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      By the time the Mage message arrived, we were beginning to give up hope.

      None of us said so, of course, but the knowledge was there. It sat between us, weighed us down, dogged our every footstep, had coffee with us in the morning and hot chocolate by the fire after dinner, and grew stronger with every passing day.

      Six of them.

      Six days since we’d returned from our triumph over the Mages at the Citadelle to find the monastery’s front door hanging from a single hinge, a smear of crimson across the front entrance floor, and Talia gone. The enormity of that night’s discovery hit me like a gut punch every time I remembered it …

      Including now.

      I looked down at the plain, white square of paper resting on the floor from which Sister Lise had silently cleaned the blood less than a week ago, and then at the heavy wooden door that had crashed open as I’d raced down the stairs. If my heart hadn’t already been pounding from Methuselah’s sudden appearance at my bedside, it certainly would have been now.

      His words still echoed in my brain.

      “They’re coming.”

      It would have been a hell of a way to wake up, if I’d been sleeping.

      I had not been.

      Snow swirled into the entry from the dark, silent night beyond, pushed by the icy fingers of a wind not nearly strong enough to have torn open the monastery’s weighty door. Footsteps thudded down the stairs in the hall behind me, heralding the arrival of the Ursuline nuns and Phoenix. From further away came the faint squeakity-squeak of the wheels on Sister Colette’s rolling walker.

      The troops joined me, three on one side and two on the other, forming a half-circle around the paper on the floor as winter plastered their nightgowns and robes against their legs—except for Phoenix, of course, who had given up on the monastery’s ancient heating system and taken to sleeping in sweatpants and a hoodie.

      Methuselah was nowhere to be seen.

      “Tabarnak,” muttered Sister Colette. “Couldn’t they have just slipped it under the door?”

      “And not make a scene of some kind?” Sister Simonne snorted as she wrapped her thin dressing gown tighter around herself. She held it in place with both arms as she shivered. “I don’t think Mages know how to operate like that.”

      “Is that who it’s from?” demanded Phoenix to my immediate left. “It’s about freaking time!”

      She dived toward the paper, but Sister Bernadette and I both caught hold of her arms and pulled her back.

      “Stop!” Sister Bernadette barked. “If it is from them, it might be dangerous.”

      “Who else could it be from?” Sister Lise asked, gesturing at the open door. “There’s no one outside, and there are no footprints on the porch, and even if there were, there’s no way to open the door from there.”

      “She’s right,” Sister Bernadette said, meeting my gaze across Phoenix’s bright pink head.

      I nodded agreement. The lack of a handle on the exterior of the door was a leftover from the monastery’s cloistered days, when visitors were actively discouraged. No one could have opened it without⁠—

      Phoenix tugged her arm free of my grip and waved it at the paper still lying on the floor.

      “Who cares about the door?” she snarled. “If that’s a message from the Mages, it’ll be about Talia. You know, our friend?”

      I did know. I knew all too well. I also knew that, if the consortium really had sent it, it was just as likely to be a trap as a message. Either way, however, we could hardly leave it lying on the floor while we all stared at it and slowly froze to death in the entry.

      I met Sister Bernadette’s gaze again. A dozen swift, unspoken questions and answers passed between me and the head of the Ursuline nuns who had taken in me and Phoenix—and who, as one of the Obsidian Sisterhood who had protected Methuselah and the powerful stones he’d brought to Earth millennia ago, understood exactly what was at stake here.

      “Are you sure?” her eyes asked.

      “Do I have a choice? We can’t leave it where it is, and we need to know.”

      “We do know.”

      “I know. But …”

      The nun’s gaze flicked briefly toward the ceiling and the second floor where Methuselah would still be in hiding—or maybe he’d reverted to his child again and retreated to his safe place on the deserted, unused third floor. Whichever it was—and no matter how powerful he might still be—I did not want him anywhere near this. I gave a tiny shake of my head, and understanding flashed across Sister Bernadette’s face before she turned grim.

      “Be careful,” her expression said, as she steered a protesting Phoenix toward the living room doorway.

      I waited as sisters Lise, Simonne, and Colette fell back to join them—not that being in the next room would offer them much protection, since all their heads still poked through the doorway—and then turned my attention to the paper. Slowly, cautiously, I squatted beside it, took a deep breath, and, leaning as far away from it as I could without toppling, lifted one corner from the floor.

