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Author's Note




This trilogy began as a mishmash of ideas. New York, turn of the 20th century, the history of queer and gay culture, the history of the rare book trade, and the history of occult groups. Despite physical proof otherwise, Coup de Coeur was meant to be a standalone story, one that ended in a masked ball and a frightening gallop through Rosehill to evade agents of The Golden Order and their extraplanar assassins. 

It would have been a fine book. But it wasn’t the book I wound up writing. It also explains why each book gained more and more avenues for the horrifying and profound (for me, as a writer and someone who is both enamored with language and often horrified by its capacity for true awfulness). The romance between Calix, Ethaniel, and Aubrey only grew. The blossoming of other relationships came from out of nowhere. 

I enjoyed every moment, and I hope you do, too.

I’m never writing a series again.

I don’t say this in jest, at all. Tracking every little whim my brain wanted to add into the story was next to impossible, because by the time I’ve written in some detail, my brain has moved on to the next piece, eager for everything. I can claim this trilogy to be a truly eye-opening experience for how I (don’t) plan what I write, outside broad brushstrokes, and even those are eroded by whatever thing has currently captured my imagination. I’m certain there are a few minor details that might not line up book to book, and I do apologize for that. It is my job to find those and I hope your enjoyment of the book wasn’t ruined by my inability to shut my brain up for five seconds. 

After all that said, I hope this book ends the series satisfyingly for you as a reader. And if it doesn’t, and you want to know what happens next… there will be another book. There are already short stories written and more planned as of this writing (late 2025). I know what the fourth book will entail because those questions you have by the time you reach the end of this installment? I had the same ones, and then I wanted to provide the answers. So if you want to stop after this book, you get the always-promised happily ever after. If you want to continue on, there will still be a happily ever after, but not without more bumps and obstacles.

Finally, I wanted to say thank you. I’ve been honored by every reader who has ever given these books a chance, even if they weren’t the right fit. If all media and art was meant for everyone, it wouldn’t make a difference from this book to that song to this indie film. Art itself would have no value, because art is individual. The true beauty and loneliness, the desolation and the joy, of being human is experiencing the familiar, the urbane, the sacred, and the damned with our own minds and senses. We feel sounds and see stories and color the world in our particular views all for the sake of feeling something, and our best work is the expression of all of that and so much more through art. I think about this all the time, and what happens when we replace art and culture with soulless technology. A question many of us are grappling with currently, and a question that all humanity has grappled with for as long as we’ve been making art.

So thank you, kind reader. Thank you for giving this trilogy a chance and, if you’re so inclined, continuing on this journey with me. I promise to do what I can to make it worth your time and energy.

—Halli Starling, August 20, 2025



List of short stories in the OTC universe as of now (links below, QR codes on next page):


	
"You Absolute Bastard": a snapshot of Calix and Lawton's relationship during their university years.


	Read it HERE


	Toxic relationship, power dynamics, boundaries, sex







	
"A Place Like Home": takes place months after this book ends as Calix, Aubrey, and Ethaniel prepare for a masquerade benefit on behalf of the Collectio


	Read it HERE


	Fluffy and smutty in equal amounts







	
"To Us and the Night": a closer look at Aubrey and Calix's end of the relationship, takes place in an amorphous time when Ethaniel is out of town


	Read it HERE


	Fluffy and smutty in equal amounts
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Content Warnings 







	
Horror elements, including gore, blood, and vivid descriptions of brutal death

	This includes mentions of spiders, tendrils, eyeballs, and black holes






	On-page animal death (birds falling out of the sky)


	Cosmic horror (multiple limbs, claws, ichor, etc.)


	Threats and evidence of self-harm (intentional and unintentional)


	Discussions of magic and the occult


	On-page sex


	Foul language
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“The boundaries which divide Life from Death are at best shadowy and vague. Who shall say where the one ends, and where the other begins?”


— Edgar Allan Poe, “The Premature Burial”











  
  
Chapter one



At the heart of magic as we know it is a black, unyielding nebula of questions swirling about like flies over a corpse. “Where did it come from?” we ask the air and stars, our gazes as expectant as our minds. “What little we know! What more we seek to understand! Won’t you only tell us? Won’t you let us know what secrets lie beyond your veil?” 

And then we wait. 

We have waited since the beginning of our time here, and yet what we know could dance upon the head of a pin. As we uncover our own world’s secrets with microscopes and x-rays, we do not have the same level of scientific curiosity for the arcane. We have become most human in this way. We got a little of what we wanted and, satisfied, sat back like a lion, patted our engorged bellies, and said, “Well, how marvelous. I’m quite full, aren’t you?”, and then died snoozing in a patch of hot sun.

My god, what we could have discovered by now if we’d been willing to push. If we hadn’t stayed seated after admiring the little baubles and trinkets, the enchanted embroidery and buttons that never fell off, and marked the occasional burst of magic as a sad accident, instead of looking at that person’s work and vowing to fix where they went wrong.

Science has always been brave. Bold. Ceaseless in the desire to explore, to roam, to know. Why do we not feel the same about magic? And why haven’t we organized any effort to know more about something as equally bold and brave and ceaselessly uncapitulating, a steady churn of discovery and innovation powering the wheel of actual, true improvement for society?

I aim to fix this. No, to repair it. After all, a fix is often merely a bandage, a patch for whatever below still burns and seeps. But to repair is often to replace, is it not? I will build the Order in my vision, and replace what is outdated. Replace those who sat by; greedy, slothful lions too slow to hunt again with those more nimble. More hungry. More driven.  And I will read the tomes and texts, the dusty scrolls and forbidden manuscripts, and piece together the real story of how magic came to humanity, and how we can begin to know it more intimately.

—From the journal of Vincent de Laine, 1896

Pictured below the entry is a half-completed runic circle, the pencil lines faint but steady. Runes of unknown origin sit in each segment of the circle save for one empty spot. Runic circles must be complete and comprehensible to work. 










  
  
Chapter two



ETHANIEL 

Its smile was a thing made of nails. Like splinters dug in around the knobs of his spine, forever pricking and itching and dying to be cut out. Ethaniel wondered if this was what it might feel like to be flayed open, skin curling like ribbon away from muscle, from bone. And if he felt such a way, the expression on Vincent’s face spoke of far bloodier tortures at the hands—claws—of Uzala.

