our faces. “You wear your lichdom well, sorcerer.”

Carver showed her his teeth. “Leave us be, witch. This is not your place. You were not invited here.”

Agatha scoffed, the sound of laughter cut at the first note. “The lioness goes where she pleases. You should consider yourself fortunate that only one of me has deigned to visit your interdimensional hovel. My sisters are quite busy with their work. Quite busy indeed.”

“And what is the nature of this work?” Carver said, his hands loose at his sides, fingers splayed. I noted that Agatha had adopted the same stance, as if readying her hands in a neutral position, prepared to gesture and conjure a spell in a heartbeat. “What does your coven have planned?”

Agatha’s mouth broke into a smile. She wagged her finger at Carver, tilting her head as she grinned.

“The lioness does not explain herself to the sheep.”

“Grandmother. Please.”

Bastion pushed out from our press, placing himself bodily between Agatha and the rest of the Boneyard. The idiot. I tried to rush after him, but Royce grabbed me by the arm, shaking his head at me in silent warning.

Agatha’s smile dropped from her face, and she clasped her hands as she regarded Bastion. “Why, is this the boy that my harlot daughter squirted out? I told her to marry better. The Brandts were never the right pedigree. Never good enough, I said. Come here so I can look at you.”

When Bastion hesitated, Agatha beckoned with one finger. He reappeared steps away from her, teleported instantly by her summons. 

“Bastion,” Prudence cried out. My feet shuffled against the ground as I tried and failed to chase after him once more. This time Gil restrained me – well, both me and Prudence.

“Better than I expected,” Agatha said, running fingers tipped with long, cruel nails across Bastion’s shoulders, along his brow. “At least the Brandt men have good stock.” She patted him on the cheek, smiling. “You are less disappointing than I expected.”

Bastion croaked as he tried to speak, then cleared his throat when he found the courage. “We’ve met before, Grandmother,” he said quietly. “We spent a lot of time together, when I was a child.”

Why was he talking to her like she was still human? Bastion wasn’t going to get through to some hidden fragment of her personality that still understood compassion and mercy. As if to prove the very point, Agatha stepped past him, approaching the rest of us and showing him her back. She knew on some level that Bastion still clung to his childhood memories, that he wouldn’t attack when she was so vulnerable. That, or the lioness really did believe in her own invincibility.

“One of you carries the sweet smell of the Old Ones. One of you – yes, this one – has been blessed by the Eldest.” She pointed at me, and my heart seized as I was yanked straight up into the air. Voices shouted from beneath me, Herald’s and Bastion’s loudest of all. I looked down, horrified to find that everyone was as small as ants. I didn’t even know that the Boneyard’s walls stretched this high. I looked up, and regretted it.

I wasn’t alone.

Agatha had teleported herself precisely to my level, holding me at arm’s length with the telekinetic force of her power. She watched me curiously, a finger on her chin. I couldn’t tell if she was studying me or waiting for me to say something first. I held perfectly still. We were dozens of feet in the air. No. Hundreds.

“Ah. It is you, then. Most beloved of the Eldest, the boy who slew the White Mother, then the Overthroat. How cruel were their deaths, little one, crueler still that they perished at the hands of someone they so truly loved.”

I struggled to keep myself composed. She could pop me like a grape with a single gesture, or drop me on the stone below. I didn’t like either one of those outcomes.

“I don’t understand,” I started carefully, “how you can begin to describe what the Eldest do as love. I did what I did to protect my world – the human world.”

Agatha shook her head slowly, her eyes kind, swelling and wet with understanding. “But dearest boy, that is the same thing that the Old Ones desire. They’ve returned to bring their mercy and justice back to the realm of humanity. This is best. This is good. You should not have fought against the Eldest, against your elders.”

Cold sweat crept down my nape. “You say that like I belong to them, like I’m actually one of their own. Part of their offspring.”

She smiled. “But are you not? Thea Morgana placed you on that altar and planted the seed of the Old Ones within your heart, giving your their blessing.”

Their curse, I thought. Their corruption.

“You were reborn that day, sweet one, little one. To be a servant of the Eldest themselves, to be one of their most beloved children. To be their avatar, and harbinger, and heir.”

I shook my head. “I didn’t ask for any of that. I didn’t want it then, I don’t want it now.”

There it was. I knew it would happen. Agatha’s sunny, matronly face dropped, her forehead wrinkling, features forming into a mask of disapproval, displeasure.

“How ungrateful you are, even as the Old Ones gift you with their blessings. How ungrateful is the heir to the Dark Room. Have you not enjoyed your power, little one? Your freedom?”

What freedom was that, I thought? What agency did I really have in my own life? One way or another, even those who meant me well had done things in the background, all because they only wanted what was best for me, as if they never had agendas of their own. My head spun, and I couldn’t decide if I was thinking of Thea, or Hecate, the Eldest themselves, or Bastion, or even Carver. 

“This has been a burden as much as it has been a gift,” I said, understanding that it was genuinely the truth. “I don’t know who I am anymore, what I am. The knife that drove through my heart should have killed me. No matter how you see it, me being here, being alive – it’s unnatural. Thea, the Eldest, you – you took my mother from me, then my life.” When I spoke again, I choked. “You broke me.”

I shuddered and flinched when Agatha hovered closer, stroking her long, clawed fingers against my brow, brushing hair out of my eyes. Her eyes were patronizing, yet somehow full of sadness.

“Yet you were always meant to be broken. It was your destiny. You will never be complete. Always fractured. Do you understand?”

Something flickered in the air around us just then, and for the briefest second I thought I saw wavering images, all arranged in a circle. Twelve faint, flickering shades of Agatha Black. They were there, for a moment, and then they weren’t.

