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  This book contains scenes that may depict, mention, or discuss abusive relationships, animal abuse, animal death, assault, attempted murder, blood, bullying, cheating, child abuse, cults, death, divorce, emotional abuse, fatphobia, gun violence, homophobia, hospitalization, misogyny, murder, sexism, and/or violence. Please take care of yourself as you read. 






  
  To Lynn, a Columbus native. We may not be blood, but you'll always be my sister. 






  
  
One




Resting macarons for at least forty-five minutes before putting them in the oven was crucial. It was during this period they formed their skin, then the hardened outer layer got more solid in the flames of the oven and created the slightly tough bit. Gave the macaron a delicious crackle and snap on the first bite. It was the rough edge right before the ooey-gooey middle of the cookie and the sweet richness of the inner cream—ganache, buttercream, jam… whatever was stuffed in the middle there. 

The skin was key, which meant so was the hardening part. The process made it tough enough to come out of the oven just right. If macarons weren’t a perfect metaphor for the shitstorm of my life, and the hope I had that I’d come out tougher but still good, I didn’t know what would be. 


      [image: ]Back to where I was: still maybe a wee bit in shock from the events that had taken down the black church and what we’d hoped was the seed of Starry Wisdom’s power. It was still before the complex set of emotions I had about leaving Macy for dead in the shadow world—namely relief mixed with guilt mixed with a bunch of bitch-had-it-coming—had a chance to fully set… but after Nyarlathotep—the Prince of the Dreamlands turned from starry lion to slightly goth hot dude—showed at my café, all golden-brown, smooth skin and piercing night-sky eyes and power, making my own magical thrum purr in my chest. 

Harley and Gareth were still appropriately freaked out by him. Any sane person who knew something of Outer Gods or magic should’ve been. I’d never claimed to be fully sane, so I’d invited him out for a drink. Partially because my magic somehow compelled me toward him. Something in me reached out for him when I was in his presence. Partially because he hinted all the blood and magic we shed back in Upper Arlington wasn’t enough to take out the baddies who were behind the Starry Wisdom cult. 

Harley pushed Merry and Mia into her slick, black luxury sedan against their very vocal protests. My sisters didn’t know who Nyarlathotep was, but they would fight tooth and nail to stay by my side if they caught even the faintest whiff of trouble. Harley, fully invested in my sisters now that she was dating Merry and obviously happy about it, took no prisoners. Standing in my café, facing off with the stubborn might of two-thirds of the Carter sister clan, Harley held her ground. She crossed her arms over her chest, looked them over, and visibly deflated. Rubbed her hand over her brow and said, “I’m tired. I’m sure Randy and Gareth are as well. They need to have a discussion, but none of us can do what we need to do and get the rest we need if you don’t agree to get yourselves safe.” 

Merry and Mia shuffled their feet, handed out fierce hugs and a few side-eye glares, and let plenty of mumbles and grumbles rip, but they exited after Harley’s little speech. Lucky for her, they didn’t see her look back at me with a wink, or the pep in her step as she followed them out of the back kitchen door. I held in a laugh, but barely. She was already fitting into the Carter family so well; guilt trips were a standard weapon in our family arsenal.

Harley’s words had implied it, but Gareth’s hard eyes and rigid stance confirmed he was going nowhere. If I was going to chat it up with the Outer God Nyarlathotep, he was coming along for the ride. I didn’t bother questioning either man. Harley had been right about one thing. I was tired and wanted to get to my bed in the near future. 

“Come on then,” I said to no one in particular as I walked to the back of my café. I called back, “Lock the door back, would ya?” as I grabbed my wristlet and keys from their place by the back door and exited into the warm night, waiting for the men to follow so I could lock up behind us. We had plenty of wards around the place, but I was fuzzy on whether they protected from magical enemies and dangers or all types of dangers, like a run-of-the-mill burglar. Another thing I needed to add to my ever-growing list titled “Shit Randy Should Probably Know about Magic if She Wasn’t Clueless.” 

As I led the way to a bar a block down, Gareth stepped to my left to be my shield from the street. Nyarlathotep stepped up to my right, his appearance easy and sexy but his eyes cunning and alert. Add their power to the fact both of them made my skin buzz with lust and other things—Gareth with his quiet, calming influence despite his outward buff, blond biker vibe and the Prince with his thrum of power that sent my own into hyperdrive—and I was feeling a little light-headed from all the sensations as we made our way through the doors of the bar. 