Uzala loomed impossibly large before him, its shadow bitterly cold and all-encompassing. 

No escape. No escape.

It echoed in Ethaniel’s mind again and again. 

No escape. No escape. 

And then, just as suddenly, a new thought: No escape now. Could be soon. Stay small and quiet.

Said in the voice of an eight-year-old girl, who had disappeared when Ethaniel was sixteen.

Ethaniel flinched, but Maria’s words stuck in his mind, pulling like taffy against the fear and disbelief. It cushioned him from the painful lack of Calix that came on like a wave, as if Ethaniel had felt the door they’d cut into the demimonde collapse in on itself. Forever closed. Forever gone.

“You may feel the pressure of this place on your mind, but give it time,” Uzala whispered in a strange, almost musical tone. “Your family line is etched into its fabric, this place between realms.”

The being stared at him, its lack of eyes not lessening the sensation of being looked at. Like a thousand pairs of eyes across a crowded room, and half of them looking at him. Ethaniel tried to speak, tried to think, but the essence of the demimonde dug fingers into his mind and blotted out all higher thought.

small and quiet

small and quiet

Maria’s voice was a litany of those three words, and with her third repetition, Ethaniel felt the pressure of the demimonde go slack. 

He could see her now, nearby but blending into the gray all around them; only her dark hair and dark eyes in shocking contrast. Not a thing had changed about her, after nearly twenty years. Was she a tiny immortal being now? Was she in this land of her own choice, or had she been lured here?

And worst of all: Had he been the one to help put her here?

Memories flashed before him, tattered bits giving him a second or two of remembrance, but those shards were enough to make that old wound reopen once more.

Dropping his books on the kitchen table to find his father frantically folding Maria’s tiny dresses, his steady hands shaking, his face pale. 

His questions going unanswered, his father’s mouth a tight line all the way through the smoke-clogged train station, to a dock far too grimy to play host to such a shiny new ship.

Their tiny room on the ship, all his father could afford, and how Maria’s voice filled it as she flitted between excitement and confusion. A new adventure in Father’s homeland! But why must they leave Mother behind? Wasn’t she ill? That’s what you said, Da, that Mother was ill and…

Her hand tucked into his as they walked the ship’s hallways, quiet as could be so they didn’t get yelled at again by a porter.

Her joy at seeing the apple trees in their new backyard, and so many questions about the wildlife.

The nights when he found her window open, her tiny boot prints in the frosted grass the only indication of where she’d gone. Her joy at seeing him in the woods, and her insistence that he meet her new friend.

The way the mists clung to their shoes, their coats. How it seemed to almost toy with her braids, tightening its grip on her. How he swore, more than once, that there were actual handprints on Maria’s shoulders, their impressions left in the fabric of her wool coat. But he’d blink, and they were gone.

And then that day she disappeared…

The memories surged through him, leaving behind a corona in his vision and the taste of ash on his tongue. Ethaniel choked, gagging against it. Vincent turned a wide-eyed stare toward him, and all Ethaniel could do was give a miniscule shake of his head.

small and quiet

He thought about those words, then balled up his intent and lobbed it at Vincent like one would a wadded-up newspaper. Not to harm, but to make it known. He only hoped Vincent was listening.

“Ah, I see what plagues you. Not me or your relation here,” Uzala said, its presence no less intense now as it lowered itself a few feet and let Vincent drop to the ground. Vincent was a tall, strong man but now discarded, he was a slumping pile of limbs decorated by shallow cuts. “Not that I believed there was any love lost there between the beatings of such strong wills.” It was suddenly above Ethaniel, its face so close to his, he feared it would breathe on him. But it loomed there, impassive, emotionless, and yet vibrating with such self-satisfaction. It sent a chill down Ethaniel’s spine, to be seen in such a way. 

A toy, a trifling pleasure which would pass the time but quickly grow mundane.

I cannot afford to be mundane here, in the face of such terror, such power. Ethaniel recognized that logic as not solely his own, but flavored with the quick wit and quicker mind of the first man he’d ever fallen for. That was Aubrey in his mind now; a gift, such thoughts, but oh, what a curse as well.

Ethaniel pulled on whatever source of courage he had left and met the thing’s gaze, such as it was. “And what is it that plagues me?”

One clawed finger, jointed at least six or seven times, the nail more shard of glass than anything else, carefully traced Ethaniel’s jaw. There was no helping the shudder that went through him. Revulsion, yes, but the touch itself was colder than any ice Mother Nature could conjure. “You’re wondering… what could have been if you’d let those rune circles simply go to ash. If you’d activated the failsafe, as it were, and ruined your chance to go to the demimonde. If you’d never come here, you’d be together. Safe.”

Uzala wanted something. Obedience? Acquiescence? Acceptance? It had mentioned a twin and revenge. It wanted them here for something. His mind whirred, spinning in five directions trying to figure out the puzzle before Uzala handed him the solution.

He couldn’t afford to be mundane here.

Ethaniel cut his gaze to where Maria stood, seemingly obedient, wreathed in gray mist. And the moment he did, she smiled ever so slightly. And he made a choice.

Ethaniel drew a tight fist around his courage and said, “I hadn’t thought about it that way yet, but you’re right. I charged forward without a thought toward the simplest solution. Because… what I wanted was to give in. After so many years of fighting, I knew I couldn’t toe that line anymore. Not when the ones I cared about were threatened.”

He looked down at his hands, the way the mists twined around his fingers like thread. The call of this place wasn’t some accident. Maybe he’d fallen victim to suggestion, or maybe he’d simply wanted to. “I wanted to take the leash off. The one that I put on so many years ago. The one I knew would put a chokehold on my magic. My blood.”

Ethaniel kept his eyes on Uzala the entire time but the burn of Vincent’s stare was a bodily thing, raw with disbelief and at its center, a well of hope. Examining what that look meant would take more focus and time than they had right now. “This place speaks to me,” Ethaniel continued, his voice softer now. It wasn’t a hardship to acknowledge this, after all; the moment he and Calix had stepped through the door, he’d felt reborn. The tingle of it — magic, its very essence — danced over his skin even now, distracted as he was.

And gods, Calix… I hope he made it back.

“Cast him from your mind,” Uzala said with a wave of its hand. “He is out of your reach for now. I want to know more, little patterner.”