“Ah,” Agatha said, smiling. “So you did see them. Us. My sisters are only mirrors. My reflections. My shadows. Do you understand?”

“I really, really don’t.” More puzzles. More myths. More mysteries.

“I slew many – very, very many, to create my Coven of One. And I have slain so many more these past weeks.” She lifted her head back, taking a careful sip of air, savoring it, smiling.

“Who did you kill, and why? How many more are you planning to murder?”

Agatha lifted a finger to her lips and shushed me. “Do not trouble yourself with fruitless concerns. That is for me to know, little one. Now – do you understand? You have the potential to do as I have done, to do as your master has done, to amplify, magnify, and multiply your power. My sisters are merely shadows. Do you understand?”

“I told you,” I grunted. “I don’t.” I wrenched myself away from her, but what good did that do? She had me in her sway, frozen in place under her thrall.

“Is this not easier? To succumb to the power that is your birthright? Thea Morgana gave you a gift. The Eldest gave you a gift. Use it.”

“Contrary to what you might think, I’m not going to switch sides just because you’re asking so nicely. You can threaten me all you want.”

“I am not asking you to join us. Only to embrace who you are. Fight me, then, if you will. Defeat me.” Agatha grinned. “Then replace me.”

My blood curdled. Replace her?

“Here I come,” a second voice pulsed in my mind.

Vanitas?

I glanced down at the darkness beneath us, at the tiny, tiny dots that were my friends. Among them came a sparkle of red light, Vanitas’s garnets as he issued a battlecry that only I could hear.

“Vanitas,” I thought. “No. Don’t.”

Agatha followed my gaze. “Ah, your plaything, the flying blade you call friend. How irritating.”

She held out one clawed hand, splaying the fingers on it, and a pulse of white light flared from her palm, forming into a dome. Vanitas kept on flying.

“Vanitas,” I shouted. “Stop.”

He didn’t. His collision with Agatha’s force field hardly made her flinch. It took her no effort at all to deflect Vanitas charging full speed from what must have been hundreds of feet away. I heard his cry of shock as he rebounded, thrown violently back to earth by what had been a simple, thoughtless flick of Agatha’s wrist.

I narrowed my eyes, as if that could help me pinpoint where he’d gone. No sign of him, and the distance meant that our telepathic connection was lost. Then a loud, uproarious bang, followed by a cloud of dust. He’d crashed full speed back in the Boneyard. I could only hope that he was safe.

“Take our discussion into consideration,” Agatha said, her voice colder. “You could have so much more, little one. Oh, to receive the blessings you have, to be an heir of such power. You could rule this new world of the Old Ones, as a keeper of the realm. No mere servant, but a king.”

Heat flared in the palms of my hands. After all that we’d been through, after all the suffering, terror, and mayhem the Eldest had caused, did Agatha really think she had any chance of bending me to fight for their madness?

“No thanks,” I said through clenched teeth. “I’ll take my chances with humanity.”

The change in her features was frightful. Agatha scowled, the lines of her face deeper and darker, the shadows twisting her into something other than human. She flew closer, far too close, clutching a handful of my shirt as she pulled me near.

“Then you’ve made your choice,” she whispered. “You were born to humanity. You may die with them.”

Agatha’s fingers released me. I began to fall.
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My heart pounded furiously. I was frightened, of splattering against the ground, of my life ending so abruptly. Falling felt like an eternity, like a plunge that would never end. I didn’t want to die knowing I’d described my last moments in such tired clichés.

I could still see Agatha above me, a levitating statue in the distance, her face unchanged, unmoved. I didn’t scream. I didn’t want to give her the satisfaction. But I can tell you that I was very nearly shitting myself.

The air whistled as I fell, and partway through I twisted myself around enough to look at the ground. Yeah, probably a bad move. Was this really how fast it went? I could count on one recourse, though. If, by some miracle, I could time things properly, I could try to drop into my own shadow, enter the Dark Room – then somehow deal with the velocity of my fall that way.

“I’ll catch him,” I heard someone bellow. Bastion? Good old Bastion. I knew how that would end, though. His force fields and telekinesis were good for building strong, sturdy structures: huge invisible blades, massive shields. They weren’t made for catching falling people.

“You’ll break every bone in his body,” came a second shout. I recognized the glimmer of Herald’s glasses even from afar.

Could Mason fly up and catch me? Hah. He was a nephilim, wasn’t he? Maybe he had the gift of flight. Wishful thinking. Maybe he was hiding a pair of wings under there. More wishful thinking. He pulled his shirt off the day we met. All he had on his back were more of those tattoos and glyphs he’d inherited from his father.

Almost there now, I thought. Close enough to the ground that I could hear Vanitas grumbling in pain, somewhere within the Boneyard. At least I knew he was fine. Would my shadow even be big enough for me to fit, though? Would it even work?

More importantly, was the Dark Room going to respond?

I should have tried sooner. I reached out, knocking, rapping on its dark chamber with my fingers – and nothing. I did hear cackling from far above me. Agatha’s laughter. She was inhibiting my link to the Dark Room somehow. Fuck. Go figure.

That was it, then. No hope. I closed my eyes and waited to smash my body into the ground. Man, I wish I could have told Herald goodbye.

Then something happened. My descent slowed, like something had reached out to nullify gravity itself. Something warm cradled my skin. I opened my eyes, shocked to find myself smothered in a huge web of pale orange flames. Carver had caught me. 

“Oh wow,” I yelled. “Holy shit, Carver, thank you so – ”

I didn’t get to finish. Within seconds I plunged into something soft and exceedingly cold, something that felt like – was that snow? I sputtered as bits of it filled my mouth. I guess I hadn’t noticed Herald firing out a massive mound of snow to soften what was left of my fall. I pushed up against the snow, staggering as it shifted under my weight, trying to find my footing. Strong hands picked me up off my feet, and I came face to face with Herald.