It was late-ish, and Thursday nights in the Old North stayed crowded. OSU being a handful of blocks up on High Street and Thursday forever ingrained as the start of every American college student’s weekend made North High a bustling place close to midnight on any given Thursday. The sports bar we entered was no exception. There was no room at the bar and no tables open in the small space around the bar and pool tables. 

I sagged a little at the sight, ready to sit with a beer and at least take a physical load off for a damn moment. Gareth moved to speak, but Nyarlathotep beat him to the punch. “Allow me,” he said with a wicked grin, and he slipped through the throng toward the full tables at the back. 

“Do you think…” 

I brushed off Gareth’s worried tone. “I hardly think he’s going to cause chaos and carnage in a sports bar tonight, Gareth. Outside total destruction, I’m fine with him getting us a table.”

Gareth gritted his teeth but nodded, his eyes softening as he stepped closer. His body hugged mine as he dipped his mouth down to whisper, “Are you sure you’re up to this? You can tell him to fuck off, at least for now.”

“A charming thought, boy, but our Randy is made of sterner stuff, no?” The Prince said, popping up out of nowhere, somehow juggling three full pint glasses in his hand. “Follow me,” he said before either of us could answer, making a path for us through the crowded room, right up to an empty table in a dark corner. Guess it was good to have compelling magical powers in a crowded bar.

“She’s been through a lot today,” Gareth rumbled in his deep voice, scooting his chair so it sat firmly between me and the Outer God.

“She is sitting right here, big guy, and she can speak for herself,” I said before taking a long pull from the cold beer and letting the chill drip down my throat, fill the pit of my stomach, and shimmer through me. “But, yes, I’m tired and not in the mood to play games, so whatever your god-ness wants with us, please spit it out so I can find my bed.”

Nyarlathotep’s smile widened when I said the word “bed,” but he made no innuendos. Instead, he twirled a hand loosely in the air and the sound of the buzzing bar muted. It was like the spell Macy had pulled in my café, which made my body shiver in a not-so-fun way.

“As I was trying to explain in your café, we currently have a common enemy.”

“Starry Wisdom?” I asked.

“Yes, and no. Starry Wisdom is the human arm of our enemy, but the humans don’t pull the strings. They don’t make the grand, awful plans. Something with far more power behind it does. Likely another Outer God.”

“That narrows the field,” Gareth said. 

“Too true. There are but four of us. I know I didn’t kidnap myself, which leaves my sire and my two siblings. None are good options.”

“Why?” I asked, still a little too out of the loop when it came to the Outer Gods mess. 

The charming Prince—though I knew he was no Prince Charming—sat back and winked. “They aren’t nearly as fun as me,” he said before taking his own deep pull of beer. His eyes turned darker, a move I would’ve called impossible if I hadn’t seen it for myself, and he said in a firm tone, “I am the only Outer God who can travel to the human plane. The only one who should, because the others are creatures of pure ego and destruction.”

“Why should we believe you, Crawling Chaos?” Gareth countered. 

“The old names never get old, and they hint at what I can be, but believe me when I say, boy, I am far more apt to help humans than to harm them. The others, however, would have no qualm burning all of humanity alive to sit atop the ash heap left in their wake.”

“What makes you so different?” I asked. He didn’t owe me an explanation or anything. To be honest, my question was more about myself than anything, because I knew we had all this weird magical ability in common.

“My continual contact with humans within and outside of time, possibly. I do not fully know myself.”

“I’m hesitant to believe any of this,” Gareth said. 

“As you rightly should be,” Nyarlathotep replied. “However, in this case, it might be good to ease out of such skepticism quickly.”

“Okay, even if I were to say I believe you; you’re not all about Starry Wisdom, but some other god is pulling the strings. Why exactly can’t you take care of it? I mean…” I trailed off, waving a hand vaguely at him. “An awful lot of power you’re packing.”

“I pack more than power, sweetling,” he purred in response, which made Gareth shift in his seat.

I stared at him, ignoring his comment so he’d get to the point.