Ethaniel froze in place as Uzala’s face, that thing of hard, unyielding stone, featureless but emanating power and curiosity, came within inches of his own. “We have much we could do together and we shouldn’t tarry here. We will travel back to my domain. Let your sister lead us.” 

Maria nodded and began to walk in… some direction. There was no North here, no horizon. No sky, no ground, though what he walked on was firm under his shoes. He felt the mist cling to his skin, saw the way Maria’s braids swung as she walked, her hand wrapped around one of Uzala’s fingers. He had no way of knowing where the door they’d opened had been, so he had no way of escape. He could follow and hope, or stay and doom them all. The implicit threat was Uzala; there was no need for magic or manacles to force him to trail after them like a lost dog.

And as Ethaniel shuffled forward, careful to stay out of reach of the creature’s long arms but close enough to appear obedient, he also didn’t miss the way Vincent looked back at him, the blood on his face doing nothing to hide the keen light in his eyes.








  
  
Chapter three



CALIX 

Calix groped the gray air, desperate in his reach, his heart lodged firmly in his throat as he called out Ethaniel’s name over and over again.

Nothing.

He was in the middle of a shifting wasteland. Ethaniel was gone. And that creature…

Calix shuddered and looked down to see his hands were covered in dust. A few bruised lavender petals clung to his fingertips. 

It was a land of nothingness. An endless chasm filled by what it lacked. But he couldn’t panic. Ethaniel had slipped a thin silver band onto his thumb right before they’d walked through, with hardly a whispered, “For luck." Calix ran his opposite forefinger over the band, feeling how the silver was pitted and dented with age. This was a beloved thing now in his care, and seeing how large it was on his own hand made Calix want to cling to it evermore. 

Panic was threatening to settle in. He couldn’t afford that. Instead, he held Convergence up and said, “Where are we?”

Immediately, Talbot was there, but gone were the claws and fangs. His eyes were still wild, unruly orbs, but now they fizzed and popped with power instead of their previously fathomless pools. He looked almost human. “In the demimonde,” Talbot rasped. “Good. Very good. But you’ve lost your guide.”

And of course, Talbot had done nothing but remind Calix he was still a cozener. Bastard. “I didn’t lose him. He was… ripped from me. It’s this place.”

Talbot seemed to shrug. “Harkness blood runs in the veins of this place. They were the first, you know. The first ones to delve here.”

The bottom dropped out of Calix’s stomach. What had been a wild theory he’d kept to himself, barely even thinking on it lest he somehow manifest it into reality, now lingered on the edges of his mind. Eager. Hungry. “Spit it out,” Calix snapped, trying to sound more like Aubrey. Talbot clearly respected him, or feared him; as he should. Aubrey was a force to be reckoned with.

Talbot leered at him, smugness radiating off his visage. “Harknesses were the reason John and I knew about the demimonde. They opened the first door, made deals, gained mighty powers. Then squandered it on petty schemes and rivalries, instead of making intelligent moves.”

Calix had become so numb to shock over the last few days that it was anathema at this point, and yet here he was gaping toward Talbot’s visage. 

And yet it made all the sense in the world that a family with an ounce of power and a heaping of ambition could do such things like research ways into the demimonde. Ethaniel had said their influence dripped with darkness and malice, and that the Harkness power was not what he wanted to claim as his sovereign right.

And yet… Ethaniel had fought the call of his blood with honor, giving in only when they needed help the most. Calix had never asked for that and he knew Aubrey didn’t want it, either. Was Ethaniel more helpless to it than he’d thought? 

“That information doesn’t assist me right now,” he snapped.

Truth hovered ever closer. He needed to play on Talbot’s ego, or at least his sense of self-importance. It wasn’t all a bluff; Talbot needed to come here, and they needed to be rid of him one way or the other. It’s what Aubrey would do. “And you know this because… ?" he asked while biting down on the urge to toss the book in any direction, find Ethaniel, and return home. 

Instead of immediately answering, Talbot cocked his head, eyes narrowed in intense study for a moment far too long to be comfortable or proper. “When you first found me, I thought I was touching someone powerful. I could feel it, the beating of your wings against my prison. Freedom. But when you brought me to him, I thought it was a fevered dream thrust upon me by one of the soul-bits trapped in these pages with me.” His tone turned cold, vicious. “It’s all that was left of them once John fed them to Uriel.”

Calix didn’t have it in him to be shocked. He was standing in the demimonde, an actual place between realms. And realms were real, as much as magic was real. After everything that had happened — every mistake, every taste of terror, every bite of elation, and the sheer harrowing they’d all been through? This was too much.

“I can’t bring myself to care much about people your old master offered up as sacrificial lambs to a literal otherworldly denizen.” Calix was shouting by the end, his free hand shaking with anger and frustration and fear as he held the book up. “You made your choices, and you and Dee are dead. We were willing to trade for the return of my mother, but you’ve done so little to assist in our plight, one that was for your benefit, and now I’ve lost someone in this awful place. I need him back so we can go home.”

He wanted to fling Convergence into the space, watch it disappear into the gray mists. He wanted to be free of it. 

So why didn’t here? 

The conscience in the back of his mind, the one he’d let Lawton gag into silence many times, screeched to life. But what could happen if you do that? Utter unknown. You stand in a place you do not understand and that should terrify you. It is no opportunity. You and all the others would be responsible for what happens after that, but they’d all know you were the one to make the decision for them. And they may resent you for it, even if resent was the bare minimum.

Calix gripped the book until his hands ached with the effort. Could they really be free of Talbot and all the problems around him with a single toss? But as his thoughts rioted and his chest grew tight with the strain, Calix noticed Talbot wasn’t answering his question. But he was providing information, even if it was the kind that made him seize up in dread. Anything with Dee was now tied to his mother, based on her obsessions with his writings and rituals, and by Talbot’s own admission, it was all tied to Ethaniel’s family as well. He had no good choice, only one he hoped was the wisest one in the moment. “Can you help me— ” He bit down on his cheek with a grimace, shook his head. “Can you find Ethaniel? Can you sense him? I can’t go back without him.” 

The buzzing of the door he’d come through, held open by sheer will, was a persistent fluttering against his own magic; butterfly wings against skin, but maddening. “We’ve little time and these mists are thick,” Talbot said, his voice gone contemplative. “Try to call him to you. Or perhaps…ask your mother for help.”

Ah, there it was. There was Talbot’s real entreaty. Ask your mother for help. 