“You okay?” he said, his eyes driving hard into mine, scanning me for signs of injury.

“My hero,” I mumbled. “How the hell am I still alive?”

“My spell slowed your fall,” Carver said. “Long enough to buy Mr. Igarashi time to produce this soft, fine bedding upon which you shall soon meet your death anyway, if you do not prepare.”

I looked up into the air, once again aware of Agatha’s threat. I’d expected her to teleport herself to the ground to meet us, but she took the long way, savoring her descent as she hovered slowly down.

“How inventive,” Agatha said. “How industrious mankind can be when it comes to finding ways to survive, of finding ways to help each other. How curious.”

Carver stepped forward, raising his head. “You speak as if you were never human yourself.”

I was only just getting used to how Agatha’s temperament could turn on a dime. She glared at Carver, her face once more warping into something monstrous. “I speak as someone who has transcended the bounds of human life, of mortal fragility. How unfortunate that the same cannot be said of you and your miscreants.”

She gestured at the ground, and the floor began to rumble. How many times had the Boneyard been shaken by some infernal earthquake? I wondered how Carver could possibly sustain our home’s structural integrity. And Agatha wasn’t fucking around. Little cracks were appearing in the stone floor. If they widened and turned into fissures, we would fall straight into the abyss.

Then Agatha thrust her palm forward, and a wave of power came crashing into us. It was as if an enormous, invisible hand had swatted us right off the ground. I fell to the floor, winded, the fear creeping up my spine as I looked around myself.

Prudence, Bastion, Gil, Herald, Mason, Romira, Royce, Carver – as varied as our gifts were, how the hell were we supposed to withstand the power of Agatha Black?

Together, I thought, as I pushed myself to my feet. If it had to be a question of force, then we had to leverage our own strengths. We were multiple mages, and we could bear down on the vulnerability of one – never mind that we didn’t even know if Agatha had any weak spots.

“We have to try,” Vanitas said in my mind. “We don’t just surrender.”

He zinged from out of the darkness, flying like a cross made out of green and gold towards Agatha Black. The sound of Vanitas slicing through the air was just the battlecry we needed. Bolts of energy flew across the Boneyard, colliding into the invisible bubble of force around Agatha. The line of her mouth was thin, flat. She looked disapproving. Almost bored.

But I did find a glimmer of emotion in her face, once – something like fear, when spells from several different mages happened to strike all at once. The air around her gleamed, exposing her protective sphere for a fraction of a second. I thought I caught a glimpse of little cracks, tiny fractures. Maybe, with enough power, we could break through.

And maybe Gil was going to be our chance. Fully transformed into a werewolf, he launched himself at Agatha. And just as she’d deflected Vanitas, all the lioness had to do was wave her hand. It was as if Gil had been struck in the jaw by a hammer. He flew off his feet, then fell heavily to the floor, skidding across it, his furred body twitching, then going still.

“No,” Prudence screamed, disengaging from the fight and rushing to his side. “No, no. This wasn’t supposed to happen.” From where I stood, I could see her tears. Something in my chest twisted.

She was right. This wasn’t supposed to happen. None of this was. But we, all of us, had to work with what we were given, whether they were gifts or curses. Even the Great Beasts themselves knew. Shunned by humanity, Tiamat said, and shunned by the gods. Still they embraced their roles as the enders of the world, as the arbiters of the apocalypse.

My insides burned. Here was a true catalyst for the end times, a woman who bore the power of the Eldest themselves, yet not even one of the Great Beasts would stoop to help us. Tiamat’s voice rang clearly in my mind, how she said that humanity could never hope to wield true fire the way she could, as both goddess and dragon – the sort of flame that could both create and destroy.

But maybe I could wield a different kind of fire.

Agatha Black held her ground under the endless hail of magic. We were going to exhaust our arcane essence eventually. I had to try something. Anything. I reached out to tap into the Dark Room’s powers. From inside the chamber, I could sense its denizens stirring, lifting their heads as they heard my summons.

Perfect. With Agatha distracted, I had a chance. Still, something felt different. Something in my chest burned, where once I only felt the manifestations of fire in the palms of my hands, between my fingers, or dancing along my skin. This time, it was in my heart.

I mumbled a silent apology to my friends as I sank into my own shadow, followed by a silent promise to return. But instantly I felt the difference in the quality of the Dark Room’s air. It was meant to be thin, and cold. Now it was warm, close enough to being uncomfortably hot, and most of all, stifling.

As I opened my eyes to the contents of the Dark Room, I saw why. It was on fire.
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The flames licked at the tips of my fingers, the way that the shapes lurking within the shadows once would, like little beasts, little creatures yearning for my approval, my attention. The fires burned hotter, brighter, but the longer I spent standing there, the more I became accustomed to their heat. I breathed in, expecting the air to be thinner, consumed by the flames, but I only felt empowered. Stronger.

“This is impossible,” I murmured, so fascinated by the spectacle that I only then noticed I was smiling. For once I didn’t sprint through the Dark Room – now gone brilliant and bright with heat – and I ran my fingers across the dancing edges of the flames as I walked. The fire didn’t burn me. It loved me. In voices that crackled with ancient wisdom, with the white hot secrets of both creation and destruction, from smith to sword, it told me of its affection. The darkness did the same, curling wisps of thick, smoky night around my ankles, stroking at my wrists with the touch of an old friend, of a lover.