“Very well, lovely. All this power you feel? It’s a fraction of my usual power. My human form and my beast form have joined again, thanks to you freeing me tonight, but I am still missing parts of my power. Always do in my human form, but more is missing in me. Namely, the parts secreted away in the Book of Knowing.”

“Which is?” I asked.

“The book gives him omniscience,” Gareth answered. 

“Mostly correct, but not exactly. It allows me to see and know things, past, present, and future, if I ask the proper questions. It also holds slivers of my power, ones I imbued into its pages to allow me to use it properly. Whoever split me took additional magics from me, sucked them away as they snatched the book from its place in the inbetween. I’m still powerful, yes. Still a force. Yet not nearly enough to confront a member of my family.”

“Once again, we come back to the question: What’s all this have to do with us?” I asked.

“Whoever took from me is controlling Starry Wisdom. Erasing the black church was a blow to their power, but they are not gone.”

“I left their leader to be eaten by monsters in the shadow world, so…”

He interrupted me with a look I might call beseeching if I thought a being like him would need to beseech me for any reason. “She was their human leader, but there are many who serve the Outer Gods, and many with more horrific powers than her. Ultimately, Starry Wisdom wants one of the Outer Gods ruling the human realm. That would not be a good thing, sweetling.”

I heaved out a sigh at his understatement. After draining my beer and our depressing chat, I felt bone tired. I couldn’t take more tonight. “Okay, look. We have to talk about this—me, Gareth, and Harley. You have a phone or anything?” 

“No,” he said, eyeing me, “though I will acquire one soon. I will stop by Warm Regards in two days, yes? We can then discuss your decision.”

“Fine by me.” I stood to leave. “Thanks for the drink,” I said, my Midwestern politeness making it impossible for me not to say something.

“My pleasure,” he said, snatching my hand in his lightning quick, and placed a gentle kiss on its back. “Anything you desire.” 

Gareth shifted at my side as I tamped down the liquid fire running through my veins at his touch. “Two days.” I nodded and left. I felt Nyarlathotep’s eyes on me through the bar, even outside, as I walked back to my place with Gareth in tow.

Gareth was not happy about a lot of things connected with the Outer God, but he was a smart man. “He’s a valuable asset to us, if what he says is true,” he said after our own private chat outside Warm Regards. He followed me up to my apartment without me asking outright. I didn’t want sex, but he’d almost died. I’d fought evil for the first time. A snuggle in bed was in order, especially since I knew I’d get little sleep. Too much had happened, too much was still up in the air. Lack of sleep sucked, but big, burly, oddly calming librarian arms might help make the experience slightly better.








  
  
Two




A good night’s sleep hadn’t come. I got a solid four hours, so I guess that counted as at least half of a good night’s sleep. The next morning, I was definitely dragging. Yasmiin’s skills with the espresso machine perked me up a little. As did Gareth’s sweet but heated good-bye kiss before he went off to do library or mage things. I wasn’t flying high but was feeling solid, until Harley called and asked me to ride over to the Starry Wisdom spot with her. She was right. It was a good call to double-check everything after the battle. I still grumbled when I agreed. 

I slipped into her car when she pulled into my back lot right at 2:00 p.m. and gave a gruff “What’s up?” I got a chin lift and silence in return, so I slouched in the seat and closed my eyes behind my sunglasses. Early summer in Ohio was beautiful, sunny and warm without the humidity that would eventually make walking anywhere outside for over thirty seconds a sticky mess. With my tired eyes and grumpy mood I didn’t appreciate it, so I hid from it as best I could. 

Eventually Harley waded into the silence. “What did you learn from Nyarlathotep?”

“We’ll probably find more than we want to find on our little excursion.”

She didn’t take her eyes off the road or speak, but she arched her thick black eyebrow in question, so I gave her a basic rundown of what he’d said at the bar. He needed us to Nancy Drew with him, and we probably would also need his help if another Outer God was in the mix. All to avoid death and destruction. Basic Friday afternoon conversation. 

Harley muttered some colorful expletives to herself, sounding as tired and annoyed as I felt, though I have to say her outward appearance held up better. She wore her standard uniform: crisp slacks well molded to her body and a sharp yet colorful button-up shirt pushed up to her elbows. Her tight black curls sat close to her head, and her dark-brown skin reflected the shifting tones of shadow and sun as we drove through the tree-lined streets of Upper Arlington.