Yes, he should ask his mother for help and hopefully draw her to the scene, and if he could do that, surely he could find Talbot’s essence floating in this space? Talbot was, all at once, complimenting him and drawing him further into a web Calix only wished to be free of. What Calix wanted and needed was to get Ethaniel back. If that meant giving up on this wild plan to bring Talbot to the world of the living and possibly his mother along with the old necromancer, then so be it.

Ethaniel was worth ten of them, many times over. He loved his mother, yes, but how much had she taken from him in her self-satisfying, self-edifying need to “save” him from an older version of himself? How many times had she lied? Stolen things from him? And why should he have to suffer her jabs even now?

“I think perhaps speed is best here,” Calix bit out before closing his fist tightly—tight enough that the silver band Ethaniel had gifted him cut into his flesh—and thought about Ethaniel. He thought about hazel eyes and a crooked nose and wide lips that smiled with everything they had. He thought about Ethaniel’s kindness, his gentle touch, his hesitation and how it bumped up amicably against Aubrey’s forthrightness. And Calix thought about all the ways Ethaniel had, in such a short amount of time, burrowed into his heart. 

He thought about joy. And equal admiration, one that felt like the first burst of autumnal fire across trees as the seasons changed and the winds began to sing home their bones. It felt quite a bit like the beginning of love, of hearth and warmth, but also safety and surety.

Something in the mists answered his call.

“I said call the Harkness, not the beasts!” Talbot exclaimed as he reached toward Calix. “Strong emotions are like a beacon here and you’ve called them to you!”

Fear jumped in his veins. “I called what?” Calix asked as he looked around, as if he could see into the very mists. The moment Talbot had begun to shout, his magic had risen to the challenge, but something was different about it in this land. It wasn’t lavender on the back of his tongue, coating his sinuses as if he’d buried his face in her dressing gown; once more a child sitting at her feet as she combed her hair.

No, this was fire. It licked a path along his skin like a lover’s tongue, fierce and unyielding, sending shivers down his spine. Calix had to blink against the rush of tears as his sight blurred.

There in the mists, something was charging toward him.

Hulking bodies, stout but rippling with a frantic kind of energy. 

“They hunger,” Talbot said. Calix thought he heard fear in the specter’s voice. “You are a beacon of power here. I suggest you run.”

Calix didn’t need to ask for a direction. He knew.

To the door. To the door. And back, back, back home again, but this time alone. Only a possessed book and a dented silver ring to keep him company.

“You must go!” Talbot screamed, his voice pitching higher as Calix dashed with mad intent toward the faint glowing outline of the door. He could feel its energy, too; another source of power not his own but still intrusive somehow. This entire place felt strange and unwieldy and with each breath, he felt the pull and tug of a thousand strings trying to tie him down, bind him here. 

We should never have come here, he thought as he ran.

The door grew closer still but surely he should have reached it by now?

“The mists are fickle,” Talbot said, eyes rolling in their sunken sockets. “Be clear in your intent, boy!”

And behind him, the growls grew louder. Calix didn’t dare look back.

He focused what little energy he had, through the shock and despair and pain, on going home. Again and again, always returning to that place where his mother’s footsteps echoed still and the malingering ghosts of their shattered bond creaked with every change in the wind. Was it their presence that rankled him so, or was the very house itself trying to tell him something? Was Rosehill the real beating, bleeding heart behind his losses and grief?

Or was it her?

Calix reached out and let his power push forward, as if to shove away the mists and forge a clear path. He was desperate now, the acrid taste of it foul.

“Aubrey!” Calix yelled, praying his other companion heard. “Please! The door!”

Through the mists came an echo, like a distant yell reverberated through glass. And behind him came a snarl, then hot breath on his neck. He ducked but was too late, and something swiped across his forehead with what felt like jagged glass.

“Through the door!” Talbot yelled, but it was lost in the cacophony of growling and teeth and Calix trying to cover his face from the assault. The very touch of these beasts burned and he could feel his flesh sizzle. But more than the pain was the anger. It rushed through him, unstoppable; another assault.

But this time, Calix gave in.

“Enough!” he screamed and threw his hands out. 

The magic that poured from him was not a swell; gentle but constant. This was a tidal wave, and he was left helpless in its wake. Only able to watch and feel as it left his body in a torrent and crashed into the shadow creatures that had been trying to rend his skin from his bones. He felt the magic in his head, behind his eyes, reverberating through his teeth and rattling the cage of his ribs. It was sound in his body and the scent of colors and so much more.

Calix felt alive.

Time seemed unimportant. He was it, and it was he. The magic. The endless loop of it. He began to feel heavy and light-headed all at once, his vision drawing further and further away from his own body, but he couldn’t break the chain between himself and the magic.

A funnel. A flood. Ceaseless. Colossal. Immortal.

And in that space where he saw nothing and everything, she found him.

“I knew you’d figure it out,” Lily said.

Are you in my mind, Mother? Or is this merely another wisp of your soul meant to torment me?

” I am here,” she replied. “But you have to take me with you. You must undo what I’ve done.”

Why? What matter is it to me? Your mistakes are yours.

“And yet, even my best intentions left pain behind. I would fix that. Calix. Please.”

That’s your plea to me? To help you again? This coming from the woman who took so much from me. My mother. The one person I trusted more than anyone. 

“Please, Calix.”

Before him appeared her face, sad and pale. But the familiar ache echoing in his bones upon seeing her once more was muted. Aborted longing for something that had been a half-truth.

Calix frowned but didn’t approach her image. “Tell me where Ethaniel is,” he said, struggling to keep his voice even. “Find him and I’ll take you back with me.”

It was the slightest of tells, but her slow blink told Calix everything he needed to press his advantage. “I’ll even go through this insane plan you have to be… what? Resurrected? In some vain hope you can help me control my powers? Powers which I inherited from you, Mother.”

Her face bore an entreaty her tone did not match, but he felt that guilt anyways. It bore the weight of familial bonds but took on the form of a fire-haired woman who looked as timeless as he’d remembered her to be and had, once, been everything to which he’d aspired. They could have been inches from each other, on opposite ends of a mirror, and he would have felt the distance between them.

Calix bit back its sour taste as she said, “I know. And I made those mistakes but I did it for you. Please, Calix. I’ll do anything.”

He didn’t bother to bite back a scoff at that. “I told you what I want. Find Ethaniel so I can take him back home.”