I raised my hand, and the flames licked higher. I raised my other hand, and the fires followed. I laughed at the simplicity of it all, the liberating, sudden knowledge that in the Dark Room, these strange, new fires would heed my call. In the Dark Room, the seat of my power, I could make miracles happen. This fire was different. I could feel it raging inside me, within my chest, inside my very soul. I hated to admit it, but in some ways, Agatha was right. I knew then that I had to repay her for her advice, for her wisdom. The Dark would always be home to me, where I would be at the height of my arcane strength. All I needed to do was bring these flames out into reality.

This wasn’t exactly what Bastion had taught me – or maybe it was. By sheathing his magical fire in bubbles of pure force, he’d managed to build roaring infernos within tiny spaces, crafting tiny, powerful grenades. Like a storm in a bottle, like lightning in a jar. The Dark Room was the vessel to contain the magic, and I could let the fires build and dance and grow, as tall as I wanted, as hot as I liked, until I could take it no more, until I had no other choice but to open the door and unleash the blasting furnace of both flame and shadow.

I stood in place, bathing in the conflagration, turning my head and gaining a sense for where I stood relative to reality, where Agatha Black might be positioned within the real world. I stepped to that place within the Dark Room, finding the pinpoint of light I would need to follow to leave the chamber, to confront Agatha once more. As I walked, both the fires and the darkness followed, twisting and snaking at my feet, at my limbs, running desperate, hungry wisps and tendrils at my skin.

“Come,” I said to them, with the gentle promise of a lover. “Follow.”

We stepped closer to the light, my children and I, and I stood at the threshold. I could feel the blaze tickling the ends of my hair, little sparks running across my skin. Behind me the inferno surged, the small voices of so many tiny flames gathered into a great chorus, into something that sounded very much like a long, building, terrible bellow. Tiamat could keep her fire. I had a fire of my own.

I opened the Dark Room’s door. The only thing louder than the roar of fire was my laughter. Flames spiraled out of the Dark Room in one massive, ecstatic rush, framed by spines and blades of shadow that curved as cruel and as sharp as fangs. To anyone else, it must have seemed like the maw of a great black dragon, one shaped from darkness.

And I stood at the heart of it, my body the vessel, chamber, and conduit for the swirling forces of shadow and flame, the throat of the dragon. I didn’t need a sword of shadow if I could channel something imbued with this much rage, this much destruction. Tiamat would never know, but she gave me a gift. This was true terror. This was my Nightmare.

Somewhere within the torrent of fire and fear was a sound like glass shattering. Agatha Black’s force field was down. The next thing I heard was her screaming.

The swell of power humming through my body dispersed with the last of the fires and shadows. The amulet around my neck – my mother’s amulet – had stayed cool throughout. Perhaps it approved, or perhaps what was left of its enchantment had truly faded. Agatha was on her knees, her skin and hair charred and burned, but it wasn’t a time for triumph. She glared at me from out of her ruined skull, her teeth bared in fury. Her lips were gone, but I could tell she was smiling.

Agatha’s body was reconstituting itself, muscle knitting and reforming over her skeleton, new, unburnt skin creeping across her exposed flesh. I watched in horror as she put herself back together again, as the mane of proud gray hair grew out of her scalp, as those same gray eyes pierced me with their anger.

She lifted a finger at me, and spoke a single word.

“Break.”

I screamed in agony. My bones felt as if they were all moving in opposite directions, stretching away from the center of my body, like my skeleton was fighting to free itself of my skin. The numb, dull ache of bone turned into searing, splitting pain as a series of cracks and pops told me what was happening to my insides.

Then it stopped. I slumped to the floor, spent and exhausted, relief flooding into my body as the pain slowly left. But I couldn’t move. Every part of me was limp, useless. I angled my head to get a better look at Agatha, to see what she was preparing for her coup de grace. Around me my friends were screaming, footsteps ringing across the stone floor as they raced to help me. They had very little time. I knew.

But I saw the look on Agatha’s face, and then I understood why she had stopped casting her horrible spell. Her eyes locked with something far above me, the very thing that had distracted her, its enormous shadow smothering me like a protective shroud.

Agatha Black screamed as a tremendous barrage of bright blue fire consumed her body, raining from above like an arcane orbital strike. All I could see was the faintest silhouette of her body once again being incinerated under a dazzling shower of flames, their plumes a beautiful, familiar azure color.

I tilted my head a little more, straining to see the source of the fire. An enormous dragon towered above me, its claws raking huge furrows in the Boneyard’s stone as it dug deep to anchor itself against the intense force of its own breath. On and on the fires poured from its throat, bathing Agatha Black in a relentless stream of flames as blue and as radiant as the dragon’s scales.

My mouth struggled to speak her name. “Tiamat?” So the Great Beasts had come after all? Or at least one of them. Then what was all that talk about refusing to help humanity?

The torrent of blue fire finally ended, the look of rage burning in the great dragon’s eyes fading into what seemed like exhaustion. It lowered its huge bulk, the ground trembling as it laid its serpentine neck to rest. The dragon locked eyes with me, something serene, almost friendly in its gaze. This wasn’t Tiamat. Its scales were a different color, and it was much smaller.

I wasn’t expecting the transformation. Like leaves blown by a gentle breeze, every scale on the dragon’s body wavered. Its body grew smaller, more compact, its proportions shifting until it was almost the size and shape of something humanoid. All of its scales gradually faded, and the dragon’s face shifted into that of a woman.

The shock returned enough energy to my body that I somehow managed to push myself off the ground, leaning in for a closer look.

“Prudence? Is that you?”
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“Dust? Are you okay?”

I looked away from Prudence long enough to nod at Herald. His fingers trailed along my skin lightly – trying to detect anything serious that Agatha might have broken.

“Nothing awful so far,” Herald muttered. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

I tilted my head at Prudence. “Am I okay? Did you see that? Did you see her?”