She said nothing in reply until we parked several blocks from where the black church once loomed. When she turned off the car, she turned to me and said, “I don’t like this.”

“Join the club.” 

“I don’t like this,” she said again, not missing a beat, “but having an Outer God on our side, even one who isn’t at his full power, could be good for us. Especially if the cult isn’t gone.” 

She paused, looking me up and down, before she said in her usual blunt manner, “It’d be best for you too.”

“How?”

“It’s clear I can’t help you a whole lot with your specific brand of magic.”

“You hold your own,” I said, not wanting her to think she didn’t help me. 

“I’m an excellent mage with exceptional power and skill,” she said. It wasn’t bragging from her, simply facts. I thought back to the power she’d called and wielded last night. It had been awe-inspiring, even to someone new to all this magic business. “Still. I can’t fully understand what you need because you’re not a mage. You’re something else.”

“Yay,” I said sarcastically. I may have even thrown up some jazz hands for emphasis. 

“It’s not good or bad, Randy. It’s simple fact. You’re something different, and I don’t have all the knowledge you might need. Don’t get it twisted. I have a lot, but I don’t have all the answers or connections to some of your powers. Particularly the shadow powers you wield, your dream walking, and any number of other things you haven’t even discovered inside yourself yet.”

I finished her thought for her. “The Outer God supposedly does.” 

“Yeah.” She turned back to look out the windshield, then said, “This doesn’t mean we won’t work together, explore magic together. Means we add another person to our roster.”

“I liked our team of five. Like a basketball team on the court. Five’s a good number.”

“Any good ball team needs a deep bench, Randy, and Nyarlathotep is as deep as it gets.”

“You think we can trust him?” I asked.

“No, or at least not yet. I think we can have what you and I had at the beginning, a mutually beneficial arrangement.”

“You don’t think we have an agreement anymore?”

“I’d say we have more.”

I gasped in mock outrage. “Harley. Are we actually friends now?” 

She shrugged. “You fight an evil cult with a person, things change. Plus, Merry and I are tight now.”

“Oh, I see. You’re saying all this just to stay in good with my sister,” I said teasingly. 

“Merry and I are solid,” she answered, a soft smile hitting her face for the second she said my sister’s name. “Doesn’t mean you and I aren’t also solid, in a different way.” 

I respected the hell out of Harley and liked her with my sister. Liked her. Made my heart squeeze a little to hear her say something similar. I answered, “Same.”

“Good. Now let’s get down to business,” Harley called as she opened her door and stretched her lean body out of the car. I scurried behind her, hoping we’d find nothing but an empty clearing when we made it to the cult site again. 


      [image: ]Of course, no such luck. I watched, slack jawed, as men in large 4x4 trucks rolled out of the hidden lane, hauling huge loads of beams—the intricately carved wood of the shelter house where Starry Wisdom had tried to kidnap me. 

I was about to say it might have been a regular demo crew when a tiny red convertible rolled to a stop at the mouth of the entrance. The woman behind the wheel wore huge black sunglasses and a blue polka-dot scarf wrapped around her from the neck up, hiding her hair. But it was Macy. For sure Macy. 

I gave a frustrated huff and said, “You’ve got to be shitting me.”

“Looks like she escaped the shadow world,” Harley mumbled. 

I seethed at Harley’s side, unable to respond from the rage boiling in my blood. She’d made serious threats to me and those I loved last night, and to see her here and now was too much. I whirled from our spot, crouched behind a large bush, and stalked away, my fists clenched and shaking. DD shook as hard out of the corner of my eye. For a second, I thought about sending it out like a bullet, making it ricochet through the tiny car, through Macy, until there was nothing left of either. The sunshine didn’t match my dark thoughts, and as much as I hated Macy still kicking around in our world, I was frightened of the terrible violence I wanted to unleash on her. Last night, before the battle, I’d hedged about the possibility of killing. Now I was apparently jumping to it automatically. I didn’t want to think about what my train of thought might reveal about me, so I shook off the thoughts as best I could, but not the worry. Worry was a hard, hot stone in my chest, driving me back to Harley, the ultimate planner.

She’d waited patiently for my return. “Want to talk about it?”