“All right. I will.” 

The moment she blinked away, Calix was thrust back into his body. And he was alone in those gray mists but now it smelled of sulfur and burnt wood and tiny bits of black floated around him. Convergence was at his feet, its front cover now marred by a scorch mark that curled the fine velvet and had blackened the long edges of the pages.

Calix scooped up the book, examining it for more damage, when Talbot said, “What a pity John was right.”

Part of him didn’t want to engage in conversation right now. The other part of him was eager for an answer. The latter won out. “Care to explain?”

What sounded like a laugh dragged over rusty railroad spikes left Talbot. “My boy, he’d been right from the moment he’d started studying this place. Magic? It’s not of our world. It’s from here. There’s no other explanation for what you just did.”

Calix paused his inspection of the book to lift an eyebrow. “And what did I just do?” He gestured at the black specks floating like volcanic ash before him. All that was left of the creatures. “Other than apparently destroy three very frightening shadow beasts.”

“Exactly!” Talbot cried. “You destroyed something from another realm. John had long posited that magic came from a source outside our world, that it was energy from somewhere else that blessed humans who were most pious. Superstitious nonsense, but the man took a Bible to bed every night, so I wasn’t going to change his mind. But Uriel…. ”

A sound like a thundercrack shook the ground, the sky, the air, and then his mother was before him once more. Her outline looked tattered, as if someone had taken a barber’s razor to it, and in her wide eyes Calix saw panic. “We must go! He knows, he knows! Through the door, my son!”

A braying he now recognized sounded all around them; a certainty there were more shadow creatures. Dozens of them. “But Ethaniel!” he said as he started for the doorway.

Ethaniel’s voice called out to him. Reached for him. He felt it was sure as a touch, a caress, and when he blinked once more, Calix was staring at the man himself. His mother had disappeared, even if her presence lingered, and Ethaniel stood before him, the panic on his face like a punch to his stomach.

Calix had never been so relieved. “Ethaniel?”

In the blur of confusion that followed, Calix could hardly track one moment from the next, the weight of the demimonde and its putrid mists pushing on him from every angle.

And in those same moments, he lost Ethaniel to this place between realms; to its mists and terrors and he was left, once again, with only the voice of his mother for company.

“The door is further off than it looks!” his mother said as she tore through the mists. “We need to go, now! Your patterner is with Uriel’s twin, there’s no saving him!” His mother ran ahead of him and Calix could only run and watch in horror as she started to flicker and fray more and more. And all around them came the sounds of braying.

Convergence grew hot in his hands. Talbot yelling. His mother yelling encouragements to keep running, keep running, don’t look back.

Calix’s gaze got stuck on the book, stuck on all the problems it had brought into his life. All the possibilities and wonderful things, too. But the door was just up ahead. Fifteen paces. Ten paces.

Five.

Four.

Three.

“Help him if you can, and we’ll set you free,” Calix said before he threw Convergence into the mists and dove through the door as it snapped shut.








  
  
Chapter four



AUBREY 

Calix collapsed in his arms and for a long moment, there was nothing but relief in his veins. 

Reality was a long, slow blink of Aubrey’s mind’s eye, to catch up to what Calix had just said. When it settled through him, Aubrey began to shiver and through that uncontrollable movement, he held Calix tighter.

“…Aubrey?”

A firm, warm hand on his shoulder. Aubrey turned his head but it was as if his neck was made of molasses. “Aubrey? Did you hear me?”

Magnus, now kneeling beside them. Calix’s arms a vise around his waist. Something wet against his shirt. Aubrey looked down and saw blood, saw Calix’s tears. Time was sticky, clinging to them by both millimeters and miles. 

Then his mind caught up with what was happening, and what had happened. What Calix was saying, what Magnus was saying. Aubrey could sense how close they were, how damaged and afraid. Bruised and broken.

But all he could focus on was how Calix had returned alone.

“I’m so sorry, it’s my fault. Aubrey.” Calix was staring up at him with the most pained expression, caught somewhere in a deep valley between grief and guilt. “He saved me. There was this thing, this monster, and it had that man we’ve seen before. Ethaniel’s brother?” Calix sounded unsure and it made Aubrey’s own memory give a watery ripple. Dark hair, like Ethaniel’s, but a narrower face, more powerful build.

The feeling of Calix’s fingers fluttering, barely touching his neck, finding purchase in the overgrown scruff of his hair, made everything snap back to now. Aubrey immediately felt sick, stomach upending, bile threatening to sear the inside of his throat. He pulled away to cough and retch as the truth of it all dangled above his head, its string waiting for the swing of the reaper’s scythe.

Tears stung his eyes and his lungs felt as if a band had been wrapped around them. Every breath burned. Every thought was an unending echo: Ethaniel, Ethaniel, Ethaniel.

Through eyes that didn’t feel like his, Aubrey watched as Magnus rushed from the room and as Calix, who had slumped to the floor in shock, now crawled to him. A trail of dust and blood and tears left in his wake. 

You need to be there for him. For both of them. And you can’t do that if you’re incapable.

Fuck, he hated that word. Incapable. The only barb in his father’s bandolier of insults that ever truly landed. A direct hit to the small, dark orb of insecurities he kept buried beneath viscera and caged in his ribs. The cage was always there to protect his heart, and there had never been any reason for it to not play jailer to that orb, too.

Aubrey curled his hands into fists, let the fine wood of Rosehill’s floors imprint into his knuckles, then took Calix by the wrist and pulled him in. Gods, he was so thin. It was some instinct of his, some twisted part of himself, that made Aubrey want to keep Calix safe and warm and well-fed, but far, far out of reach of anyone who might hurt him. And that fierceness, that protectiveness, was what reached out to him now, through the gray mists of the demimonde and the quiet, choking sobs of the man in his arms.

“I’m so sorry,” Aubrey managed to say, his throat already far too tight, his eyes on fire. “I’m so, so sorry, Calix. We’ll get him back. I swear it.”

“Please,” was all Calix managed to say before sobbing, shaking with every breath. “I would have never let him go with me if I’d known… ”

Aubrey looked to the ceiling and the movement unearthed old, long buried instincts. To pray to a God he no longer believed in. To ask the spirits for guidance. He stamped it out, a well-heeled shoe on a fire-hot cherry, and tightened his grip on Calix. “You cannot blame yourself, Calix. Please don’t. Ethaniel needs you. And I need you strong to bring him back.”