“Not like we had a choice,” Herald said. “She cleared out a bunch of furniture when she transformed.”

I shook my head. “Who the hell even knew? But shit, someone needs to help her, too.”

Herald patted me on the shoulder, then nodded in Prudence’s direction. Gil was already at her side, transformed back into a human, his own clothes in disarray, just as hers were.

I looked down at myself, finding that my own outfit was pretty fucked up from casting shadowfire. “Damn it,” I mumbled. “Hey, Herald, is there any way you can use alchemy to reinforce clothes, make us like, I don’t know, uniforms that won’t tear to pieces when we use our magic? I mean look at the four of us.”

“What are we, superheroes? I’m not going to tailor you some damn costume. Also, shush, listen.”

I did. Gil and Prudence were mumbling to each other. I made out just enough of their words to understand.

“So this is why you and your grandma went to China?” Gil said, grasping Prudence by one hand, supporting her head and neck with the other.

Prudence nodded, smiling. “Kind of a pilgrimage. We were getting in touch with our roots. She said it was about time I learned who I really was. Crazy, right?”

“You should’ve told me,” Gil said, a smile lurking in the corners of his lips.

“I only just found out,” Prudence said. “And I guess I wanted it to be a surprise. You’re not mad, are you?”

“That you’re a dragon shifter? Please. I’ve never been more attracted to you.”

I watched the two of them kiss for as long as it wasn’t too impassioned and uncomfortable, but it got real sloppy real quick, so I looked away. “That’s adorable,” I said.

Herald nodded. “Imagine their babies.”

I narrowed my eyes. “So like, wolf-dragon shifters? Would that even work?”

He shrugged. “I’m an alchemist, not a zoologist. Biologist? Geez, who studies supernatural creatures?”

“Forget it. Help me up.”

Herald did, dragging me up so I could sit against him. I looked around us, at how just about everyone else looked exhausted, disheveled. The Boneyard was a mess – shattered dishes, ruined furniture, and our flatscreen was as good as dead.

At least we were safe. That was what mattered. Carver and Bastion looked to be deep in conversation, gesturing and pointing at the gap that Banjo had borked into our home. Romira and Royce had discovered some more beers in the fridge, and were sitting in a crumpled huddle, chugging. Mason was washing his face vigorously in the sink. And the corpse of what used to be Agatha Black twitched and crackled in a pyre of blue flames.

Herald held his hand up to my face. A flicker of violet energy flared up from his palm, then fizzled. “Damn it, I’m low on juice. We’ll get you all nice and healed up soon, I just need to rest and replenish my energies.”

“That would be prudent,” Carver announced. “I suggest that we all take time to recuperate before we go about the monstrous task of restoring our home to order. Now. Has anyone seen Banjo?”

That was right. The little mutt had been gone for the entirety of our fight with Agatha. But there he was now, standing just across the breach, staring intently at the gap. Something stirred deep in the pit of my stomach.

“Dude,” I said, nudging Herald. “Why’s Banjo doing that?”

“I dunno,” he said, his hand closing very hard around mine. “But we’ve got bigger problems just now.”

The blue flames that we thought were sending Agatha Black to her final rest had gone out. Somehow part of my mind had believed that dragonfire would be enough to cremate her – but her skeleton was moving of its own accord. Her skull rattled and clicked, her teeth chattering as she dragged her way across the floor. She was trying to say something.

Herald and I scrambled to our feet, but I lurched and cried out. Maybe Agatha’s breaking spell hadn’t done any permanent damage, but I definitely felt my ankle twist. I fell to the ground again, my eyes glued to the jerking, twitching abomination slowly approaching me.

Organs and muscles were already growing and threading their way back onto Agatha’s skeleton. Blood bloomed and rushed through her veins, returning life to the lioness. She pointed at me with one finger, and with her vocal cords rejuvenated, with most of her mouth restored, she uttered another word.

“Die.”

I gasped. Herald screamed. A bolt of black energy lanced from the end of Agatha’s finger, sailing directly for my heart – then dissipating as it struck an invisible force.

“Not happening,” Bastion said, his hand thrust out at me as he maintained his shield. “This ends here, Grandmother.”

With fleshless lips Agatha croaked and struggled to speak. “There are thirteen of us, foolish boy. Strike me down, and the others will come.”

“Then we’ll kill them, too,” Bastion said, his voice strong, like a Scion’s should be. Yet it trembled, because he was still a Brandt, still Agatha’s grandson.

“You will all die.” Agatha’s eyeballs rolled horribly in their sockets as she glared across the room. “All of you. And with your blood, thick with magic, my coven and I shall summon the Eldest once – ”

Banjo’s howl pierced the air. Even Agatha cut her gloating short, her eyes lolling towards Banjo. She stretched her finger out again. Carver was quick to react, raising his own finger, his lips already muttering an incantation.

The world shattered. I thought it was the world, at least, a collision of magics between lich and witch, but the sound was something else. Shards of reality fell from the gap between the Boneyard and Valero as Banjo once again tore a hole in our dimension, a breach big enough to fit a truck.

This time a truck actually powered through.
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I don’t know what else to tell you. A massive eighteen-wheeler truck sailed through the hole, crossing from Valero directly into the Boneyard, an eight-legged horse painted on its side. Nothing that big and heavy should have been able to fly through the air like that. No amount of earthly velocity could have driven it so quickly and so powerfully. With an earth-shattering kaboom, the truck fell directly on top of Agatha Black.

We stared in silence. Banjo had ceased his howling, Carver’s incantations stopped mid-chant since his target was now, presumably, a pulverized smear across the Boneyard’s floor. Odin’s truck – Sleipnir, really, in the form of a motorized vehicle – rumbled as it revved once, then went silent. The All-Father, once again dressed in his flannel lumberjack casuals, stepped out of the cab.