      Nothing happened.

      The breath I’d taken gusted from me, drowned out by the collective exhale from the living room doorway behind me. I picked up the paper in its entirety and, still squatting, examined it. It was an envelope, devoid of writing or marks of any kind on the front, and bearing a wax seal on the reverse side that had rested on the floor. I brushed a fingertip against the wax. Again, nothing.

      I pushed back up to my feet, envelope in hand, then glanced over my shoulder to be sure the others had remained at a distance. They had, and deep concern was etched across all their faces. Phoenix peeked between sisters Lise and Colette with Sister Bernadette’s hand resting protectively—preventively?—on her shoulder.

      Squaring my shoulders and keeping my back to my companions—because if this thing exploded, I wanted to be sure I took the brunt of it—I slid one finger beneath the envelope’s flap.

      And oh, I took the brunt of it, all right.

      In spades.
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        * * *

      

      The envelope didn’t explode, exactly, but having it burst into a ball of flames was a close second. Especially when those flames engulfed both my hands the instant the wax seal broke.

      I reacted instinctively, throwing the roiling, crimson sphere away from me, toward the door I’d just closed, but I wasn’t fast enough. Searing pain flashed across my fingertips and palms, and tears of agony blinded me. I ignored both, yelling at the others to stay back as I tried to keep myself between them and the inferno engulfing the entry. Not because I thought of myself as any more heroic than any of them, but because when Methuselah had come into my room and those eyes filled with galaxies had stared into mine, I hadn’t hesitated.

      “They’re coming,” he’d whispered.

      The stone beneath my pillow had been in my hand before he’d finished speaking. I wanted it there now, but skin sloughed off my fingers when I tried to force them into my pocket—damn my decision to get dressed before coming downstairs.

      But the stone didn’t need me to hold it for it to work its magick. Already, strands of its spiderwebs slipped along my veins, reaching for my injured hands. They skimmed over the palms and wrapped around my fingers, binding my skin, cooling it, easing its pain⁠—

      And then they snaked out of me toward the fire, fury backing their intent.

      My fury.

      I squeezed my hands into fists, reigniting the discomfort in them, using it as a focal point … an anchor. The stone bucked against my mental hold on it. I staggered under its sudden weight but refused to drop to my knees or reach to ground myself against the floor. Control teetered back and forth between us, and then⁠—

      Then the fire merged into the figure of a Mage. Specifically that of Ronald Drummond.
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      I knew he wasn’t real, of course—or rather, I hoped to hell and back that he wasn’t—but that didn’t stop me from caving to instinct and throwing myself to the floor, injuries forgotten and stone in one hand as I slammed the other against the snow-covered tiles.

      A very distant part of me noted the icy shock with a surprised little huh—as in, how can the fire have burned me and not melted the snow? But the greater part of me was more concerned with how Drummond’s eyes—even though he wasn’t really here—tracked my movement, because again, how?

      “Listen carefully,” his image said, the gaze boring into mine as he stared down his nose at me and delivered his one-way message with his trademark haughty arrogance, “because I will only say this once. You have one week to deliver the alien to us, along with the remaining stone that is in your possession. One week, and one week only. After that, we send one body part per day until you comply. If you continue to defy us and your friend doesn’t survive, we will take another of you. And then another. And then another. You cannot win, Ms. Barrett. You cannot defeat us. We’ll send further instructions when we’re ready, and be warned—there will be no negotiation.”

      From fire to warning, it was all over in less than a minute. Even if Drummond had actually been present, even if he’d been able to hear me, I would have had no time to respond, no time to react, no time to so much as blink before the fire flared again. Heat washed over me as I buried my face in the crook of my arm. Then, like the Mage it had brought, the fire was gone, taking the envelope and wax seal with it.

      I stared at the tiny pyramid of ash sitting on the floor in front of me in the snow, which still hadn’t melted. At my outstretched hand, claw-like against the tile I’d tried to ground myself to. At⁠—

      Slippered feet entered my peripheral vision, the ankles above them pale and blue-veined. Strong, capable hands slipped beneath my arm and shoulder and gently urged me upright, first to my knees, then to my feet.