“We need more wards for everyone. More protection charms, if possible. Especially for Merry and Mia,” I said, avoiding the question and getting to more practical concerns.

“On it,” Harley answered with a firm nod. “Merry’s been spending a lot of time at my place, so convincing her to stay for a prolonged period might not be hard.” 

“Is this where I make a U-Haul joke?” I quipped, the anger easing when I thought about my sister happy and, above all, safe in Harley’s heavily warded condo. 

Harley simply stared at me a beat, not amused, then went on. “I doubt Mia will want to leave her place.” 

“Highly unlikely. It’s all tricked out with her favorite gadgets.”

“Then we’ll focus there. Me, you, and Gareth can ward. I’ll look into more intricate personal charms of protection if you want, but short of tattoos, I don’t know anything more effective than the bracelets Gareth gave you.”

I nodded and, making sure no more vehicles or stray cultists were about, turned to go back toward Harley’s car. When we’d walked for a couple of minutes, I looked at Harley at my side as she said, “At least we now know Nyarlathotep wasn’t lying.”

Cold comfort, that was. “What do we do now?”

“It sucks to say it, but we’re back at square one. We don’t know where the cult will pop up next. If they’re staying in Columbus or not. Who’s really pulling their strings, if all of what Nyarlathotep said is to be believed.”

“They’re not leaving Columbus.” I don’t know how, but I knew it to be true, deep down in my bones—or maybe my shadows. Macy wasn’t done here, and if she wasn’t exactly the leader, then whoever it was also wasn’t done in my town. 

“Hope for the best, prepare for the worst,” Harley muttered. When the car was in sight, she said, “You need to contact Nyarlathotep. Confirm we will work with him. Also get him to agree to train you in your natural abilities. You focus your attention there. I’ll keep track of Starry Wisdom. Or, really, Mia will, and I’ll keep on top of what she finds.”

“It starts all over again,” I said, dejected.

“Starts again, but not at the same point. We’re smarter, tougher, stronger, and we now have an Outer God up our sleeve,” Harley asserted with a hard voice as she beeped the car to unlock.

Maybe. Possibly. All of it left me feeling discouraged and scared. Scared of what we’d need to do to make it all end once and for all. Scared of what working with Nyarlathotep might do to me, of what my powers might be capable of doing. Above all, scared we’d fail and everyone I loved would be destroyed by monsters—figurative and literal. Once again, average, run-of-the-mill sunny Friday afternoon thoughts.








  
  
Three




Nyarlathotep came by Warm Regards two mornings later, as promised, oozing charm, and a part of me wished his wasn’t so charming, or, at least, the charm wasn’t pointed my way. Same with those endless starry eyes of his. 

He only stayed long enough for me to tell him we would work with him and to ask him to meet me later, somewhere outside my café, to talk magic more in depth. He seemed eager for the meet, which sent a thrill of anticipation and apprehension through me. Lucky for me and my internal resolve to keep at least a little distance from the Prince, he’d gotten a cell. Meant I didn’t have to communicate in person all the time… didn’t have to feel the zap and sizzle of magic whenever I needed to talk basic logistics. 

Later in the afternoon, he texted to ask me to meet him at an address on Olentangy River Road around dusk. As I needed help, and I’d honestly finished my baking and business admin, I agreed. I’d wanted to veg on my couch and zone out with some reality television, something of the home-renovation variety, but I knew this was more important. HGTV streaming was always around; Outer Gods weren’t. 

When I copied and pasted the address into Maps, I groaned out loud. I shouldn’t’ve been surprised. Where else would a goth-like Outer God, Prince of the Dreamlands, want to meet up but a cemetery? The initial creep factor skeeved me enough I wanted to give the god a piece of my mind when I saw him. 

I turned off Olentangy at the large brick pillar marking Union Cemetery. The summer sun was hitting the horizon, not quite setting but barreling close to it. It blazed a deep orange red, glaring in my eyes and blurring my vision for a split second, so I was startled when what I thought was an empty lane past an open black metal gate was actually filled with a smiling deity. 

I slammed the brakes quickly, coming within inches of Nyarlathotep. He didn’t move. Didn’t even flinch. Stood straight and tall in the leathers he refused to change, sexy smile on his lips, heat in his night eyes, the summer sun making his sandy skin glisten slightly. 