Mason ran both his hands through his hair, his eyes flitting from the breach, to Banjo, then to Odin. “What in the holy hell just happened?”

Odin narrowed his eyes, glaring at Mason through slits. “You are welcome.”

Carver pulled at his hair, staring wordlessly at the gap he’d so painstakingly spent the day trying to seal over. He slumped to the ground. Banjo bounded over and licked his face.

“Whatever happened to staying out of mankind’s business?” I said. Herald elbowed me in the ribs, like that was going to stop me. “Why the sudden sympathy?”

“Because of this.” Odin whirled on his heel, his arm held out behind him like he was holding something long and huge. He thrust his arm out, fingers spreading, and the spear Gungnir appeared in the air before him, flying at terrifying speed towards the only sofa the Boneyard had left. Gungnir pierced the couch’s cushions, sending stuffing flying, but also eliciting a howling, pained cry. Blood trickled down the spear’s shaft as Odin’s target flickered out of invisibility.

“Loki,” I growled. “He was here the whole time? He never left?”

“Watching, waiting,” Odin said. “Doubtless to observe the ceremonies. As I’m sure he has gloatingly informed you many, many times, he is very fond of festivities and entertainment, especially when the chaos stems from his own doing. Isn’t that right, little trickster?”

“Please,” Loki gasped, clutching at the spear in his chest with both hands. “All-Father, please.”

Odin took one step, then reappeared right by Loki’s side, his arms folded. So Odin could teleport? Hell, he could probably do a ton of other things. I mean – All-Father, right? Good to know. Loki shuddered, wriggling away, at first, then yowling when he realized he was pinned in place.

“Mercy, All-Father,” Loki stammered. “Please.”

“Yes. Now you beg for mercy, trickster, when I know that you will betray me the very moment I let you slip from my fingers. No. It is time you and I had a very long conversation.”

“Anything. Please, anything but this agony.”

“Perhaps I will start by seizing some of your power, to see whether it’s worth redistribution,” Odin said. “It is impressive, what you have built over the decades. But this is what happens when you have access to too much, trickster.”

Oh, shit. Did that mean Happy, Inc. was going under? Could I live without their burgers, I wondered. Could Banjo live without Puppy Yum biscuits? And could Artemis live without Snacky Yum-Yums?

Wait a minute. Artemis. My agreement with Apollo, the favor he wanted me to fulfill.

“All-Father,” I called out. “A favor. Loki’s actions have affected us all, and I think we only deserve to be granted a small request at his expense.”

“Was a tour of headquarters not enough?” Loki spat.

Odin held out a finger. Loki flinched. “Careful. Now, mortal. Speak again. What is it that you ask?”

“Loki’s domicile is enormous. It’s not just headquarters, he told me as much. I happen to know a goddess who was affected by Loki’s actions, enough that she’s been left without her own domicile. Vulnerable. Will you help?”

“A plot of land, then?” Odin said, a twinkle in his eye. I had a feeling this would work. Odin fancied himself a kind of savvy entrepreneur, what he saw as the equivalent of creativity and leadership in a world with new gods. This was his chance to play real estate agent. “A small domicile. A pocket dimension to start. Yes. Far be it for the All-Father to let a sister goddess languish in the streets.”

Odin muttered softly to himself, gesturing over Gungnir still lodged in Loki’s chest, threads of pale blue light following his fingers. The wisps wove together into what appeared to be a tapestry, which solidified into a piece of parchment. Odin gestured again, and droplets of Loki’s blood splattered against the parchment. Loki whimpered, but the spell didn’t seem to cause him any pain – at least not physically. Odin cast his hand out. The parchment rolled up into a scroll, then appeared in my hand. Huh. Convenient.

“Present this deed to the goddess. Artemis, is it not? Tell her that her new home comes with Loki’s compliments.”

Loki sat silently, but his expression spoke volumes. His eyes burned into me, glaring, vengeful.

“Excellent,” Odin said. “Now, I will take my leave. Loki and I have much catching up to do.” Odin grasped the end of his spear and pulled. Loki threw his head back and screamed as fresh blood spurted from his wound. “Time to go.”

Loki clutched his chest, breathing heavily, his forehead glistening with sweat. All at once the agony fell from his features, and he grinned. “Never.”

I didn’t even have time to blink. The trickster god was gone in an instant.

“Every time,” Odin bellowed. “Every bloody time, the scoundrel slips from my fingers. Very well. If Loki wishes to run, then the All-Father will follow. A Wild Hunt it is then. Sleipnir!”

The truck was gone, in its place a majestic horse, its mane flowing and white, each of its eight legs muscular and sleek. The ground thundered as Sleipnir galloped towards his master. Odin mounted his steed, the curious casuals he wore transformed into a suit of shining armor.

“You. Lich. You may keep your little hound. I hereby release him.” Odin pointed a finger at Banjo. The blue rune on Banjo’s forehead glowed, then vanished. He yipped happily, unharmed. “Now,” Odin said, “the Hunt begins.” Sleipnir reared with a great, thunderous neigh, and in a flash, horse and master were both gone.

I turned, searching for the remains of the great witch Agatha Black. But she, too, was gone.
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  The good news: no one was dead. The bad news: that included Agatha Black. A generous dose of shadowfire, an actual dragon’s breath, and a good and thorough trampling from Sleipnir himself hadn’t been enough to destroy even one of her copies.


  Next time, I thought, we would just have to work faster. Never let up, and never give her time to recover, to heal from a constant barrage of attacks. Next time, we would stop Agatha Black forever.