      “Well,” murmured Sister Bernadette. Her gaze met mine from behind her wire-framed glasses, shock and sadness there in equal parts.

      “Tabarnak,” responded Sister Colette from my other side. She shoved her walker toward me in an unspoken invitation to avail myself of its built-in seat.

      Despite my distinct wobble, I shook my head. Trying to stay upright was actually helping right now. It gave me something to focus on other than Drummond’s words. His decree. His⁠—

      “Sister?” came a small voice from behind me.

      Phoenix. I’d forgotten about her. Fuck. She’d have heard Drummond’s message. She would know …

      I closed my eyes, wishing for an instant that I could disappear the way the Mage had. That I didn’t have to deal with this. That I didn’t have to find words of comfort and hope inside myself that I didn’t feel, or⁠—

      But instead of asking me for comfort, Phoenix instead wrapped slim arms around my waist from behind and hugged me fiercely.

      “It’s okay,” she whispered into my ear. “Talia is strong, remember? She’s got this, and she knows we’ll come for her.”

      I couldn’t speak past the lump in my throat. Talia was strong, it was true. But there had been all that blood on the floor when we came home that night, and she’d already suffered a concussion when Sister Margaret had whacked her over the head, and I somehow doubted that seeking medical care for her would have been high on the Mages’ list of priorities.

      One body part a day. I shuddered at the cruelty behind the very idea. If I lived a thousand lifetimes, I would never understand how humanity could contain so much evil at one end of its spectrum and so much good at the other. Because how?

      Bereft of reassuring words, I lifted my hand to pat Phoenix’s arm, then stopped when I saw my blackened fingers and palms. Sweet Mary Magdalene, the burns were deeper than I’d realized. They went all the way to the bone on the index and middle fingers of my right hand, and pale white gleamed beneath a fine web woven across the injury, where the stone had bound scorched skin to scorched skin.

      Sister Simonne let out a little hiss as she took my hand in her own. “Do you need to see a doctor?” she asked, turning it gently this way and that as she examined the extent of the damage.

      I shook my head.

      She hesitated. “You’re certain.”

      “I’m certain,” I said. Medical attention would have been a given for anyone other than me with burns of this degree, but the sisters knew about the stone and how it had bound itself to me. They knew that it had held me together—quite literally—with its cobwebs after more injuries than I cared to count at this point: a shattered skull and shoulder blade in my first battle with the Mage that had come to the Mary Magdalene House for Women; a snapped ankle when I’d jumped down into the trench at the Citadelle last week …

      There were undoubtedly others that I’d—well, that I’d missed in the heat of action, I supposed, because there’d been rather a lot of that. But none had been serious enough to stop me, or the stone’s ability to glue me together, and now it was as much a part of me as I was of it. The two of us were inextricably bound together until I died.

      Which made one of Drummond’s demands pretty much impossible.

      And the other demand?

      My gaze strayed toward the stairs and the alien man-child hiding above us. The being who had brought my stone and five others already in Mage hands to Earth millennia before—and the only being who could tap into and use their full powers, which was exactly what the Mages wanted of him.

      And which made the second of Drummond’s demands pretty much impossible, too.

      Fuck.

      I hunched my shoulders in the circle of Phoenix’s arms, and she released me and came around to join in Sister Simonne’s examination of my burns. A little hiss of air left her, too, and worried brown eyes lifted to mine. “Are you sure the stone is enough to heal that?”

      I hesitated. I wasn’t, to be entirely honest. Most of my other injuries had been internal, apart from various scrapes and bruising—a hell of a lot of bruising—and so I’d never really seen what the stone’s magick was able to do. I’d felt it, yes. I could still feel it wrapped around my ankle, in fact. But it had never been called on to heal my outside.

      On the other hand, I reminded myself, my bruises had all eventually healed, so theoretically my skin would, too, right? And for now, the stone had sealed the worst of the burns and taken away the brunt of the pain so that I could function, and that was all that mattered.

      “It’s enough,” I reassured Phoenix, who appeared torn between relief and skepticism.

      Relief won. Or at least, the desire for it.

      “Good,” she said. “So how do we rescue Talia?”

      Once again, my gaze met Sister Bernadette’s, finding grim, stoic understanding there. Because rescue?