I shook off the heightened sensation of my thrum connecting with whatever was inside him and sent him a scowl. He laughed and slowly walked to my passenger door. Surprisingly, he didn’t open it right away. He gestured toward the handle as he looked at me, silently asking for permission before he got into my tiny car. 

It was unnecessary, for him at least. He had the power to go anywhere, do practically anything, in my world. Yet he stopped and asked, though not in words. My heart softened a touch at the gesture, the acknowledgment of me and what I may or may not want, the proof he was willing to listen and do, depending on my needs.

I flung my head to the side, a flippant come-on-then gesture hiding how much his action affected me and my perception of him. He smiled with full teeth, teeth that looked a touch too sharp in his mouth, which sent my nerves back into overdrive.

As he slid into my car, he said, “Thank you for meeting me, sweetling.”

“Randy.” I eased down the paved cemetery lane as I spoke. 

“As you wish, Randy,” he said, elongating my name, teasing the word with his tongue so it somehow sounded decadent and obscene. This guy was walking, talking sexiness. I needed none of it from him, so I ignored it as best I could. 

“Where to?” 

“Anywhere on the grounds will serve our purpose,” he answered with a shrug, though his eyes stayed glued to my profile. I looked ahead, seeing DD quiver with anticipation on one side of me, Nyarlathotep giving me an intense, evaluative stare on the other. I felt caught between two types of darkness: one I was coming to know well, the other fathomless on some level.

“No wish to see Dave Thomas or Woody Hayes then?” I asked to try to ease some of my own tension.

“No wish to see anyone but you, Randy,” he purred in reply, too quick for my liking and too attentive and focused on me, as usual. 

Like a big dork, I said, “Righty-ho,” as I pulled the car over off a side lane in the cemetery, wanting out of the confined space, hoping for a little less tension, a little less thrum of magic between us. It made me feel on edge, mainly because I didn’t know anything about Nyarlathotep except it would be stupid to fully trust him. I lusted after him, sure, but I also got zaps of lust from Gareth, and he was a solid dude I didn’t have to worry about too much. A better choice. A safer choice. However, a little voice in the back of my mind asked what might happen if I made a different choice. Or, maybe, why I needed to choose at all.

Tamping the voice down, I looked around us. Rows of staggered headstones stretched out all around. Some old, some new, some with flowers and small trinkets, some ignored or abandoned through time. Sweeping my arm out, I asked, “What’s this all about? The cemetery will close pretty soon, you know.”

“At dark, yes. We’re here for dusk.”

“Why?”

He stalked closer, as calm and lithe as the lion I’d first met. Likely as dangerous, in more ways than one. He stopped inches from my body, though I felt the heat and magic of him rubbing along my skin. “Because I suspect, like me, you are a creature of the inbetween. We start in a place inbetween at a time inbetween to test my assumptions.”

I had nothing to add, so I stared back, waiting. He inclined his head at DD, clearly able to see it. DD shivered even harder, filled with pent-up excitement. “You have a chunk of Deep Dark at heel, I see.”

“DD and I work well together.”

“DD.” He laughed. “Like your pet? For you, may not be too far off. I imagine it does your bidding well.”

“When it’s needed.”

“What else have you done, Randy?”

“I’ve performed spells, slipped into shadows, walked in the shadow world… Oh, and I’ve dream walked too. That’s about it.”

“Impressive,” he said, sincerity clear in his voice, which made me stand a little straighter. Not every day I impressed an Outer God. “Have you called on shades?”

“Shades?” 

“What you humans like to call the spirits of the dead. Not quite, but close enough. The energy left behind when certain humans die is more accurate.”

“You want me to speak to ghosts? Go all Sixth Sense?” I asked, taking a small step backward as if the very idea of it literally bowled me over. “I’d rather not, but thanks.”

“There is nothing to fear, Randy.” He took my hand in his.

The zap of power and lust I felt made my legs wobble, but I turned with him easily. My magic thrummed to life, ready and willing to do whatever Nyarlathotep asked, which was overwhelming and dangerous in equal measure. 

He scented the air beside me, like I’d seen his black lion form do, and his head whipped to me quickly, almost too quickly, making his eyes reflect the dying light in an animalistic flash of green. It took my breath for a moment, seeing the mix of human and lion in one. Being reminded, yet again in a span of a few minutes, he was something else, something other. Something dangerous my magic and my body wanted, despite of or because of the danger. 