  And yet – and yet I had to remember that there were thirteen of her.


  A problem for another day, I told myself. It was more of a lie, really, because the more I avoided the question, the more it thrashed inside my chest, like a wriggling, corrupted parasite. I’d find the answers eventually. But I know I owe you answers right now, at least for what happened to the Boneyard.


  Asher was fine. Or he was going to be, at least going by Carver’s diagnosis. If I was going to believe anyone when it came to an analysis of magical eyesight, it was the undead dude who decided that mystic vision was worth the price of gouging out one of his own eyeballs.


  Sterling had comforted Asher throughout the entire time we battled Agatha Black, providing him with small doses of his vampiric blood, which I was told was supposed to create a numbing, even soothing effect. It was good to know that Asher wasn’t suffering, and that his eyes were going to be just fine. The surest evidence of that was seeing Sterling head into Asher’s bedroom with an armload of nudie magazines.


  “The hell are those?” I said.


  “Never you mind,” Sterling said. “Boobies, if you must know. Isn’t it adorable?” He sniffled, dramatically brushing one finger under his eye. “Our little baby’s all grown up.”


  I shook my head and stepped away. Sterling was a pervert and a deviant, but he had a good heart. He was a good friend to Asher, and when Asher was ready to mingle with the rest of us again, I hoped to be the same.


  Royce and Romira actually stuck around long enough to help out with the Boneyard’s reconstruction, at least for sealing the breach and closing up the many, many tiny cracks caused by all the rumbling.


  Carver’s demeanor might have had something to do with how much they helped. It’s rough when the man you look up to at the end of the day – the one who’s supposed to be barking orders and always knows which end is up – looks like he’s on the verge of a nervous breakdown. At least he had Banjo for comfort.


  Prudence’s transformation had taken a lot out of her, which meant that she had little mana to contribute renovation-wise. Gil spent a large part of the day rearranging what was left of our furniture and putting things upright again.


  Mason lived up to his name, too. He wasn’t a mage, and couldn’t help with sealing the breach, but he put his hands to good use, fixing up the cabinets, putting fallen bookcases back together, and sweeping up broken dishes.


  He was the one who found Vanitas in the rubble. He’d been swatted away yet again during the fight with Agatha. Mason spotted him somewhere among the Boneyard’s myriad corridors, lying shuddering in a crater of shattered stone. Vanitas didn’t even complain when Mason delivered him to me by hand. He was too weak for that. But he was fine, and I knew he’d get better. He’d emerged from the experience mostly unscarred, apart from a few new scratches along his blade.


  “None the worse for wear,” he groaned as I settled him down on his stone shelf. “I’ll be back to fighting form soon enough.”


  I patted him on the hilt. “Sure you will, buddy.”


  The two shifters disappeared from the Boneyard after we’d mostly made it livable again. I don’t think Gil was kidding about being more attracted to Prudence than ever, and it was going to be good for them to spend some alone time someplace where Carver’s all-seeing eye wouldn’t accidentally stumble upon them doing something, uh, frisky.


  Bastion and Herald stuck around the longest, unsurprisingly. As mages, the three of us felt obligated to help out with reinforcing the Boneyard’s barriers and structures, whether it was through applying magical energy or small, simple reconstructive rituals.


  I was a little surprised at how enterprising Bastion was, if I’m honest. Prejudiced of me, I suppose, to immediately assume that someone like him would be so eager to help out with the magical equivalent of manual labor, but his fondness for creating sturdy, solid things meant that he couldn’t stand to leave the Boneyard a crumbling, rickety husk.


  “Thanks,” I muttered to him, just as he was getting himself ready to leave.


  Bastion cocked an eyebrow. “For what?”


  “Don’t make me say it. Aww, man. For saving my life. You shielded me from Agatha’s spell.”


  He shrugged. “Don’t mention it. Anyone would have done the same.”


  See, this was the point where we would have been trading barbs, poking cruel jokes at each other, but things were still weirdly awkward since that night on the hill. I stared at the ground, wondering what to say, hating that I was at a loss for words. It just wasn’t my style.


  “So,” Bastion started. “About that night.”


  Yeah, about that. Dude was hot, no question. Very, very hot. And he’d proven time and again that he cared, that underneath the bluster and the arrogance, Bastion had a good and loyal heart. In another time, in some alternate universe, I might have considered it, but I was with Herald, and with Herald I was going to stay. And what about Mr. Grumbles? No. No lions for me. Tigers all the way.


  All that and more swirled in my head, but all I could say in a breathless rush was “Let’s just try to work past it.”


  “Yes,” he breathed, his face flushed with relief. “Forget I said anything. I was being a dick. Let’s just – let’s try to do the same thing that we did around here.” He gestured around the Boneyard vaguely.


  I chuckled. “Rebuild?”


  “Sure. Why not.” He offered me his hand. “Friends?”


  I reached for his hand, but he snatched it away at the last moment. He ran his fingers through his hair, smoothing it back.


  “Psych.”


  He turned to leave, and I chuckled. Good old bad Bastion. Perhaps things could go back to normal after all. But as he left, he threw me one last glance, holding his gaze a little too long. He grinned out of the corner of his mouth, then winked at me as he exited through the Boneyard’s portal back into Valero. I swallowed thickly. Maybe I wasn’t being clear enough.


  Herald sidled up to me, wiping his hands off on a rag, sweaty from exertion. “What was all that about?” he asked, nodding his head at the portal.


  I shook my head and smiled. “It was nothing. Nothing at all.”


  Because that was what it was. I didn’t want to give Herald reason to stress out since nothing – nothing at all – had happened. I reached for his hand, flinching when I found it damp from sweat, then squeezed it anyway.


  “Long day,” I said.