Magnus found them like that some untold minutes later. The rain outside had slackened but the gray clouds rolled, tumbling over each other. Something about the sight made Aubrey’s stomach drop. “Here,” Magnus said as he handed Aubrey a tumbler half-full of golden liquid. “It’s not going to do much more than calm either of you down.”

Then Magnus paused. Thinking. The light in his eyes was dimmed and Aubrey couldn’t help but focus on his mentor’s face, the lines and planes of it. Magnus had always been an elegant man, but age had brought a sageness to his demeanor. He’d been the older confidant Aubrey had yearned for his entire life, and now he was seeing Magnus fully take up the mantle on his own terms. Defining their path forward with all the wisdom and cleverness he kept smothered between velvet lapels and tied up in ascots burning with autumn color. 

What he saw now was Magnus of ten years ago, the steel in his spine now once again polished to an impossible shine. 

Magnus pulled a thin cord out of his pocket, from which a speckled pendant swung. Aubrey couldn’t see what color it was in the time it took Magnus to toss the thing into the air. The pendant glittered briefly, then a mass of sunset-hued magic spun and spun, in the very space in front of Magnus opening up like a cat’s slow yawn.

A familiar face, both human and not, appeared, followed by a ruffle of down and the scent of cinnamon. “Magnus? What the devil—"

Magnus cut Agrippa off with a hand. “No time. I need you here now. Hence the emergency communication.”

Aubrey realized he was still holding the cup and handed it to Calix, who downed half before returning it. Aubrey drank the rest, unable to tear his eyes away from the creature Magnus had apparently called friend for some time. “It’s not safe here,” he managed to say as warmth spread through him. The effect was immediate; he felt Calix’s shivers slow, stutter, then stop, and his own head felt less heavy, his eyes no longer blurry with tears. 

Agrippa stuck their head out of the portal a bit more, their nostrils flaring as they scented the air. “Bah. Demimonde. Like rust on the air. Nasty stuff.” Their eyes, a swirling miasma of galaxies, blinked rapidly, and then Agrippa hissed, “Your patterner isn’t here. He’s trapped. Ah, wait… ”

Calix shivered again and Aubrey clung to him, rubbing his palm up and down the slighter man’s back. A mimicry of intimacy but not lacking in care. Aubrey needed the contact just as much, if not more, than Calix did. A reminder to stay safe, but also sane.

The next word that left Agrippa’s pale lips was more snarl than anything. “Uzala.” Then they straightened, adjusted the fussy little bow that sat in place of a necktie, and said, “Well, that clears some things up. Come, come. It’ll be less roomy than your current quarters but far safer.”

Aubrey stared at them. “Where are we going?”

Magnus gave him a wan smile. “The Collectio isn’t one building, Aubrey. It’s several, broken up between our realm and little… bubble planes built very carefully to avoid interference from places like the demimonde. Agrippa lives in one of them, and has been the caretaker of many more."

He and Agrippa exchanged a look, and Aubrey saw something pass between them. He couldn’t name it, not now or perhaps ever. But it was something that made him trust Agrippa a bit more. 

“Many of the unstable artifacts the Collectio has picked up through the generations are housed in spaces like mine.” Agrippa gave them all a nod, then pulled back into their side of the portal. “Well, come on!” they said, voice an echo from within.

Magnus got them to their feet and with Lawton following close behind, waved them forward into the portal. Aubrey didn’t bother to look back at the place that had been the source of so much strife over the last few days. Rosehill wasn’t his, and if he knew anything about Calix, the young earl wouldn’t claim it as home anymore, either.

Too much ash on the walls and blood built into the roots of that place to be considered safe.

“I should stay here, with Richard,” Calix said, sounding far more steady after Magnus’s concoction. “Lawton and I should stay, I mean.”

Aubrey turned to Lawton, who immediately said, “Calix, you have to go. Whatever ill will between us, whatever damage I’ve done, I’m not going to do anything other than mop the man’s brow and make sure he’s still breathing. If he wakes up, I’ll ensure he eats. You should go, but you won’t need me there. I’ll stay.” Lawton’s face, already pale and wan, looked even more drawn out and despite his hesitance about Lawton’s moral barometer, Aubrey believed him. Perhaps the veins as dark as ink under his skin helped him believe Lawton didn’t have the energy to argue much. It was clear the path they were headed toward involved him, too.

But real sincerity was hard to forge in the midst of dire straits.

And his Ethaniel was trapped. Ethaniel Ethaniel Ethaniel. A heart ripped free of its earthly moorings and left to drip upon the floor. His name a metronome, so full of sound and life but so far away.

Agrippa seemed to do their own version of truth seeking while staring down Lawton like a vulture over a carcass, but they eventually nodded and said, “He’ll be fine. He’s not lying. He doesn’t know who he is exactly, given the extra passenger bouncing about his body, but he won’t do more harm than he already has.”

Aubrey turned to Calix, whose gaze was darting between Lawton and Agrippa. “It’s your call, Calix, but I think you’ll be needed wherever we’re going.”

Calix swallowed hard. “I know. We should go.”

Aubrey led him over to the portal, through which Agrippa had already disappeared, but Calix paused in front of Lawton to hand him a key from his pocket. “For the front and back doors, just in case,” was all Calix said before following Magnus through the portal.

Aubrey turned his attention to Lawton. The other man was gripping the key in his fist, eyes fixed on it. A gift with teeth. 

“No threat?” Lawton asked as Aubrey passed him.

Aubrey merely shrugged. For him, the urgent need was Ethaniel. Getting him back. Lawton was barely tertiary right now. “No need. I think you have much to reflect on, and the time we’re gone may be the right nugget of peace for it.”

But it didn’t feel right to leave him like that. Trapped in a house of the flimsiest cards. “Magnus, hold it for me,” Aubrey said before darting down the hall to Calix’s private study. They’d locked the gun away in the safe the moment they’d arrived; all of them wary around the damn thing and for good reason. There was no better time in his eyes to let it see the light of day once more.

“In case the time we’re gone isn’t peaceful,” Aubrey said before setting the gun on a side table and passing through the portal.
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That was a petulant, dangerous thing to do, Aubrey thought as the world swirled around him, patterns of blue and purple and silver impossible as they filtered through his mind. He was moving, traveling, and then suddenly… not.