      That might also be impossible.
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      I found Methuselah on the third floor of the monastery, where only he—and sometimes Phoenix in his company—ever went. Sister Bernadette had, blessedly, put her foot down about further discussion tonight, citing the need for the older nuns—especially Sister Colette (who had rolled her eyes at the suggestion)—to get their rest.

      “It’s late,” she had said firmly, steering a protesting Phoenix toward the stairs, “and we’re all tired. We will think better after some rest.”

      The young woman had looked to me for help, but I’d sided with the head of the Ursulines. “Sister Bernadette is right,” I’d told Phoenix. “It’s past midnight, and I’ve been up since five. I’m exhausted. We’ll talk at breakfast, I promise.”

      Although I was certain even now that I still wouldn’t have any idea what to say by then, because I wasn’t likely to find the answers I needed—or to admit I already had them—in a handful of hours, regardless of whether I slept. But a promise was a promise, and it had been enough to satisfy my young charge, who had nodded and allowed Sister Lise to tug her up the stairs while Sister Bernadette went in search of a broom and dustpan for the ashes on the entry floor.

      Sister Bernadette had refused to let me help, so I’d watched in silence as she’d cleaned up the floor. Then she’d made sure the door was locked—for all the good that had done us the last time—and we had climbed the stairs together and said goodnight outside her door on the quiet second floor. The nun had hesitated there, as if she might say something more, and despite the lateness of the hour, I’d half-hoped she would—and fully hoped that the words she spoke would be of greater wisdom than any I might have for myself.

      But instead, Sister Bernadette had sighed and shaken her head, bade me sleep well, and disappeared into her room. I’d stared at the closed door for a long few seconds, my hand raised to knock and summon her back. I’d wanted to tell her that I wouldn’t sleep well—that I wouldn’t sleep at all—without someone to talk to, but she, like the others, had needed her own sleep.

      So I’d turned away, finding an odd comfort in knowing that, as much as I wanted someone to tell me what to do next, at least I wasn’t the only one at a loss here. Or the only one who didn’t want to say what had to be said.

      And now I was here, instead. On the deserted third floor, in search of the alien who was at the heart of my problem—and who would likely be feeling as lost as I was at the moment. Perhaps more so, depending on where his mind was right now.

      My slippered footsteps echoed softly along the hallway as I walked. With its bare wooden floor and equally bare, wood-paneled walls, there was nothing here to absorb the sound of my passing. Even my breathing was loud in my ears.

      The nuns had long since abandoned the space, and all that remained was a motley collection of furnishings left over from a bygone era. Methuselah, I knew, favored one of the rooms in particular: the third on the left. I didn’t know what its original use had been—a prayer room, perhaps, given the peaceful energy that seemed to linger in it—but now it held only a small, rickety wooden footstool set before a cold fireplace, with a single, hard wooden rocking chair beside it.

      The alien man-slash-child sat motionless in the latter.

      In silence, I pulled the footstool closer to him and settled myself on it. It wasn’t my first time perching on it, but I still breathed a tiny sigh of relief when it didn’t give way beneath my weight.

      I reached out and rested a hand on Methuselah’s knee, noting its boniness beneath charcoal gray pants that fit him far too loosely—as if his body was vanishing along with his mind.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      Gentle fingers turned my hand over so that the burns faced the faint light coming from a single wall sconce beside the stone chimney. There was a matching sconce on the other side, but it was missing its bulb, and I never remembered to bring one up with me, probably because every time I came up in search of Methuselah—or Phoenix—I had other things on my mind. For what it was worth, I made another mental note to do so the next time.

      If there was a next time, because⁠—

      Well. Because of a lot of things I’d been thinking about for a lot of days now but wasn’t yet ready to put into words. Or action.

      The ancient being in the rocking chair lifted his gaze to mine. It was Methuselah the man’s gaze, filled with concern but not surprise.

      “I should be asking you that, don’t you think?” he said.

      I shrugged. “I’ll heal.”

      It sounded more dismissive than I’d intended, but Methuselah was unfazed. He understood the stone’s entanglement with me better than the others. Better, even, than I did. He turned my hand over again and gave it a pat, then withdrew a tiny plastic dragon from his cardigan pocket.

      My heart sank. Was the child already here? Damn. I’d hoped for more time with the grownup; perhaps even with the ancient being behind both. But the old man in the chair only toyed idly with the figurine—fidgeted, really. He didn’t run it over the hills and valleys of his legs or make roaring noises or pretend that it could fly. I cleared my throat.