  He rolled his eyes. “Don’t get me started.”


  I leaned into him, sniffed, then backed away, wrinkling my nose. “Oh. Oh wow. You smell like a trash can, Igarashi.”


  “Damn it Graves, I said don’t get me started.”


  “You smell like the thing that trash lives inside of.”


  He shoved me in the shoulder, laughing as he hugged me. I pretended to complain when his bare arms got sweat on me, pretended to cringe when he planted a wet kiss on my cheek, then shooed him down the corridor, pointing him to my bedroom, and therefore, the shower. 


  Alone. Silence. I admit, I wanted a little time to myself. We, all of us at the Boneyard, lived bizarre lives. I was sure as shit that everyone was happy as I was to just savor those precious few moments of normalcy, of sanity. I stretched my arms, sighing pleasurably at the empty space around me, at the sight of our break room mostly restored to its former function.


  They had to throw the sofa out, though, the one that had Loki’s blood on it. Sterling was livid, at first. It was his favorite one, Sterling’s Sofa, the nice red couch that he loved to stretched out on like a cat. I noted that he specifically asked to have a private moment before Mason and Gil hauled it into Valero to toss into a dumpster – or, more likely, to leave it on some sidewalk. I didn’t know if Sterling wanted to say goodbye to the couch, or find some way to suck up the dregs of trickster god’s blood left on the upholstery. I didn’t really want to find out.


  All that we had left to sit on were the assorted models of armchairs and stools Carver had picked out of a catalog, those convenient modular Swedish bits of furniture that you had to put together yourself. Most had been damaged in some way during the fight and were just barely usable. Mason sounded excited over the prospect of helping to build the new ones Carver was planning to order.


  I didn’t really want to park my butt in a slightly burnt chair, though. So I sauntered off towards the rim of the platform, sitting down on the floor and letting my legs dangle over the edge. One of the world’s most powerful witches had held me hundreds of feet in the air that day. Kicking my feet at the abyss like it was a swimming pool wasn’t so scary anymore.


  I groaned as I stretched out my legs, lifting my head to look at the breach. You could hardly see where the hole had been blown into the Boneyard – twice, no less, by our explosive little canine friend. I chuckled at the very idea that we had a magical corgi as a pet to begin with.


  “My life is weird as fuck,” I said softly, to no one in particular, maybe to the abyss.


  A woman’s voice answered. “There is a town in Alaska, fleshling, where the mayor was a cat.”


  I sighed. Not even ten minutes. I counted. “Hello, Hecate,” I grumbled. She was sitting next to me, similarly posed, her legs and her dress draping down into the abyss. “I’m so tired. Please. What are we talking about?”


  Hecate smiled, her features shifting as she did. “You did say that your life was strange. This is factual. The oddest things can happen, with or without the influence of the supernatural. A cat as a mayor, indeed.”


  “I still don’t understand,” I said, sounding more and more tired with every word that left my lips.


  “Your life,” she cut in abruptly, “will in no way become less complicated from this point on. You must know that. Truly, you must have known it from the start. It is best for you to accept that your existence is meant to be lived in extremes. Constant danger, fleshling. Constant sorrow. Is it not better to be prepared for the worst?”


  My fingers dug into the floor. She was bringing it up again, all this talk of permanent change, of acquiring power. “Tell me what you have in mind, then. As plainly as you can. It’s been a long day, Hecate.”


  Her hand was warm against mine, a gesture meant to be sympathetic, but coming from an entity – a triune goddess of magic – that could simply be calculated, meant to simulate a human response.


  “You tasted a different form of magic when you bonded shadow to fire, did you not? You rose to another notch in the arcane hierarchy when you understood that the darkness and the flames could work in concert.” Hecate waved her hand, a wireframe diagram of a staircase appearing in a hazy green light in midair. She tapped one claw at the bottom of the staircase, then tapped at the top. “What if you could go from here, to there, in the blink of an eye?”


  I watched the diagram intently, a little thrill tumbling in my stomach. “To ascend. Wasn’t that what you called it?”


  Hecate clenched her fist, and the staircase dissolved into fading motes. “Yes. To rise above the bounds of what humanity can accomplish, to join the very highest echelons of earthly power. Hercules. Perseus. Maui. Gilgamesh. Do you know these names, fleshling?”


  My heart thumped so quickly that I could hear my blood pulse in my ears. They were demigods, every last one of them. I nodded.


  “Then you understand.”


  I opened my mouth to speak, but my chest was tight, my mouth parched. “What do I have to give?”


  “Everything.”


  It was so hard to breathe, but I tried harder, wanting to ask more, wanting an answer.


  “And if I did this, Hecate – would I have what I need to end the Eldest and their dominion forever?” My eyes were huge when I looked at her, as open as my heart. “What could stop me then?”


  “Nothing,” Hecate said. “Nothing at all.”


  The sound of shuffling feet came from the corridor far behind us. I blinked, and Hecate was gone. I gasped, finally finding that I could breathe again.


  Herald stepped up next to me, then joined me on the ground, holding his glasses up to his face as he looked into the abyss beneath us.


  “What’re you doing here?” he said, smelling of my shampoo, my soap, smelling like someone I could never bear to lose.


  “Just, you know, hanging out.”


  He chuckled, because that’s how Herald could be – giving, and understanding, even when it came to my dumbest jokes. He scuttled closer, his skin and blood warm against mine, then nudged me with his shoulder.


  “You’re looking a little serious there, buddy. Everything okay with you?” He adjusted his glasses, studying my face, then smiling. “What’s on your mind?”


  I grinned back at him, lying to my best friend like it was the simplest, most natural thing in the world.


  “Nothing,” I said. “Nothing at all.”


  ––––––––
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