Come to a sudden, dizzying halt in a completely unfamiliar place, his own chastisement like a burned tongue. You gave Lawton a weapon. An enchanted weapon. There were only three no-miss bullets in the chamber, the others standard fare. And he had no idea if Lawton knew how to wield such a thing.

All thought of Lawton blinked out as Aubrey stared up at the shelves mere inches from his face. Boxes and bins, trays and jars, all neatly labeled in a language that made his third eye flick open. He slapped a hand over it, frowning as everything around him began to speak. Most of it he couldn’t understand.

….over the river…

….sounds like morning raiders…

No, we can’t. But yes, we should…

…the master seeks the student seeks the master seeks the student…

It was all too much. Aubrey winced and began to turn away, when something cold touched the back of his hand.

“This will keep them from chattering at you,” Agrippa said. Aubrey realized the creature was a solid foot taller than him, but spindly as a willow tree, and the thing against his hand was actually pressed into his skin. And the moment it touched him, Aubrey’s vision cleared completely and all he could see were endless rows of shelves packed to the brim with objects. Bizarre, mundane, disturbing, ethereal. But whatever it was marking his hand kept the roar of their magic at bay.

“The things Agrippa watches over have a very… eh, let’s say peculiar sense of humor.” Magnus was beside them now, with a red-eyed Calix in tow. “Keep that on until we leave.” He held up his hand to display the greenish circle stamped into his skin. Runes flickered past Aubrey’s third sight, but like so much in recent memory, he could only understand snippets before all meaning was yanked away. “It’s harmless to us, but the artifacts aren’t fond of it.”

It was telling that neither he nor Calix asked exactly what it was. It didn’t matter. They were too exhausted, too terrified, too consumed with the ashen taste of dread to care.

Ethaniel was gone.

“Not gone,” Agrippa said as they shooed them all away from the shelves and toward a cheerily flickering fireplace and a circle of overstuffed chairs in mismatched patterns of the palest blues and yellows. The flames, reflected in their strange eyes, brightened and Aubrey could taste the magic command on the air. The same scent he’d been hit with upon Agrippa’s appearance: down and cinnamon and the long dark kept back by a steel trap mind. Faintly, Aubrey wondered how Agrippa had heard his thoughts but realized it didn’t matter. Another mystery on the pile.

“Come sit,” Magnus said, his hand firm under Aubrey’s elbow. “I’ll explain what I can, but our priority is Ethaniel.”

“And the book,” Agrippa said. They moved closer to the fire as a gold tea cart slowly wheeled into the room. There was no one steering it, and Aubrey realized such a thing would have been a fascination for him, had his attention not been split in so many directions.

Ethaniel and Calix and the book and Vincent and whatever happened on that side of the unknown. They should have never tried it, never been so bold, so arrogant—

Aubrey found himself sitting, a delicate teacup carved out of what looked like jade gently placed in his palms. The cup’s warmth was a kindness to his entire being at this point. 

It hit him all at once and was confirmed by the way Calix was staring down at his untouched tea. Hands at his sides, clothing rumpled and stained but empty of any odd shapes.

The book.

Agrippa sat across from them, very human-shaped legs bending in very human ways as they crossed one over the other. Something about the way they sat made Aubrey feel as though their body were far larger, maybe even too large, for the chair, but that feeling defied what he saw.

“You’re not wrong. A little nosy, but then again, so is Magnus. I’d expect you to be a bit like him.” Agrippa wasn’t smiling, their very human mouth downturned not in disappointment or anger, but in thought. The expression made their already sharp nose stand out more prominently. “And yes, here, I can pick up on your thoughts. Not in words, necessary, but feelings, flashes of images. The hard-beating heart of someone terrified. The blood vessels near to bursting of someone screaming at the top of their lungs in anger… ” Agrippa shrugged and the heavy wool knit of their gray sweater shifted again, like someone wearing a size or two too small. “I’ve gotten rather good over the centuries at understanding nuance.”

They paused, gaze roving. “What I don’t understand is,” Agrippa finally said, leaning forward, eyes narrowing in Calix’s direction, “is why you had the book and not Ethaniel. He’s the patterner in your trio. Oracles are powerful, yes, but Ethaniel has the direct connection to the demimonde, not you.”

Scattered jigsaw puzzle pieces finally assembled into a whole picture. But the final image wasn’t what he’d expected, nor did he expect Calix to say, “I left it there because if Talbot was going to help anyone, it was going to be Ethaniel.” Calix turned to Aubrey, desperate, seeking… what? Absolution? Forgiveness? Empathy? If only their minds were connected still. Calix would see all of it there, out in the open and his for the taking. “It has caused all this grief and I couldn’t… stand it any longer!”

Calix’s last words were a mangled shout and in the shocked silence that rang out around them, as full as a void, all Aubrey could do was reach over to take his hand. Feel the fine bones of it, the soft skin, and hold on tight. Calix was practically vibrating with energy, but Aubrey could taste his magic, too; could sense it deep down, could feel his third eye flicker open briefly in response.

“Oracles aren’t meant for places like the demimonde,” Agrippa said not unkindly. “The book would have made you a target, Calix. And I’m guessing it did, if I'm assuming correctly in how you got those scratches on your arms and face. All manner of amorphous things live there, half-remembered dreams of ambitions and envies that led others to their doom. Leaving it in that place was the smartest thing you could have done.”

Aubrey now understood. He had nothing but circumstance as evidence, but it made sense. “So Talbot didn’t need Calix. He needed Ethaniel.” He stared at Calix, who had gone even more pale, practically ghostly against the dark red leather of his chair. “You said something in your head took you right to safety after Lawton’s little escapade with the thug he was selling books to. It was Talbot. He led you right to Ethaniel.”

Calix nodded. He was gripping the arms of the chair so tightly, Aubrey feared he’d snap a finger, so he gently put his hand over one of Calix’s. Lending warmth and strength where neither of them had enough on their own. “It…Talbot …took me directly there. Said there was safety.”

Agrippa seemed encouraged by Calix’s words. “I doubt anyone involved in that little equation truly understood what they were doing, Talbot was drawn to Ethaniel the way the Harknesses are drawn to the demimonde. They’re all of the same nature.”