“It’s close. These inbetween times in the human plane make my skin tingle. Dusk. Dawn. Perfect transitory elements for working our brand of magic.”

“How are you so certain it’s ‘our’ brand of magic?” I asked. Partially to be contrary and stave off the complex emotions he brought up. Partially to honestly understand the answer. 

“Because the Book of Knowing told me so,” he answered blandly before his voice heated, lowered, and became something more feral. “Because I feel you inside of me.” 

I nodded and stared at his beautiful face. How was I even supposed to reply? No way I could, without lying or revealing too much, so I kept my trap shut. 

He moved on without saying more. “Let us try, then, to see the shades together.”

He instructed me to close my eyes, to listen to the thrum of magic, and tune it into my intention. “It is a frequency, so to speak. Your magic can do many things, but it must adjust to each, based on your will and desire.” 

I followed his instructions, thought of what I wanted, and felt an answer in my core, a sort of call-and-response from me to my magic. After a few minutes of me stoking my magic, asking and receiving in vibes only, he told me to open my eyes. 

When I did, I saw them, small wisps of beings who had definitely not been in the cemetery before. More likely I’d not been able to see them before because I wasn’t looking hard enough. A handful, maybe six total, wandered the gravesite in front of me, aimless and looking far less concerned than I would have imagined. 

“Don’t they want anything? Ghosts have a reason to stay behind, right?”

“Not necessarily. If a human’s will is strong enough, yes. If they have excess energy from other means, natural and supernatural, they become shades, echoes of what they were. Beings in another form once again waiting to move on to the next form they will eventually take.”

“Energy never dies. It changes,” I whispered, one of the few things I remembered from my honors physics class in high school.

“Too true,” he said, squeezing the hand he still held. “Enough for here and now. Call down your magic.”

He gave me instructions on how to adjust my thrum to an active background element using will and intention once again. My magic responded, turning into a steady thump in the background of my mind, not as jarring as it had been since I’d noticed it after my little vision quest but not gone either. 

“Thank you, Nyarlathotep,” I said, genuinely grateful for what he’d given me in so short a time. The shade business wasn’t something I wanted—I didn’t imagine I’d ever use it—but being able to successfully control the magic inside myself with a simple switch in my thinking amazed me. 

“Ny, please. Much like you, I prefer the shorter version.”

It made me laugh, the all-too-human desire to name oneself. “Okay, Ny. Will do.”

I had to know something though, before any more lessons could go on. Getting to the something was hard for me. I circled the issue instead. “Why couldn’t Harley or Gareth teach me that?” I asked. 

“They didn’t know. Both Harley and Gareth hold tremendous skill, knowledge, and potential. Harley especially can hold and wield immense power, given what I felt from her in the black church. Yet they are mages. They do not have their own magic inside of themselves. You and I do. We contain a well of magic. We don’t need to wrestle it from the earth or other sources. Our magic is something unique, tied to our very beings. It may seem a small distinction, but it is an important one.”

Made sense. Mages needed to pull and store magic. I didn’t have to because I had a thrum of magic on tap somehow. The somehow was the sticking point for me. 

“Why do I have this well of magic thing? I’m just a human.”

“Why is the grass green and the sky blue here? It simply is, and we are happy for it to be so.”

I scoffed. “Okay, Socrates.”

“A thoughtful human indeed, but don’t dismiss my point, Randy.” He stepped even closer, our joined hands pulled up and crushed between us, the one thing keeping our chests from touching. “I cannot answer why you are as you are. Do not know who could. All I can say is I am happy you are, as are all in your circle. I saw it clearly in your café. I hope you are also. Can’t that be enough?”

I blushed and, instead of answering, stared down at our joined hands, our rising and falling chests. I wanted to say yes. Say he was kind for saying it, for being happy I was who I was, because it was maybe the sweetest thing any person had ever said to me. But I couldn’t. There was this question hovering over me, this idea I was more than I seemed, that I was meant for something else. Like a nagging sense another shoe was waiting to drop. Until it did, I could be happy about a lot of things, but I couldn’t celebrate what I might be.
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