      “You were right,” I said. “About someone coming, I mean. The consortium—the Mages—sent us a message.”

      Pale blue eyes flicked up to meet mine, then shifted away again. I sighed and corrected myself.

      “Me. They sent me a message.”

      “They have your friend.”

      “They do.”

      “And they want me in return.”

      “They do,” I agreed again. “Along with the stone.”

      “They’ll never stop, will they?” he said, his voice heavy with—what? Sadness? Weariness? Perhaps a bit of both.

      I could empathize, and I’d only been running from them for a few weeks, not hiding from them for thousands of years.

      “No,” I said. “No, I don’t think they will.”

      “They can’t, I suppose,” he mused. “Not any more than the darkness can.”

      I frowned. “I don’t understand.”

      “The darkness on which the stones feed,” he said. “You know it’s alive, don’t you?”

      Air wheezed from me, and the footstool under my butt wobbled precariously. I recovered my balance and stared at Methuselah. “It’s what, now?”

      “Alive,” he said. “How else could it evade the stones?”

      Alive. Evade.

      The words on their own made sense, but as they related to the stone in my pocket? The one that had bound itself to me by devouring—by eating—by me feeding it my own dark⁠—

      That darkness?

      I blinked at the ancient being regarding me quizzically. Then I blinked again. Then I blinked a third time. Then, for good measure, I flapped my mouth, too. But I still couldn’t find words to articulate any of the new jumble of questions that had formed in my brain. Or the squidgy-ness slithering through me at the alive idea. Because getting used to the idea that the stone had bound itself to the darkness in me had been one thing, but now the darkness itself was alive?

      That was a whole new level of ick.

      “No,” I said, fighting the urge to hyperventilate. “No, it is not fucking alive. It can’t be.”

      Methuselah slumped in the rocking chair, and remorse stabbed at me as the pale blue eyes turned watery. Sweet Mary Magdalene, now I was going to make an old man cry? I dug in my pockets in the vain hope that I might find a tissue—that I never actually carried, but whatever—as he wiped a sleeve across his face and heaved another sigh, this one tremulous.

      “But it is,” he said quietly. “It’s always been alive. And the Mages won’t stop because they can’t. It’s taken them over. It is them now, and only the stones can stop it.”

      I didn’t think anything could have distracted me from the alive bit, but that did it. I blinked as I absorbed the words and my own surprise. “The stones?” I echoed. “The stones can stop the darkness?”

      He nodded, the movement making the chair rock a little as he stared into the empty fireplace. “They can,” he said. “But not here.”

      I gritted my teeth against a surge of impatience. I was tired, it was too late for riddles, and⁠—

      “I need to tell you a story,” said a voice, and even though it was Methuselah’s mouth that moved, I jerked backward on the stool, because the voice—the voice coming from it—wasn’t his.

      Or rather, it was, and it wasn’t.

      It was deeper and more resonant, and at the same time melodious in a way I’d never heard. It was as if⁠—

      I met the crystalline, pale blue eyes and caught my breath as I saw again the stars that existed within them, and the galaxies that were behind the stars. Yes. That. The voice sounded the way the eyes looked.

      Infinite.

      “Will you listen?” the voice asked.

      My jaw was locked tight against the breathless squeak that sought to escape my throat, but I nodded agreement. The old man with the shock of white hair that stuck out in every direction set the toy dragon on the arm of the rocking chair, folded his hands across his stomach, and settled back with a long sigh.

      “Once,” he said quietly, “before your world or the worlds beyond, or even the worlds beyond those existed, there were others here. Your kind would have called them gods, but they just … were. We just were. And at first, we were all. We were everything. There were no planets or stars, no universes or their alternates⁠—”

      My jaw dropped. Wait. Our kind? Gods? Alternates, as in alternate universes?

      I mean, I got that the sisterhood had referred to him as an alien, yes, but this? Sweet Mary Magdalene, I had questions. Methuselah was continuing, however, and I snapped my mouth shut and shoved them aside so that I could keep up with his story. Not because I’d promised I would, because I hadn’t, but because I didn’t dare fall behind. Didn’t dare miss any of it.