The clink of a teacup drew Aubrey’s attention to Magnus, who was now sitting forward in his overstuffed chair, his right fist balled up under his chin in a pose Aubrey knew very well from their years working together. Magnus had a plan. Maybe not an entire one, not yet, but something was brewing in his mentor’s mind.

“Calix, can you tell us everything that happened once you passed through the doorway? No detail is too small, and nothing is inconsequential.” Magnus’s gaze was bright as he honed in on Calix, who was far too still in his own chair. When Aubrey tried to reposition their hands, Calix only clung that much tighter to him. 

“I’ll try,” Calix said softly. He looked to Aubrey with pain written in every line of his face and it made Aubrey’s heart twist into knots all over again. “Could you… could you help me focus? I don’t need to borrow any magic, I swear. I only want to be tethered.”

Aubrey knew he had the fortitude for it and didn’t hesitate. Anything. Anything to get Ethaniel back, to bring him home so they could be whole again. “Of course.”
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The moment Calix had finished his tale, he’d slumped forward and, alarmed, Aubrey dashed to his side. His head still rang with all the things Calix had told them, and his heart might as well have shriveled to a husk with Ethaniel trapped in the demimonde, but he wasn’t going to give up. And he wasn’t going to abandon Calix.

“He’s exhausted,” Magnus said as they watched Agrippa conjure walls and a floor and a nice, if not a bit small, bed into some semblance of a space where Calix could rest. At Magnus’s insistence, Agrippa added a small fireplace, a lamp, and a table to the room before stepping out, claiming they needed to locate a few things to better help them work on a plan to get Ethaniel back.

Bundling Calix into the bed had been more of a fight than Aubrey had expected. Not concerning Calix, but himself. Because he was going to stay up and figure this out and bring Ethaniel home, and that was the end of it.

“You’re no use to anyone, Ethaniel included, if you’re drained,” Magnus said gently while Aubrey watched Calix bury his face in a pillow and cry softly to himself, too exhausted to lift his head. “He needs you.  You need him. Trust that Agrippa and I have some control here. And that I’ll tell you more when you wake up.”

“What about you?” Aubrey asked. He’d not missed the strain on his mentor’s face. 

“That’s a secret for me to keep, I think,” Magnus said, his tone lacking any joviality for once. “But I want to make one thing very clear, Aubrey. You are, without a doubt, one of the most skilled magic practitioners I’ve met. But you’re human. You cannot push yourself past the point of breaking. I know you want Ethaniel back. We will ensure that happens.” Magnus paused, put his hands on Aubrey’s shoulders, and said, “I will ensure this happens. Do I have your trust in this?”

Aubrey frowned. “Of course you do. Always.”

“Then do me a favor, and rest. And remember your promise to me when things start to become a little… strange.”

Aubrey felt a tiny, hysterical laugh bubble up in his chest. This was all so much. And he didn’t have a fucking clue what Magnus was hinting around at. But yes, he trusted Magnus more than anyone else. So he would rest. He would hold Calix close and stroke his hair and make sure that whatever fight was next, they were ready to face it.

“Good. I see the determination in your eyes and I admit, it’s a relief. These last few days have been hell, and the next few won’t be any easier. But we’ll get through it.” Magnus gestured toward the Calix-shaped lump under the covers and said, “Go to him. And don’t let him think any of this was his fault. You’ve all handled this with as much grace as could be afforded, given the circumstances.”

Aubrey let him get a few paces away before saying, “You’re planning on doing something truly stupid, aren’t you?”

Magnus smiled at him. There was still no humor anywhere on his face. “I’m not about to throw myself on the pyre, if that’s what you’re worried about. I like living too much. But there are things… ” He sighed; his expression drawn down into a mask of reticence. “I’ve worked for the Collectio since I was twenty-two. Fresh out of university, ready to dive into all the occult world had to offer. I met Agrippa quite early on in my work, and the things they’ve shown me rival the greatest fantasy stories. I always suspected the demimonde was both a funnel and a graveyard. A place full of monsters and bones. And the frailty of humans becomes food for their ugly maws.” Magnus gestured to the strange space around them, and Aubrey watched the walls and floors ripple in response. “I think we can work the funnel part to our advantage. And luckily, Calix has given us a target to aim for.”

“The book. Of course.” Something like hope fluttered under his ribs, but all Aubrey could do was laugh when the realization hit him square in the chest. But the laugh burned like fire. “What a route we’ve taken to hell.”

Magnus smiled grimly at that, but it only lasted a few seconds. “Hell and heaven and everything in between are just matters of perspective. But that’s a conversation for another time. Rest, Aubrey.” He stuffed his hands into his pockets and ambled back down the hall, leaving Aubrey to stare after him.

Aubrey carefully slipped his shoes and vest off, then slid into bed behind Calix. Immediately, the tight line of Calix’s body relaxed against him, but Calix began to cry all over again. Wounded, aching, sad beyond measure and worried out of his mind, Aubrey wasn’t going to be sleeping anytime soon, but he could keep Calix safe if they were this close. 

“You don’t give yourself enough credit,” Calix finally whispered after what felt like eons in the dark together. “I can hear the gears turning, Aubrey. Powered by worry and guilt.”

“I can’t help it,” he admitted, “but neither can you. You’re so tense, you’re practically vibrating. I fear if I let go of you, you’ll shiver up to the sky and not come back down.”

Calix nestled in closer, entwining their arms and legs in a mockery of the absence they felt so keenly. Aubrey was a man of extremely precise tastes, and he’d barely managed to wrap his mind around all that was Ethaniel before he’d found himself alone once more, victim to another kind of practicality, of his own making and one that didn’t often make room for emotion. He was the very opposite of that, really, but from the outside, his veneer kept others from thinking him a living, breathing, feeling thing. 

And the moment he’d shoved his pride into a hole and was a day away from apologizing again to Ethaniel (and this time on his knees, speaking aloud all the things he’d tried to write down and had failed at), he’d been drawn into the orbit of not one lover, but two. Because of a book.

Because of magic.

Because humans always wanted to know more more more, hungry for knowledge with open throats and hearts. If he truly wanted to lay blame at someone’s feet, he’d tear it to shreds and toss it all before the withered bones of John Dee, to point accusingly while saying, “Look what your malice and greed did.”

Look what it made me lose. Look what it brought me.

Aubrey pressed a kiss to the top of Calix’s head. Look what it brought me.
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“You Absolute Bastard”
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FOLIO ONE:
WHAT RARIFIED