      Because I didn’t know if the declining alien—god?—would ever be able to tell it to me again.

      “There was only us,” he continued, the resonant voice taking on a faraway tone, “and the Weaver who made us, and the box.”

      So much for abandoning my questions. My jaw dropped open again.

      Weaver? I thought.

      “Box?” I sputtered.

      The galaxy-filled eyes regarded me, then he held out a hand, palm up, and wiggled his fingers in a give it here gesture. I drew back, my own hand going to the stone’s pocket protectively. The galaxy eyes and Methuselah smiled sadly.

      “I will not use it,” he said. “I just want to show you something.”

      I hesitated another instant. He was so volatile these days. So unpredictable, switching between adult and child in the blink of an eye—and now this. Did I dare?

      Questions, I reminded myself. Did I dare not?

      I tugged the stone from its place and held it out in my palm. The old man in the chair made no move to take it.

      “Look at it,” he said.

      My gaze dropped to the polished black rectangle with its faint, web-like lines. It looked the same as it always had. I looked back at Methuselah and his galaxies.

      “What am I looking for?”

      “The edges,” he said, drawing a rectangle in the air with his index finger. “What do you see along the edges?”

      I peered obediently at the stone’s periphery, but I could see nothing in the dim light that reached me from the sconce. The stool beneath me wobbled and squeaked a protest as I pushed to my feet. I went to stand directly beneath the light, then held the stone up between thumb and forefinger, turning it this way and that but finding noth⁠—

      Hold on. Were those marks of some kind? I squinted closer, then moved the stone further away and squinted again, both without success. Damn these aging eyes of⁠—

      The light above me flared brighter, eliciting a sharp inhale from me, along with a burst of adrenaline from the fight-or-flight part of my brain that shouted Mages! But as quickly as the thought formed, I knew it was wrong. If Methuselah was still sitting in the rocking chair with stars in his eyes and not warning me in his highly disconcerting way that someone was coming, then there were no Mages. Not here, not on their way.

      There was only him.
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      With the help of the brighter light, I found what Methuselah had wanted me to see along the sides of the stone. And once I saw them, I couldn’t understand how I’d missed them before.

      They were a row of what looked like tiny notches cut into the edges, equidistant from one another, uniform in both size and shape. Like one side of a dovetail joint in well-crafted furniture. Gently, I ran a fingertip along them. I could feel them, too—so again, how in the name of the holy Mother herself had I not noticed them before this?

      Heaven knew I’d gripped the stone enough times that its size and shape and smoothness were all but imprinted on my memory. Held it so tightly at times that it had been imprinted on my palm, its edges leaving raised red welts there. I wondered if the other stones—the five the Mages held—had the same markings.

      I knew that they did. But for what purpose?

      “There was only us,” Methuselah’s voice whispered in my head, “and the box.”

      Five stones with the Mages, one with me. Six stones in total.

      And six sides on a box.

      Sweet Mary⁠—

      No. Fuck. Just … fuck.

      The light by my head dimmed, returning me to the here and now. To Methuselah and his story. I took a deep, bolstering breath, tamped down the part of me that wanted to stick her fingers in her ears and flee the room chanting “la la la la la” and made myself return to the stool. My hips protested as I settled back onto it, reminding me that I hadn’t done any of my stretches since … well, they just hadn’t seemed important in forever.

      And they weren’t now.

      I slipped the stone back into my pocket and felt it nestle against me. “What did it hold?” I asked. “The box.”

      “The opposite of us. The opposite of everything,” replied Methuselah sadly. “It held the darkness.”
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        * * *

      

      He’d been a child, he told me—or, at least, the equivalent of one in the creation he and his kin had occupied. He was a new creation himself, made by three of the others who delighted in the very act of what he called making …

      As versus the unmaking that was the darkness in the box.

      The Weaver had explicitly told him never to touch it, never to open it.

      His gaze lifted to mine again, and I shivered. The galaxies were still there, but the crystalline blue that they inhabited had turned dark and murky, making them wink  in and out of existence.

      He was getting tired. I could see it in the deepening lines around his eyes and mouth, the sag of his shoulders, the way his hands had gone limp in his lap. I hesitated, torn between stopping now and letting him rest, and the very real fear that if I did, he would never be this cognizant again. This coherent.

      We needed to press on.

      “But you did,” I prompted gently. “You opened it. And then what?”

      For a split-second, pitch-black claimed Methuselah’s eyes, as if the sky itself had winked out of existence, and my shiver turned to a shudder. Belatedly, I remembered how powerful Sister Bernadette had said he was—on top of the unpredictable part—and that I was alone up here with him, and that none of the others knew where I was, and⁠—

      Methuselah clasped his hands together and tightened them until his knuckles whitened. His eyes cleared again.

      “Then the unmaking began,” he whispered. “First, it unmade the others like me, then it began to unmake what we and the Weaver had made. It spread like a virus to everything. It infected every cell, every atom of every single living and inanimate thing in every single universe. It has swallowed whole stars, entire galaxies. And it won’t stop until it unmakes everything. It is incapable of stopping.”

      My skin was icy to my own touch as I wrapped my arms around myself and stared at him. I felt that there should be more, that there must be more, because how? How could his story possibly end like that? Until it unmakes everything? What did that even mean?

      Explain, I willed him. Tell me what unmaking is. Tell me⁠—

      “Some of your kind call it dark energy,” said the alien sitting in the rocking chair, as if he’d heard me. “Others call it dark matter. They’re all right; they just don’t comprehend its full magnitude—or its nature.”

      “Unmaking,” I croaked, tightening my arms around ribs that felt as if they might fly apart, destroyed by the darkness I knew to reside in me. “What is that?”

      “What it sounds like. An undoing of what is done, an unraveling of what has been woven.” Methuselah waved an encompassing hand at the room around us, his chair, me. “A destroying.”

      “But if it unmakes everything, it will have nothing left to unmake—does it not know that? Does it not understand?”

      “You ask the wrong question,” he replied.

      The cold of my skin seeped inward, coiling around my heart, my lungs, my core. “It doesn’t care,” I said.

      “Because of its very nature,” he agreed, his words and voice carrying the weariness of millennia, “it cannot care.”
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        * * *

      

      We sat in silence for so long that I was afraid Methuselah might nod off, exhausted by the telling of his story. A dozen times, I tried to rouse myself to ask a question—Mary Magdalene knew I had enough of those—but I was exhausted, too. I was exhausted by the weight I’d carried this far, by Ronald Drummond’s message and the confirmation of what I’d already known but hoped against, and now …

      Now by this. By Methuselah’s words that had wormed their way into my skull and were running in an unending loop through my mind.

      “It is incapable of stopping,” he whispered, over and over again, “until it unmakes everything. It cannot care.”

      … incapable of stopping.

      … cannot care.

      … incapable of⁠—

      I sat up straight on the stool, because wait. It was incapable of stopping, but it had been contained once. By the stones. By a box made of the stones. A frisson of excitement rippled over me.

      “The box,” I said, tripping over my words as I tried to assemble my thoughts. “Methuselah, if we can get the stones from the Mages, if we can get all of them together again—the stones, I mean, not the Mages—can you rebuild the box?”

      But even before the white head began to shake, I slumped again, recognizing the flaws in my idea. And they were many—beginning with how we could even find the stones, never mind take them away from the consortium—but one flaw in particular stood out above the rest.

      And it was so very obvious.

      I held up a hand to forestall Methuselah’s response.

      “Shit,” I muttered. “You would have done that already, wouldn’t you? If you could.”

      “I would,” he agreed. “Sadly, only the Weaver could have restored the box, if I could have found her, and now …”

      The excitement that had already given up hope in me turned to cold foreboding. “Now?” I asked. “What about now?”

      Again, I thought I’d lost him, he was silent for so long. I assembled every ounce of patience that I could find in myself and put my hand on his knee again, schooling myself to gentleness rather than panic.

      “Methuselah?” I nudged. “What about now? Why can’t the Weaver fix the box now?”

      “I think the dark is unmaking her, too,” he said, so quietly that, despite the tomb-like silence in the room, I had to strain to hear him. “Unless we can save her.”

      Then, as my utter shock became a jumble of questions churning in my brain, the old man before me held up the dragon figurine and gave me his most charming smile.

      “Want to play castle with me?” his child asked. “I’ll be the princess, and you can be the knight coming to rescue me. But there’s only two of us, so I’ll have to be the dragon, too. Rawr.”
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